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ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS AS A MODEL FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION 

Alternative education differs considerably from most other reform pro-

posals, including Open Education and Progressive Education: While the 

latter seem to have originated from theories, or on drawing boards, alter-

native education seems to have originated to a far greater extent and is 

evolving largely in practice. This considerable difference gives rise in 

turn to a number of others -- and it generates both advantages and disad-

vantages for alternative schools. 

Educational scholars often share a particular conception of how 

educational orientations originate. It is a linear view not unlike the 

research~issemination-?implementation sequence long presumed to describe 

the process whereby new knowledge becomes operational in classrooms: Gen-

eral or pervasive ideas are assumed to be accepted first -- i.e., 'philos-

ophies '_ or ideologies and educational practice to be derived from these 

ideas. This sequence is ~an erroneous description both of how ideas 
) 

relate to practice and of the knowledge utilization process. The linear 

image suggests a far more acceptable logical analysis than descriptive 

account of what actually happens. 

Broad ideologies or orientations do play a part in what goes on in 

classrooms. One's worldview undqubtedly somehow affects one's choices and 

decisions. It surely figures in what we are immediately drawn to or re-

pelled by. Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that teachers' choices do 

not come from consultation of their worldviews (or of anyone else's): one 

hears about an activity or a procedure and decides to try it. If one just 

happens to be drawn to enough procedures or activities that others have 
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labelled "Open Education," then one comes to be identified as an Open Edu-

cator. Try though we may in philosophy of education to urge the primacy of 

ideas, and the pitfalls of ad hoc-ism, trial-and-errorism, and eclecticism, 

I strongly suspect that this is how most educational practices get 

adopted. l When educators come to be identified as "Progressives" or as 
~ 

"Open Educators," .~ is generally the history. They don't enlist in or 

subscribe to a whole school of thought or a movement -- or to a full-blown 

classroom design or model. Teacher educators may be drawn to educational 

ideologies or movements. Teachers are more often drawn to particular prac-

tices -- which may eventually accumulate into patterns identifiable with 

more comprehensive and systematic positions. 

Alternative schools have probably exhibited an anti-systems tendency 

to an even greater extent than others. The counterculture out of which 

many of the first of them came had distinct anti-authority and anti-theory 

biases which would dispose them to reject established ideas. Free schools, 

which were among the first contemporary alternatives, were openly ahistori-

cal. (Lawrence Cremin i~ one of the people who have called attention to 

this, criticizing the attendant need to keep reinventing the pedagogical 

wheel -- about which more later.)2 The anti-scientism and anti-abstraction 

biases which began in the same period have also left their stamp on suc-

ceeding alternative schools. 3 -- Thus, for a variety of reasons, alterna-

tives do not seem as obligated to a particular set of formative ideas as 

did Progressive or Open Education. 

Yet there seems considerable affinity between Open Education and Al-

ternative Education. Many see alternatives as the high school version of 

Open Education. (Most, but not all of the nation's alternative schools 

are at the secondary level; most, but not all of the Open schools are 
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elementary.) And alternatives have also been identified as ~heirs of 

the Progressive legacy. Whether any such kinships exist depends upon one's 

definition of alternative schools. -- And this has become a critical 

concern. 

There are two logically distinct conceptions of alternative education, 

a formal and a substantive one. For those subscribing to the formal defi-

nition, an alternative is any school (or administrative unit) within a 

system of differentiated schools or units that are available on a choice 

basis. To qualify as an alternative under this definition, a candidate 

must: 

1. Be an administrative unit with its own personnel and program: 
a school or a school-within-a-school -- but not just a course 
or a course sequence. 

2. Be open to all within the district on an optional, not an 
assignment basis. 

3. Be a unit deliberately differentiated from others in 
order to accommodate learner needs or interests, or parental 
preferences. 

It is clear that under this formal definition, what is stressed is diver-

sity and choice. Orientation is irrelevant; thus, 'free' and 'funda-

mentalist' schools are both alternatives. The substantive definition, 

however, largely accepts, but supplements the formal definition. It also 

makes alternative schools distinct and deliberately differentiated admin-

istrative units chosen by their students; but it adds a particular kind of 

educational orientation. Thus, distinct program similarities can be iden-

tified to link alternatives of this sort, and despite the variety in exist-

ing programs, accurate generalizations can be framed to include large 

percentages of them: 

1. Alternative schools tend to emphasize the development of close 
interpersonal relationships within the school and to generate 
a strong sense of affiliation to the program and to the others 
within it. 



2. They typically offer different content, differently 'packaged' 
than neighboring conventional schools. Courses may be designed 
not out of single disciplines but reflecting integrative themes 
that draw on several fields of study -- e.g., as in a course on 
City Life and Survival, or Utopianism through Science Fiction. 

3. They tend to stress learning by participation or observation, 
in preference to analysis and study. There is a lot of 
'action' and 'experiential' learning, as well as 'service' 
learning. 

4. They are likely to have evaluation systems and formats which 
differ from those of other local schools. Students are often 
asked to participate in self-evaluation and descriptions may 
replace grades, and portfolios, transcripts. 

5. Fewer rules and less regulation of conduct are common, with 
students exerting more individual and collective decision­
making than in other schools. 

The above generalizations seem true enough of most alternative 

4 

schools. Recent evidence in the form of a national survey substantiates 

them. 4 But obviously, one can exclude identifiable subsets of alternative 

schools from almost all of them. For instance, few of the above claims 

would apply to back-to-basics schools, and they do not apply to many magnet 

schools either. Back-to-basics schools generally, as well as a number of 

magnet schools, are alternatives only under the formal definition above. 

And then there are programs called alternatives in some locales that meet 

neither of the above definitions: the in-school suspension and other 

punitive programs that have developed very extensively in t~ South. 

(Similar programs exist in other parts of the country, but there they are 

not called "alternatives.") In view of all this confusion, I shall try to 

separate assertions about alternatives in the formal sense from assertions 

about alternatives in the substantive sense. But I shall simply exclude 

the punitive programs as a misnomer, since they fail to meet either 

definition. 5 

The above definitions facilitate asking more meaningfully about the 
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usefulness and value of alternative schools as a model or design for 

education. Alternatives in both senses of the term have considerable to 

offer, although alternatives in the substantive sense have attracted the 

greater attention in public school circles. Some of the early ones were 

hailed as models of reform -- as ways to restore the allegedly cold and 

indifferent bureaucracies which schools had become, to the humane, caring 

environments necessary for helping the young to learn. Those dubbed "The 

Compassionate Critics" or the Humanists were likely to see the alternative 

schools of the late 60s and early 70s as the model that all schools should 

be fashioned after. 

The nation's interest in educational reform per se abated in the 70s 

(partly in response to the disappointments of many of the early reform 

efforJ:s which included a large array of innovations, of which alterna-

tives were only one). However, a steady interest in alternative schools 

has been maintained by one group after another with social reform intent. 

News from some of the early alternatives had been extremely positive, with 

impressive success -- and often with youngsters who had previously detested 

school. Thus, through the 70s and into the 80s, alternative schools have 

been adopted as the prospective solution to a variety of the nation's 
-

ills. One can identify quite an array of separate purposes to which they 

have been recommended over the past decade. Both federal and state, as 

well as private initiatives, have sought to solve the following social 

problems through alternative schools: 

Juvenile crime and delinquency 
School violence and vandalism 
The demands of inner-city minorities 
Anti-institutionalism 
Resentments against public bureaucracies 
Racial segregation 
Youth unemployment 
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Declining school enrollments 
Demographic changes in school populations 

Thus, alternative schools have in fact already been extensively used 

as a model for realizing diverse aims. There is good cause for such en-

thusiasm. Alternatives have attracted youngsters of assorted types and 

ability and achievement levels. But one thing these young people are 

likely to have in common is antipathy toward conventional schools. This 

means that alternative schools have enrolled far more than a normal share 

of the youngsters who were previously turned off, non-cooperative, truant 

or otherwise behaviorally problematic, non-successful, etc. The results 

are often dramatic -- and poignant. Investigators report no violence in 

alternative schools and few behavioral difficulties of other sorts. 

Discipline simply isn't a problem. 6 Parents tell about their youngsters 

who have hated school, yet began attending the alternative with enthusiasm 

and even pride. Indeed, the extraordinary loyalty and sense of affiliation 

which many alternatives engender have prompted some to call them "member-

ship" schools. Youngsters it would be difficult to call "students" at all 

suddenly begin to show interest, effort, and accomplishment. Extensive 

improvement sometimes occurs, particularly among students who have pre-

viously been underachievers, and among these and other students, attitudes 

toward school are -sufficiently changed that many alternativas even send far 

higher numbers on to college than do other schools in the same district. 7 

The picture is not always so rosy, of course -- not for every student 

and not for every alternative school. But there have been enough suc-

cesses, and especially of dramatic turn-arounds, to attract considerable 

attention -- with the result that all of the national committees and com-

missions that scrutinized education in the early 70s ended up recommending 

the spread of alternative schools. 8 
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The result was that alternative education became rather a growth 

industry. And some of the programs were launched with insufficient plan­

ning, teachers who weren't very happy to be in them, and other serious 

organizational flaws. Sometimes educational considerations were forced to 

take a back seat when the major reason for an initiative was desegregation 

or crime prevention. In such instances, success or failure was ascertained 

on the basis of outcomes not specifically tied to educational 

accomplishment. Unfortunately, it sometimes turned out that with the 

switch in focus from education to something else, a number of the advan­

tages of alternative education were lost -- including the very factors 

making them attractive to such diverse sponsorship in the first place. 

The considerable interest in alternative schools from outside educa­

tion ·has been both boon and bane. It is a first principle of politics that 

the larger the number of groups and interests finding an idea a solution to 

their particular problems, the stronger that idea's chances. Thus, the 

confidence engendered by Birch Bayh's Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile 

Delinquency that alternat~ve schools were good solutions to youth crime 

undoubtedly proved a real stimulus to the alternatives movement. On the 

other hand, however, this sort of impetus has sometimes shifted reSources 

and attention away from educational considerations, as noted above. For 

instance, school attendence and offender recividism rates have been among 

the evaluation criteria used by the Office of Juvenile Justice and 

Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) in assessing the alternative programs they 

have funded. Academic achievement has not been of equal import. The bias 

of the criteria surely had to affect the priorities of OJJDP-funded 

alternatives.) 

Canada's alternative schools and educators suggest interesting 
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contrasts in this regard. In Canada, education seems to be viewed more 

important in its own right and less frequently as the means to resolving 

acute social ills. The contrast gives rise to some important considera­

tions about the articulation of school and society. Most U.S. educators 

probably continue to act on John Dewey's argument that schooling should be 

closely geared to a society, changing as the society changes. Can it be 

that we have tried to make alternative schools too immediately responsive 

to social problems. using education in ways it cannot serve? (Another 

Deweyan message could have warned us against such attempts, but did not 

prevail: his insistence that the aims of education must not be made subor­

dinate to other considerations.) 

Thus far, we have largely been concerned with the substantive concep­

tion of alternative education -- and with problems arising in selected 

attempts to adapt alternative schools to a variety of purposes. Before 

turning to an examination of the attributes of alternatives in the other, 

or formal, sense -- i.e., differentiated, optional programs of whatever 

type -- we need to consider the term model. We are examining the desir­

ability of alternatives as a model for reform. Until fairly recently, that 

meant an "ideal," and model schools were model in something of the sense 

that a Platonic form represents a prototype or perfect example for emula­

tion. This idea of a model, and how it might serve us, left it to the 

emulators to work out how, and to what extent, they might seek to approxi­

mate the ideal. But our conception has shifted over recent decades, so 

that now an educational model is typically construed not as an approxima­

tion but as a program or procedure that can be lifted out of its context 

and set down virtually intact anywhere else one wants to put it! Thus, a 
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model for dealing with alienated students or underachievers might be a 

total program -- a whole alternative school, lock, stock, and barrel 

that can be observed in Wisconsin and adopted largely in toto for trans-

porting to a school district in Maryland or New Mexico. 

The newer understanding of a "model" seems one of the by-products of 

federal assistance to education. One observer has suggested that related 

changes first began to overtake our talk of educational "programs" "in the 

50s and 60s, as notions of repeatability and reproducibility crept in. 9 

Later, as government investment i~ education grew, and the desire developed 

to extend the benefits beyond initial recipients, the National Diffusion 

Network was established. This is an agency that verifies the success of a 

government-supported program and afterward makes it possible for people 

from other districts to come and observe -it, learn it, and take it home as 

a transplant. A notion of inter-changeable parts seems embedded, and it 

has even come to flavor our conception of educational success: "programs 

not replicable elsewhere can no longer be judged successful in the eyes of 

many, irrespective of th&ir effectiveness in the original setting. 

One's conception of an educational model -- Platonic vs. modern ver-

sion -- is important as we consider whether and how alternative schools are 

a desirable model for educational change. Stimulated by the National Dif-

fusion Network, a number of alternatives have been born by this cloning-

like process. It would be interesting to study their success_ as compared 

to that of other alternatives because, as we shall see, their origins tend 

to eliminate or minimize what change experts have seen as major requisities 

for successful innovation: the extensive adaptation of any innovation 

and, not just incidentally, the sense of psychological ownership which the 
. 

adapting process generates. IO In fact, it is unclear whether the major 
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benefit of the adaptation is the better accommodation to local circum­

stances which emerges, or whether the gain is more a >matter of the effects 

of the process itself on the innovators. Either way, some amount or degree 

of re-invention of the pedagogical wheel seems to have been found essential 

to successful educational innovation! 

Alternatives of both the substantive and the formal type can be used 

as models in the contemporary sense as just described. However, this may 

well be a mistake, substantially diminishing the success-potential of the 

new alternatives. Certainly, people planning to start alternative schools 

can gain a great deal from examining others and borrowing from them. But 

as many have noted, alternative schools need to be 'home grown' -- suggest­

ing they cannot really be modeled after others in the contemporary sense of 

"models." Alternative schools, then, should serve as models for new pro­

grams only in the sense of a general idea to be approximated and adapted, 

not a program to be replicated. 

Alternatives in the schools of choice sense -- the programmatically 

neutral, formal sense -- also have substantial advantages to recommend them 

as sources of improvement in education. Perhaps their greatest asset is 

the mechanism or reform medium they represent. One of the clearest lessons 

of the reform efforts of the 60s and 70s was that the capacity of school 

systems to respond to needed changes must be carefully cultivated. Large­

scale, stable institutions often inhibit flexibility and the capacity for 

renewal. Thus, there is no guarantee that schools will respond to parent 

deSires, student needs, shifting circumstances, or urgent reform demands. 

In fact, there is substantial reason to believe that they will not -- short 

of a specific mechanism or instrumentality itself built into the system to 

institutionalize renewal. Optional schools serve as just such a device: 



as unmet needs or interests arise, new programs can be launched; and as 

such schools become insufficiently sensitive to student needs or parent 

preferences -- or insufficiently responsive to changes in these regards 

they simply fail to enroll sufficient numbers to sustain them. Then new 

programs are generated to respond to changed circumstances. The new 

programs can and often do come from both inside and outside the school 

system: sometimes it is teachers who propose a new program, sometimes 

students, and sometimes parents. (The Board of Education in Toronto is 

encouraging the development of alternatives through community initiative 

and regularly aids proposers to establish a new educational option which 

becomes part of the public system.) 
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Systematizing the establishment of new alternatives has a number of 

advantages. They maintain responsiveness within the system, and they also 

contribute to its rejuvenation. This is a vital function under contem­

porary circumstances, especially with an aging and increasingly dispirited 

teacher population. Investigators report that teacher alienation begins to 

set in after one to five ~ears.ll The opportunity of moving into and 

establishing a new program is a powerful chance for change and novelty. 

The very existence of such an opportunity stands as a signif~cant weapon 

against burnout and a stimulus to regeneration. And we have learned enough 

to know that the self-renewing teachers are only found in self-renewing 

schools: such a regeneration requires too much support to permit 

individuals to accomplish it solo, raising themselves up by their own 

bootstraps. 

One of the ironies of the recent past is that the same period that has 

taught us about school failures has also taught us the difficulties of 
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significantly altering the situation. We are considerably less optimistic 

about the possibilities of substantial turn-arounds than we were 20 years 

ago. We perceive the challenges as greater, the obstacles as higher, and 

the chances for success as lower than the would-he reformers of the 60s 

viewed them. One important reason for the difference in outlook is that 

we have learned that effective change for the better requires a fairly 

substantial set of nurturant conditions. 

The list includes a number of process considerations pertaining to 

planning and implementation (e.g., it cannot be a top-down imposition 

effort; it must be designed or extensively adapted by those who are to use 

it).12 There are also some base-line propositions such as: it is easier 

to create a new school than to change an old one;13 and (counter to what 

one might expect), success potential is greater for efforts that involve 

several, or even multiple changes, than for those undertaking just one. 14 

The chances of a change effort are also increased by building in mutual 

support machinery extending beyond the change period, and by providing 

environmental features nonsonant with program features. 

The purpose of this litany is not to provide a full checkoff list but 

to suggest the complexity -- the number and variety of requisites -- impor­

tant to high success-potential for any improvement effort. This situation 

doubles the value of any reform mechanism or medium with built-in respon­

siveness to these requirements. Not all planners of alternative schools 

have met the requisites of successful change. However, most alternatives 

have been grass-roots efforts and the very process of creating an alterna­

tive school is likely to involve people in meeting a substantial portion of 

the initial requirements for successful change. Thus, alternative school 

planners with little acquaintance with the change literature have managed 
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to follow its advice fairly extensively. This would seem to be a consider­

able advantage for alternative schools as a reform medium or model. 

The enduring interest in school choice is another. The idea of 

optional schools began in the 60s with the voucher proposal. Although 

vouchers seemed, as one of their advocates later suggested, a proposal 

without a constituency,15 the basic idea of choice appears one that will 

not go away. When bested, it keeps resurfacing in new forms. We have seen 

it since the original voucher plan in a variety of other voucher and tui­

tion tax credit proposals, in the growth of magnet and alternative school 

programs, and in the decisions of those who have withdrawn their children 

from the public schools altogether. The opportunity to choose the educa­

tion of one's child within the public school has been argued as the way to 

render a bureaucracy responsive to its clients; restore democracy to a 

public institution; respond to the needs and special concerns of various 

minority groups; faithfully implement the commitments of a pluralistic 

society; increase educational effectiveness by responding differentially to 

diverse student needs; enhance students' interest in education and commit­

ment to their schools; increase parent interest and involvement in their 

youngsters' education; restore public confidence in the schools; restore 

education's commitment to fulfilling "private and disaggregated values" as 

well as public aggregate interests;16 retain the support of the middle 

class and prevent public schools from becoming pauper schools; save 

public schools from a downward spiral of diminishing student quality, 

educational effectiveness, and financial support. 

The durability of the interest in choice, the variety of values and 

concerns to which it is perceived responsive, and the likely continuation 

of the conditions which lend it impetus -- all suggest that the idea of 
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optional schools is also likely to prove durable. 

Finally, optional schools appear a good model for educational reform 

and continuing renewal because they offer direct benefits, experienced as 

benefits, by all of the participants involved with the school. This is a 

considerable advantage when one considers other major reform proposals. 

Many -- e.g., curricular reforms -- impose changes which only promise 

intangible, ultimate gains. They make new demands on participant groups 

(i.e., teachers, students, administrators) but they often can offer no real 

experience or sense of benefit or gain in reward. This is not the case 

with alternative or optional schools, however. The benefits extended to 

teachers are conSiderable, as a recent study of teacher alienation would 

suggest. It found schools to offer insufficient opportunities "to experi-

ence such need satisfaction factors as autonomy, creativity, and recogni-

tion for achievement.... Dissatisfaction prevails," it was concluded, 

"because teachers are denied participation in a large number of school 

decisions affecting their work."l7 They are often excluded even from the 

planning of the curricula. they will be expected to teach. And parents 

sometimes add to the dis-valuing of teaching by viewing teachers as 

baby-sitters with three-month vacations. 

The picture in the alternative school is sharply different: Figures 

from the national survey earlier cited suggest that as a first contrast to 
~ 

other public schools, 85% of the teachers in alternative schools are "here; 
~ 9 su.",.)} .) Q 

~they have chosen to be. Moreover, alternative schools tend to have far 

more control over the full gamut of educational questions and conditions 

(course content, learning activities, program planning, staff and student 

selection, evaluation) than is common in public education -- and within the 

school; teachers are prominent in the making of such decisions. Alterna-
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tive school teachers have a significant role in decisions regarding school 

goals, curriculum, staff hiring and evaluation, and budget allocation in 

more than 90% of the nation's alternative schools. 18 Not surprisingly, 

then, even teachers forced by a series of district emergencies to accept 

assignment to an alternative school chose after a year to remain there. 

Only 7% of the teachers thus assigned to Philadelphia's Parkway School for 

1978-79 preferred to leave when at the end of the year they were offered 

re-assignment choices. 19 

Student experience changes, too, in an alternative school -- and most 

studies have found significant increases in daily attendance rates. It is 

common to hear both alternatives students and their parents report that 

youngsters genuinely like to come to school. And it is'an experience most 

first-time observers simply cannot believe, to hear -- in this day and age 

-- youngsters trying to testify and bear witness for a school! It leaves 

little doubt that benefits which they perceive accrue to alternative school 

students. And these are evident not only in their reports but in enhanced 

academic accomplishment. .For some, this is close to the first experience 

of academic success. 

Parent benefits are also obvious and directly experienced. A lot of 

literature has called attention to the empowerment that accompanies 

choice. For some disadvantaged groups this empowerment is viewed a consid­

erable gain in itself. But whether or not it is so experienced from the 

start, the benefits of choice typically emerge very quickly. A number of 

alternative school evaluations have sought systematic parent response on 

how their youngsters seem at home. Such changes as more cooperative 

behavior, enhanced self-esteem, and the appearance of a generally happier 

person are quite common reports. 
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Administrators also report advantages since many of their more 

disagreeable tasks are greatly diminished in alternative schools. As 

earlier noted, discipline problems are rare. Teacher commitment, dedica­

tion, and involvement are likely to be unusually high -- eliminating the 

all too familiar problems associated with trying to obtain the cooperative 

participation of lukewarm staff. And dealings with parents who are well 

disposed toward the school and its teachers are of quite a different order 

than in schools where this is not the case. 

The upshot, then, is that a very considerable advantage of deliberate­

ly differentiated schools of choice is their delivery of immediately 

experienced gains for all involved. And if we assume a need for education­

al reform and improvement, the ability to extend such a promise serves as a 

powerful incentive for undertaking the effort. Do they represent a desir­

able, as well as a practicable direction in which to move? The conse­

quences we have identified are no small indices of merit. The world offers 

no guarantees, of course -- and not all alternative schools succeed, and 

not all students succeed even within the best ones. But the need for 

change in education is sufficient -- and the past successes of alternative 

schools substantial enough -- to lend encouragement to districts consdering 

them. 

In both the substantive and formal senses, then, we have tried to show 

that alternative schools seem a worthwhile model for educational improve­

ment. But the model is positive and useful, however, as we have also tried 

to indicate, only for emulation and not replication. The reason is that 

its value resides not only in the eight benchmarks associated with alterna­

tives of the two types (i.e., the three attributes marking alternatives in 

the for~al sense, plus the five marking alternatives of the substantive 
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type): Alternative schools also offer a valuable model of the change pro­

cess itself. Finally" they respond to a message that recurringly rouses 

the consciousness of educators and public alike: Americans will have edu­

cational choice. If the public sector does not provide it, they will seek 

it elsewhere. 
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