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The Strengths and Weaknesses of Alternatives 

What Research Shows 
about Schools of Choice 

MARY ANNE RAYWlD 

In Educational Leadership 

c.A MONG the educational in­
novations introduced during the 
19605, alternatives-or schools of 
choice-have proved one of the 
most durable and are increasingly 
finding support from research. This 
support may be one reason why 
schools of choice continue ro pro~ 
liferate. 

In looking at the research on 
schools of choice, it is necessary to 
understand that they are a curricu­
tar, an instructional, and an organi· 
zational proposal in combination. 
The following series of characteris­
tics is common to most alterna~ 
dves, albeit not all: 

1. The alternative constitutes a 
distinct and identifiable .adminis~ 
native unit, with its own personnel 
and program. Moreover, substan­
tial effort is likely to be addressed to 

creating a strong sense of affiliation 
with the unit. 

2. Stru.ctures and processes gen· 
erative of school climate are held 
important and receive considerable 
attention within the unit. 

3. Students as well as staff enter 
the alternative as a matter of choice 
rather than assignment. 

4. The alternative is designed to 
respond to particular needs, de­
sires, and interests not otherwise 
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met in local schools; a program 
results that is distinctly different 
from that of other schools in the 
area. 

5. The impetus to launching the 
alternative, as well as its design, 
comes from one or more of the 
groups to be most immediately 
affected by the program: teachers, 
students, and parents. 

6. Alternative schools generally 
address a broader range of student 
development than just the cogni­
tive or academic. Typically, the SOrt 

of person the learner is becoming is 
a matter of first concern. 

Organizational forms lmd struc­
tures. Schools of choice differ as to 
organizational type, though most 
are small in relation to conven­
tional schools. Over half have fewer 
than 100 students, and 69 percent 
enroll fewer than 200. Some are 
schools·within·schools. Magnet 
schools, designed for desegregation, 
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seem currently to be the largest 
subtype of schools of choice, but 
there are numerous types of alter­
natives in addition to magnet 
schools-learning centers, contin­
uation schools, schools without 
walls, street academies--each iden· 
tifiable by a particular smdent 
group or type of program. Not 
since the mid-1970s have alterna­
tives been associated with any spe­
cific ideological tendencies; today, 
they range from relatively free 
schools to fundamentalist types,' 
with even a military academy or 
two. In a recent survey of alterna­
tives, 63 percent of respondents 
indicated that their foremost point 
of departure from other schools lay 
in interpersonal relationships with· 
in the school, rather than in curricu· 
lar distinctiveness. 

Perhaps one of the greatest con­
tributions of alternative schools was 
to institutionalize a means for in· 
traducing variety into school sys-. 
terns. They were also recognized by 
some as a means whereby school 
systems could inform, as well as 
reform, themselves: The demand 
for a new alternative would serve as 
an important indicator of commu­
nity needs and interests, as would 
underenrollment in an existing op· 
tion. Schools of choice provided. 
early opportunities to see what 
happens when typical central·dis­
trier-control patterns are relaxed 
and greater control reverts to indi­
vidual schools. They have also facil­
itated study of novel social control 
arrangements, of human interac­
tion patterns in nonbureaucratic 

institutions, and of the impacts of 
school structure on program and 
behavior. 

Organizational processes. The 
feel and flavor of schools of choice 
are noticeably different from those 
of conventional schools. The choice 
3.spect of these schools serves to 

heighten one's investment in what 
has been chosen. The participants, 
unlike those in a comprehensive 
high school, are agreed upon a par· 
ticular eype of educational mission 
or environment. The importance of 
this likemindedness and cohesion 
h:.lS been underscored in recent 
years, both in the private school 
literature and in the effective· 
schools research. 

Analysts have often named small­
ness as a key ingredient of the type 
of environment alternatives pro­
vide. Everyone knows everyone 
else; bureaucracic controls are un­
necessary. The roles of both staff 
and students tend to be more ex­
panded and diffuse than in conven­
tional schools. Teachers feel they 
exert considerable concrol over 
their own programs, and students 
feel much less like pawns than in 
other schools. The reason for such 
feehngs of autonomy is not always 
apparent, however, since alterna­
tive students in alternative schools 
sometimes report such feelings 
even though their teachers describe 
the program as highly structured! If 
teachers are perceived as "caring," 
and relationships are marked by 
trust, formal enfranchisement may 
appear less vital to having one's 
concerns taken into consideration. 
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Such distinctive elements in the 
climate of schools of choice seem 
closely tied to the remarkable levels 
of satisfaction of both students and 
their parents. Postgraduation sur­
veys of students of the alternative 
school, for example, suggest that 
they continue to regard it as a place 
where they received help that has 
proved relevant and adequate to 

their pursuits after high school. 

Individual Treatment / 
1 

Goals. Most schools of ch9'lce 
demonstrate concern with multIple 
sorts of development in their stu­
dents. The broad concern with the 
sort of person each youngster is 
becoming yields several tendencies 
common to many schools of choice. 
One is a program consciously de­
signed to aqet social growth and 
such personal development as de­
cision-making ability, moral matur­
ity, and self-knowledge. Often, 
these schools are more strongly 
preoccupied with realizing individ­
ual potential than with achieve­
ment in relation to group norms. In 
these schools, students must be­
come known as individual human 
beings to school staff; this person­
alization feature seems strongly as­
sociated with the appeal of schools 
of choice to students, and to parents 
and teachers as well. 

Instructional methods. Alterna­
tive school staff report instructional 
methods to be one of their main 
points of departure from conven­
tional school practice. There is also 
evidence that instructional prac­
tices in alternative schools do not 
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differ very extensively from the 
methods of other schools; yet, in­
terestingly, both teachers and stu­
dems in alternatives think that they 
do. One reason for this discrepancy 
may be that despite the group in­
struction often found in schools of 
choice, they manage considerable 
flexibility and have devised ways to 
respond to student needs and inter­
ests that are unshared. Perhaps the 
most typical mechanism is inde­
pendent study, allowing for the 
pursuit of individual interests, ad­
vanced work in traditional subjects, 
remedial work, and experiential and 
service learning. There is substan­
tial evidence that experiential 
learning stimulates moral develop­
ment, enhances self-esteem, ex­
pands the interest of adolescents in 
social problems and their inclina­
tions toward community invulve­
ment, and increases a sense of social 
and personal responsibility. Recent 
studies are also providing increas­
ingly conclusive demonstration of 
the efficacy of experiential learning 
in relation to traditional academic 
content; and there is evidence that 
experiential learning contributes to 
higher-level mental processes, such 
as problem-solving ability. 

Curriculum. In magnet or spe­
cialty high schools, curricular dis­
tinctiveness is the school's most 
distinguishing feature; the arts are 
reported the most prevalent con­
centration, with humanities or 
social sciences coming second. At 
the elementary level, basic-skills 
magnets predominate, with Mon­
tessori or individualized learning 
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programs coming second, and arts 
third. 

Some curricular tendencies are 
identifiable within self-identified 
"alternative" schools. TeJ-chers in 
alternatives frequently prefer to 
organize content by themes, rather 
than leave it separated by disci­
plines. The Foxfire combination of 
experiential and classroom learn­
ing has been used by some alterna­
tives, as has the Walkabout idea, 
which organizes the curriculum 
around a specified set of challenges. 
Still another curricular emphasis 
has been the "JUSt Community" 
schools inspired oy the moral 
developmenr theory of Lawrence 
Kohlberg. Nevertheless, it appears 
that most schools of choice develop 
their own curricula. 

The people in ultcrnati1:es and 
hou' the)! are affected. Although 71 
percent of respondents to a 1982 
survey of alternatives indicated that 
their districts associate alternatives 
with all kinds of students. a large 
number of schools of choice have 
been established to deal with groups 
posing special problems-the 
turned-off, disruptive, underachiev­
ing, or dropout-prone. The early 
success of a number of alternatives 
probably made it inevitable that 
they would be embraced as solu­
tions for the most educationally 
challenging groups. Thete have 
been instances of impressive suc­
cess-effectiveness at improving 
student attitudes toward school and 
learning. self-concept and self-es­
teem, attendance, and behavior. 
They also lead to greater academic 

accomplishment by "marginal" Stu­
dents. The evidence suggests­
though more research is needed in 
this area-that similar benefits ac­
crue also to average and above­
average students. Not all alterna­
tive schools are successful, but per­
haps subsequent research will fur­
ther clarify the requisites of success 
and identify the pitfalls to avoid. 

Alternative school teachers re­
port unusually high levels of satis­
faction, which they attribute to in­
creased collegiality, and to greater 
professional autonomy ahd person­
al agency in their work. Although 
many report working harder in the 
alternative than in their previous 
school, morale is clearly enhanced. 

Pluses and Minuses 

It would appear, then, that 
schools of choice offer heightened 
satisfactions to the several groups 
most immediately associated with 
them: staff, students, and parents. 
They also claim other advanuges 
with respect to climate and produc­
tivity. Commentators and observers 
have expressed some challenges 
and reservations-over cultural 
divisiveness, increased 'social-class 
isolation, diminution of the quality 
of nonchoice schools, etc. Investiga­
tion of these questions is certainly 
needed, along with much more ex­
tensive study of correlates of suc­
cess in schools of choice. We need 
much more of that kind of evidence, 
which will help practitioners to 
decide just which features are vital 
for such schools and which can and 
should be omitted. 0 
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