
THE ALTERNATIVE IN AL lERNATIVES 

Wherein lies the alternative in alternatives? Ttlat's easy: it resides in the 

enthusiasm of tile people involved -- in their investment and engagellient in sCllool -- and 

in their commitment to eoch other, 

The /iardJr questions involve how we gB\ Ulere, I would flWfl9 two sets of 

characteristics, The first identifies an alternative and distinguishes it (rom sOlTlething 

else which just ought to be called by anotller nollie, These are (k)f in ing cllm oeter ist ies tind 

in my judgment there are four, Tile second set of clmrocter'islics identify the rp.quislles of 

success for an alternative school. There are also three chaf'octerislics of this sort WIIlCII 

seem to prove predictive of wlilel I alternatives w III suceeL~J ollrJ wh iell w 1IIIIut, I Ilere {Jre 

many other traits also to be found In some combination in Illost alternative schools, but I 

shall 11m It this Just to defining clwracterlstics and success essentials, 

The defining characteristics are as follows: 

I) An altol'native scl1001 Is one In which all affiliated alelll81'l1lly clioice, 

sturJents and staff, 

2) An alternative scllool stands as ftn alternative to a re\JlIlal' scliool 

pl'ogram, It is not Q pn'llrorn 0110 elects us D ~;ul,plelllelll to a i"C'Julill' 

program 01' a regular scliool day, nor is It a tl'ainillY pi'll\jI'arn olle ellters 

In I lOll 01 PIII'SlI.illg an educat I (Ill , 

5 ) , All il Itoll hltI Yll ,,(1100 I Is 0110 W i til I t <',1M II rI i~; tllll' II YI~ III I', <; i(lll W I I it.ll 

provldos It~ spoclal Idontlty alld ~,(1\" It (II f f Illlll l)li It'.\' SdlllOI,;, 

4) An alternative Is a separate atirnlnistl'otivo uilit (oillllll' a ,;up<\I'ato 

scilool 01' a separate scflool-wftllill-a-~;clillol 01' rnllll-sdlllOI) wltliits 

own students and staff whose primary ilssi\lllmelit IS to tile altol'mtlYe, 

Eoch of these traits Is logicolly necessary for 0 ~.ciloolto he 011 o ilef'l1tltivc , ond eocll 

dlstinguisiles an alternative (I'orn something qui te diflerent. For instance, the cilolce 

feature Is what distinguishes an alternativo ScillXlI 01' pl'our am from ulle that is pun it ive 

or from one established for special groups presumed rJeficlent or' halldicapped in sOllie way, 

Nobroy chooses such programs, Tile 'mission', requil'ell18nt is necnss<1I'y If tilo alternative 

Is going to be anything but Just a new school; it must haye a dist inct vision of sumlllliing 

else It wants to be -- e,g,. Ii place marked by a special climate or atmo~;phel'e, or d ~;pecial 

tlleme, or a particular instructional approach, Without lIlis ((,(ltlile no one IHI~, real 

choice, because there can be no genuine options t6 choosearnong, Tile requirement tllilt tile 



') 

school be a separate 0001 Inistratlve unit Is whot makes the dlffel'once between an 

alternative and a course elective or a set of elecllves This is nocossJry to sustaining a 

separate mission and a separate point of Identification lor (flOse involVed, It Is what 

enables the alternative to become a community, 

The necessnry conditions of success of alternative schools ar'e also three: 

I) They must be smallenougtl to permit personalization of tiw sctlOol 

experience, This probably means a maximum size 01 several hundred for 

an alternative school or school-within-(]-scilool. 

2) An a Iter native must have IJI'oiltl ill III S III ilk III\) it s mocel'll the I u II 

dwelopment of each youngster - - character allli intellect, pel'sonal and 

social development, as well as oeDdornlc aclJlev81118111. It IS COIIC81'1I8U 

with the person, not Just with the person's academic oc.compllshments, 

3) An alternative school must provide its teuchers wittl enougilireedorn Irom 

standar'd rules and procedures to enable them to Irarne and COI'I'y Liut tileir' 

own vision of schooling, Tlils means thot the ScilC>:" lIIust be 1I'8el' of 

external contr'ols than are llii)st, and that this powpr tilliS sllilted tllihe 

school be diflused aillong teoehel's rotlier than COn(:0lltratetJ in tile 

pl'lnclpal's alike, 

The researcil SU(I'/3stStilOI If any of these 111I'ee IllIporlolit leillul'cs Is 111155111\1, Ille 

alternative scllool is IHlIldimppot!.nnd its clWllcns for suce,,,,; 010 sul,<;!illlliilily Yln'll nil"" 
J lio renson Is'llmt these tilree conllitiol1s arc Il'<;pow,ilile 1111 ' L1ivI' I' i",,, til <,,'lJldllY 

of the otlier positive ICiJtures we associate willi altpl'nolive~;, r,.ll' IfIO,lolwe, ,;ll1illl,,,,·;,; 

rnokes eoeh participant a genuine contributor to lI,e pl'l'JI'UIII - - II IlIdl.,,·; p'II.;I, CHIP ill/lilt 

Morcover, It makes It possible to avoid an exh,w,lv8 structure of fOlmal r'ulu~" dllLl IIws 

smallness perm Its flex ibi Ilty and continuing responsiveness, 

A concern with the i()divldu(J/ and not just tile S(U6'f]()( or' role occupant is what 

makes young pcople sey alternatives teachers "really car' e ," as opposed to o(fwr teachers 

who they think do not. Sucll brooder educational alms also assign teacil8rs responslllility 

for the full dwelopment of their' charges - - encouraging tile teilt;llcr's aWOI'eness and 

response to the full range of what Is affecting the yoUn[lstel', This puts leilclwrs In a Illucll 

better posit Ion not only to make learning humane but also to doteI'm ino wllat PI' iOI' I lies can 

best be OOJressed at a particular moment. 

Altorrmtlve schmls were ol1long the first in trw Inst (bwle 01' tWl' to dOfflon~;trnli; tile 

imporlance of school and teacilel' autonomy, ~~[lW the rest of the wor iLJ has cdugllt up and 
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this kind of change Is being urged for all schools, There is great concern today with 

boosting teocher efficocy - - i.e" with enabl ing teachers to succeed at their missIOn. I t is 

now being realized that we have so shackled them that they cannot succeed, Greater 

autonomy not only contributes to teocher success; it is also responsib Ie for the heightened 

morale and sense of professionalism of teachers, and for their unusual commitment and 

dedication, 

I know that there are a number of other features which many find essential to 

alternative education - - e,g" student freemm and decisionmak lng, act Ion learning or 

learning within and directly from the community, or a no failure policy, None of these is 

Incompatible, of course, with the three success essentials I have listed. But I have seen 

what appear to be successful alternatives that do not pursue ttlese supplementary Ideas, 

On the other hand, I have never seen a successfu I alternative that is without smallness, 

broad aims, and substantial autonomy, 

The rep Iy to someone who objects that these defini ng character ist ics are not accepted 

by all, or that they are arb itary, Is that yeS, we are sure Iy free to deli ne words as we 

choose, But If one Is Interested In alternative education by virtue of Its success and 

accomplishments, these are the sorts of programs to which the success has attached. 


