THE ALTERNATIVE IN ALTERNATIVES

Wherein lies the allernative in alternatives? Thal's easy: it resides in the
enthusiasm of the people involved - - in their investment and engagement in schooi ~- and
in their commitment o each other. |

The Aardtr questions involve how we get there, | would name Lwo sels of
characteristics. The first identifies an alternative and distinguishss it from something
else which just ought Lo be calied by enolher name. These are defining char acteristics and
inmy judgmen! lthere are four. The second set of characleristics identily the requis'i'les of
success for an alternative school. There are also three characteristics of this sort winch
seemn o prove predictive of which allernatives will succeed and which will not. There are
many other traits also o ﬁe found in some combination in most atternative scho_ols, but
shall Himit this just to defining characteristics and success essentials, '

The defining characieristics are as folows:

1) Analternative scheol s one in which all affiliated are there by choice,
students and staff.

2) Analternative school stands as an alternative to a regular scheol
progrom. 11 is nol a program one elects as a supplement to a regulor
program or a regular school day, nor is it a lraining program one enters
1 lau of pursuing an education.

3)_An allornotive school Is ono with s own distinetive mission which
providos [{g spectal tdentity and sets fEolt trom other schools.

4) An alternalive Is a separale administrative unit (either a separate
school or a separate school-within-a-school or minl-school) with ils
own students and staff whose primary assignment is to the alter native,

Each of these traits Is fogically necessary for a school to be an alternotive, and eoch
distinguishes an alternalive from something quite different. For instance, the choice
fealure Is whal disliriguiéiles an allernative school or proyram from une that is punilive
or from one established for special groups presumed deficient or handicapped in some way.
Nobody chooses such programs. The 'mission’ requirement is necessary I the allernative
is going 1o be anything but just a new school; itmust have a distinct vision of sumething
else It wants o be -~ e.g., @ place marked by a special climale or atmosphere, or a special
thema, or a pa_rtlcuiar instructional approach. Without this fealure no one has real

cholca, because there can be no genuine options to cheose-amony. The requirement that the




school be a separate administrative unit s whal makes the differance between an
aiternative and a course slective or a set of eleytives. ‘This is necossory to sustaining a
separate misston and a separate point of identificalion for those involved. It is what
enables the alternative {o become a community.

The necessory conditions of success of alter native schools are also three:

1} They must be smail enough to permit personalization of the school
experience. This probably means a maximum size of saveral hundred for
an alterhalive school or school-within-a-schoal,

2) An alternative must have broad aims mak ing ils cancern the 1ull
development of each youngster ~- characler and intellect, personal and
soclal davelopment, as well as acodem e aclteverent, H s conoer ned
with the person, not just with the person’s academic accomplishments.

3) Analternative school must provide its teachers with enough freedom from
standard rules and procedures 1o enable them to frame and carry out their
own vision of schooting. This means that the school must be freer of
external controls than are most, and that this power thus shifted te the
school be diffused among teachers rather than concentrated in the
principal’s office. :

The research sugyests that 1f any of these three fmportant features s missing, the
allernative school is handiﬁ:appox,i»nnd its chancos for success area substantinlly woeak aned.
The reasen fs-{hat these three conditions are responsible tor - giveriseto - - omony
of the other positive features we associate with allernatives. Far inatanen, smalless
makes each participant a genuine contribulor fo the program - - i mabes each one ool
Moreover , tt makes I possible to avoid an extenslve structure of formal rutes, ond thus
smallness permits flexibility and continulng responsiveness.

Aconcern with the /norvigs/ and not just the sévctnl or role occupant is whal
makes young people say alternatives teachers “really care,” as opposed lo other teachers
who they think do not. Such broader educational aims also assign teachers responsibility
for the full development of their chargss - - encauraging he teacher's awareness and
response Lo the full range of what is affecting the youngster, This puts teachers in a much
belter position nol only to make learning humane bul also to delermine what priorities can
best be addressed at a particular moment.

Alternatlve schoals were among the first in the tast decode or two Lo demonsteate the

importance of school and teacher autonomy. Now the rest of the wor ld has cought up and




this kind of chenge s being urged for all schools, There is great concern today with
boosting teacher efficacy - - i.e., with enabling teachers to succeed at their mission. It is
now being realized that w'e have so shack led them that they cannol succeed. Greater
autonomy not only contributes to teacher success; it is also responsible for the heightened
morale and sense of professionalism of teachers, and for their unusual commitment and
dedication. '

{ know that there are a number of other features which many find essential to
alternative education - - e.g., student freedom and decisionmak ing, action 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 | have listed. But | have seen
what appear {o be successful alternatives that do not pursue these supplementary ideas.
On the other hand, | have never seen a successful alternative that is without smaliness,
broad aims, and substantial autonomy. _

Tha reply to somegne who objects that these defining characteristics are not accepted
by all, or that they are arbitary, is that yéé, we ars suregly {res to define words as we
choose. But If one Is Interested in alternative education by virtue of s suceess and
accomplishments, these are the sorts of prbgrams to which the success has atlached.
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