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THE NOUNTING CASE FOR SCHOOLS OF CHOICE

Fomily background, economic status, residence all matter g
great deal in determining whether a youngster will succeed in
schoo!l; but it is possible that the particular school attended --
and whather e ar she /s there by chojce -~ matter even more.
{Ortiz-Chaparro, 1980; Sexton, 1985) This report reuigms the case
for public schools of choice and cites the major stranda of
evidence supporting the choice idea, Following examinations of the
cases for student choice, parent choice, ond teacher choice, there
are brief summaries of the extent of schools of choice ond the
nature of their support, their organizotional features ond impacts,
and finally of their uccomplisﬁmenta. |

*Schools of choice“‘iﬁ o broad category. its critical feature
is that the school is selected by the student ond family. A3 used
here, the term applies to any school -- or separate udministratiué

unit within a schoel -- that has its own personnel (students and

teachers) who are affiliated with the program by choice, and its
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own separate program. The two major types of schools of choice are

alternative schools and magnet schools. Riternative schools are

usually established in districts as a single program, or one of a

(‘L —
very few, esgﬁﬁ?%shed to respond to the unmet needs or interests of
particular groups of students, parents, or teachers, Nagnst

schools more usually exist as one of a number of such schools

N o
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within a district, launched to the purpose of desegregation or of
school quality improvement. Thus, alternative schools typlcally

develop as single programs, mognet schools as one within a system

of such progroms.

THE CASE FOR STUDENT CHOICE
The three fundamental plllars of the cholce Idea are the

beiiefs that (1) there is no one best school for everyone, and

accordingly {2) the dellberate diversification of schools is

important to ndcommodating all ond enaobling each youngster to

succeed. Moreover (3), youngsters will perform better and

accomplish more In learning environments they have chosen than in

environments which are simply assigned to them. Al three of

these basic premises have gathered empirical support over the last

several years,

The need for diversity in order to accommodate the full range

of youngsters is strongly suggested In the natlion's dropout and
fallure rates. Dropout figures ranging as high as 75% have been
est imated for Qumo aresas ond some populations. Yet documentation
of real 'reversals' or 'turn-arounds’ on the part of pheuiouslg
unsuccessful and disaffected learners shows that many failures
simply need not happen. ﬁ number of studies have shown remarkable
improvement for low achievers located in new and different ]earning
environments ~-- Improvement, for exampie, In relation to attltudes
toward schoo! ond learning, in attendance and behavior patterns,

and in achievement. (Foley & NcConnaughy, 1982) Such students have
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frequently turned from chronic truancy to regular attendance, And
they have sometimes arrived ot multi-year learning gains within o
matter of months, as such gains are measured by standardized tests,
{Konrad, 1979)

fin analysis of dropout patterns in Portland, Oregon, showed

clearly that the school attended has more to do with whether a

youngster drops out than does his or her economic circumstonces or
race. (Sexton, 1985) The figures also revealed that students who
attend a school by choiee have much lower dropout rates than do

students attending by assignment. Broodening the choice

ggportunitg, the reaearcher concludes, could do much to prevent
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dropping out. A team that studied at risk students in Chicogo

reached the same conclusion. (Kyle et al., 1986)

For many, the different iearning environment appears the
key. Poignant, but often misunderstood testimony to this effect
comes from the dramatic improvements some youngsters moke in an

alternative environment, only to revert to the garlier problems

once returned to the 'regular’ school. (McCann & Landi, [986) A
nuaber of districts operate programs. that are only short-tern
'alterngtives.’' |t is assumed that after special remediation,

students will function adequately in the ‘regular' program. Many

blossom in the new environment, only to return to failure in the

old.
Our traditional assumption that there is a ‘right' or
‘preferable’ way in which to learn forces us to interpret such’

cazes as remediation failures, where the counseling or acadenic
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‘beefing up' has failed to take sufficiently. But such cases may

be aore apprbprlatelg seen simply as evidence of the need for a

learning environment other than the standard school. It is not

just an umbrelia haven for the non-successful that is needed, since

it seems clear that one alternotive to the conventional progrom

does not suffice. The needs of youngsters vary sufficiently that a

var/ety of learning environments s necessary if all are to
succeed, (Ghory, 1978; Sinclair & Ghory, 1987)

Schools are typically designed for youngaters with particular

cognitive and personal orientations, and are maladapted to others.
Convent ional schools place a premium on the ability to sit still,
and to learn from listening to on outhority., This is perhaps what
best explains those school districts which have officially

classified up to 383_9{ their_bqga "hyperact ive,” and as many as

354 abnormal or brain-damaged. (McGuinesa, 1986) It seems more

plausible that many of these youngsters were simply the “"octive

fearnera” that learning style speclalists have Iidentified
(Reckinger, 1987) |

The work of Robert Fizzell has suggested that the very traits
enabling youngsters to suéceed in one program would probably make
for low performance in another. Thus Fizzell has helped start and

PRI,

evaluate varied learning environments. One type requires the

ability and disposition to work largely independentiy in carrying

out an agreed-upon plan, with mininal Interaction and external
support along the way., (Fizzell, 1975) Another demands
considerable skill in collaborative activity (Fizzell, 1987) and -
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yet another makes active learning -- as opposed to more typical

classroon opproaches -- the salient feature, (Flzzell, 1979}
Fizzell's findings make a 'one best way' approach to schooling,
with the uniformity and standardizat ion we have pursued, both .
logically arbitrary and morally questionable The svidence suggests
that if given a choice among a variety of school environments, many
more youngsters could succeed.

What we have discovered cbout the power of preferences, as.
well as about learning styles, strongly suggests that people of all
ages are likely to be more productive In learning circumstances
they prefer, This Is direct support for the desirability of
choice. f series of studies carried out in the Pacific confirm
this. One exomined learning outcomes in |16 junlor high achool
classes, some featuring environments preferred by the particulor
students enrolled, and others reflecting different kinds of

environments. Results showed that matching students to preferred

environments enhances both cognitive and affective outcomes.

. {(Fraser, 1963) Indeed, Barry Fraser suggests that the
person-environment fit moy eventually be shown to be just as
important to positive iearning outcomes as the adequacy of an
environment., (Fraser, [983)

n. Stern (1970) hypothesized some years ago that complementary
combinat ions of personal needs and environmental ‘'press' or demands
will enhance student outcomes, Several investigations of schools
of choice have since used this work to show the importance of

person-environment congruencs. (Corda, 1987; Gluckstern, {974)
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These and other studies confirm the importance to learning of the
particular fit betwsen the individual student and the learning
environment ,

More direct empirical support for the value of school choice
is also accumulating. The classic study was done by Richard Hault

(1975) who found major differences in the school commitments of

adolescents who had chosen their school for themselves and others

whose parents had done the choﬁaing. His findings have since been
replicated (Hartman, 1980), and a study of the effects of choice
on youngsters who seiected the public mini-school which they
attended, compared to others In the same progrom who did not, alse
found stronger commitment and higher achlevement on the part of the
choosers, (Kottkamp, i979) f number of studies have found student
satisfaction levels higher in schools of choice than in the parent
or host school. {Livingston, 1982; Nicholson, 1980)

These several [ines of research, then, support.the conclusion
that there is no alngla best approach to learning for all

youngsters, and hence they moke a cose for the Eged to diversify

schools and to attempt alignment of school programs with student

needs and interests. This underscores the importaonce of sfudant

choice.

THE CASE FOR PARENT CHOICE

There Is also much to be sald for porest choice, and it

consists of a slightlg different case. Ita premises are (|) There

are many viable, desirable ways to educate, and (2) no one best
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program can prove responsive to the diverse preferences a
pluralistic, democratic socliety accepts as legitimate, Hence, (3)

the dlueraification of achonls to accord with fnmllg value patterns

and orientutiona is desirable

Paralleling the case for the seed for diversification, there
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is also support for its des/rab///ty. The evidence comes from

investigations of private schools end effective schools, as well as
from inquiry into public schools of choics. It is frequently found

that parent sot Isfact lon rotes in public schools of choice ars
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unusual 1y high (Blank Igﬂﬁé Raywid, I982b} and thaot they

drumatical[g outstrip approval levels In comparable local schools

(Nicholson et al, 1980). Donald Erickson suggests several
plousible explanations for such findings, “The a@ct of choosing,”
he writes, " may senaltize parents to special school! benefits that
would otherwise go unnoticed." MHorsover, "Having made a choice,
human beings do not |lke to be proven wrong and, hence, tend to
demonstrate commitment by attempting to ensure that the choice
turns out well.,” It is also possible that "Freedom to choose may
generate a aense of power that itself enhances commitment." fnd
“finally, "Voluntary affilluiiun means that a school cannot take its
eqhons for granted.” {Erickson, 1982: 407-8)

The chaice provision earns parent support for yet onother

reason as weli, |t apparentiy has suiuturg effects on schao!s,

S——.

which increase their effectiveness in facilitating student growth
ond accomplishment. Considerabie contemporary research on private

schools and on effective public schools suggests that the

7 .




intervening uuriablc is value and mission consensus, and the secial
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cohesion which ensugs. {Erickson, 1982; Grant, 1981; Salganik &
Korweit, 1982; Purkey and Smith, 1983) Since public achools of

choice, as well as private schools, are |ikely to have a

| distinctlue,-idantlflbble focus, they attract a group that is
likeminded In some educationally significont way. To the extent
that teachers, parents, and students, are agreed upun a mission,

ths school can represent a sing!u focus which ganenatas commltment

ond enables the school to become a coanunltg This in turn mukes

it more effective, Socio!ogiats have long noted the difference

between fess/nschaft and fese//scheft communities, The latter are
not genuine communities, simply people assembled by legal or formai
means such as by law or contract., Gees/nschaft communities, on the

other hand, represent genuine cummunltles of peopie who are tled to
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one another by mutunl sentiments and Iogultles and shared beliefs.

B

Groups of the Gese/nachoft type have increasingly been recognized
as important to successful education. Erickson et al. draw this

policy conclusion for the public schools; {1982: 16:24)

If ... Geseinshoft is generally an
essential attribute of effective
schools, then it would seem to follow
that different types of achools should
be created for people with different
preferences and |ife styles, that school
clients should be ressonably homogeneous
ond socially cohesive, and that
mechanisms should be created to

filter out parents who will not be
support ive of a given schooi...
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The last several years have added substantial svidence that It

‘Is, Indeed, achool ciinatq differences that most clearly

distinguish successful from less effective schools, Horeover, the

very comprehensluaneﬁs long viewed @ virtue of the American high
school can also be seen as a lack of focus and a source of discord.
(Powell et al, 1985; Salganik & Karweit, 1982) "Schools with
diffuse, unarticulated, or even contradictory goals probably
inspire little conmitment " canciudes’!Erickaogg'6982: 410)
Erickson and his colleagues are ﬁfobablg the only group to
have undertaken comparison study of the climates of private
achools, reguiar or 'uainatrﬁam' public schools, and public schools
of choice. {1982) ﬂltﬁaugh they found the private school climate
superior, they found public schools of choice to have a clear
advantage in relation to other public schoola, “lIt appears,” they

concluded, “that the public alternative schools have found a way of

creating the same kind of school social climate that distinguishes

private schools, though not to the same degree.” (1982: 15:22)

The superiority of private to pubiic schools is now being
argued on o variety of grounds In addition to climate. Parochial
schools in particular have been claimed to produce more and better
learning, especially for disadvantaged youngsters. {Coleman et
al., 198); Lee, 1985) Some researchers now claim that the private
school advantage is innate and inevitable, (Chubb, 1967} Uhether
or not this ia eventually borne out, current research attributes

considerable advantage to the choice feature alone, which pubfic

schools con certainly adopt. Rs we shall iater see, there is
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abundant evidence that public school parents want choice; that

they urﬁ nore satisfied with and have more confidence In schools
that provids it; that parent choice incrsases the commitment and
cohesion within schools extending it; and that these attributes

combine to improve achool quality ond make schools more effective,

THE CASE FOR TEACHER CHOICE
Schools of choice have pronounced positve effects on their
teachers and administrators. A recent statement by an alternative

school teacher/coordinator suggests why: (Seymour, 1958)

Riternat lve education stiaulates personal and
academic growth of staff as much as B
students.... | admit it! ['m in alternative
education for many selfish reasons -- | |ike
pleasant working conditions, enjoy growing as
a person, and love interacting with healthy
people., HWhat continues to amaoze me Is that
these selfish considerations have encouraged -
me to provide a more stinulating, growing,
healthy environment for my students. How
great! | think it's called synergy!!

The enthusiasm is consistent with findings of remarkdbig
sati§fuction levels among teachers in alternative schools.
Gladstons & Levin, 1982; Lytle, 1980; Kottkamp, 1974;
fahon-Lowe, 1986; Raywid, 19682) It is also consistent with the

organizational ideal wherein the personal goals of workers dovetall

T o

with the formal goals of the organizations in which they work.
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Scheols of choice offer teachers opportunities for

sel| f-actualization that other schools do not. And job satisfaction

depends upon the opportunity a job affords for satisfying a variety
of personal needs. (Lippitt & Rumley, 1977) It is for this reason
that some have suggested that the choice feature makes for "a

‘teachers' school." (Lytle, 1980)

Schools of choice are agble to minimize if not eliminate major

sources of teacher dissatisfaction. These have been identified as

power|essness, professional isclation, the extreme fragmentation of
the work day ond the educationa! task, the depersonalized
circumstances of large schools, the low esteem in which teachers are
held, severe discipline problemns, and external mandates which
interfere with effective teaching and productive interaction with
students. (Cohn et al., 1987; Olson, 1986) The conditlons of schools
of choice respond to each of these sources of dissatisfaction, In
ways that subsequent paregraphs show,

As a result of various frustrations -~ and of the soclalization
effects of teachers who have been experiencing them longer -- new

teachers have been found to come rather quickly to o custodial

orlentation toward students and perception of the task of the
53% Qgnurdeda we Ry Mhr,
scheol. (Hoy, 1968; Hoy, 1969} They routinize their work and hence

become less creative and less responsive to students, (McNeil,

1988a) This is likely to place a premium on the need for discipline,
and teachers with o custodial perception of teaching do in fact

spend comparatively more time on classroom discipline, (Cusick,
1983) " |




But custodiai tendencies ore not inevitable, and the
debilitating cycle is avoidable., The choice orrangement provides an
s al}ternatiue. It combines opportunities for professional
deveiopment for teachers with the nsed to pursue such development.
In other words, instead of en environment conducive to

routinization, there is an environmental press In the dlrection of

invention aond creation inatead. In short, teachers are spurred to

professional ize thelr operation: The opportunity to teach in a

school of choice entails the responsibility to create and sustain a

distinctive program -- one that differs recognizably from the

traditional. This necessitates collectlve reflection on school

[ES——

purposes, and It requires collcborative effort to design and

implement o progrom. .Teachers in schdols of cholice must thus
confront questions they do not deal with in most schools, and they
must collaborate in designing and then implementing answers to these
questions {Kottkomp, 1974) -- expectutiona that are non-existent in

most traditional schools, (Lortie, 1975; Sarasen, [978-79)

Such responsibilities bring teachers in schools of cheice much

more autonomy thon is common in other schools. {Mahon-Lowe, 1986;

Raywid, 1982) The school must be more autonomous within the systen

if it is to be distinctive, and !iiﬂj" the school the teachers must

be more autonomous if they are to design and implement

distinctiveness, Under such circumstonces, the formal controis of
traditional schools tend to shift in schools of choice, from
regulation by rules and role definitions to regulation by conscious

attention Lo shared purposes, (Swidler, 1979; Talbert, (988) Most
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people find this kind of control easier to live with than more
formal control arrangements -~ less restrictive and oppressive.
Thus, teachers In schools of choice perceive thelr work as

[ S

substant lally more professional In nature than Is the role of the

teacher In other achools. {Gladstone & Levin, 1982; Kottkomp, (974)
fidditlonal features also render schools of choice easier to
deal with for teachers than other schools: they tend to be smaller,

with less hlerarchy {(Raywid, 1982) and fewer status differences
(Duke, 1976; Swidler, 1979), and they yleld more opportunity for the
individual to define his or her own role, (Homilton, 1981; Swidler,
1979) Hhere roles and responsibilities are less explicit, there is

room for more personalization -- thus more responsivensss to the

strengths, weaknesses, and desires of individual teachers.
Under such clrcumatances, a number of the conditions producing
teacher frustration In other schools do not appear. Teochers in

schools of cholce typically have the authority to vary instructional

conditions as they find necessary; they are not isolated since they

must work collaborotively; and their work is defined less by sharp
divisions of labor than by personal strengtha and interests. There

are also fewer external directives hemming them in, Finaliy,

teacher-administrator relations tend to be less adversarial because
administrators are more involved in the instructiongl quest ions that
concern teachers (Blank, 1986; Kottkamp, 1979; Raywid, 1962), and
because they tend to function as leaders, not just as maﬁugers.
{Bindman, 1961; Blank, 1986; Wolf, Halker, & Mackin, 1974)

Student-teacher relations in schoals of choice tend not unlg to

b AR S g
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be easier to live sith but simultaneously wore rewarding. First,

they are likely to be a lot more pleasant. Since everyone is there

by choice, they begin with a cosmon interest, orientation, or
preference of some educationally-relevant sort., The result,

according to teacher testimony, is that student control measures

becone |ass neceaaarg in schools of cholce, {Blank, 1983; Trickett,

Snysebodaefis s -
!9?7§¥ Dlscipiinnrg steps and the behavior prompt ing them are
not ceably reduced in such schools, (Perry & Duke, 1978; Raywid,

1982) Sigdents perceive teachers as more caring and helpful {Arnove

& Strout, 1980: Sweeney, 1983) and respond positively. There Is

more trust (Sweeney, 1983) betwean students and teachers, and

T T

students acknowledge the centrallty of their teachers to their

success; Eheg crqdit tuachéﬁs with their own accomplishment.

(Kottkamp, 1974; Moilanen, n.d.} Certainly these conditions differ
morkedly from those where teﬁchers complain of little awareness of,
or recognition or reward for what they do,

Undoubtedlg, the circumstonces out|ined here conduce to greater
teacher success, The widely reported higher levels af student
achievement in uII kinds of schools of choice are reflectiue of
greater teacher success as well., (Nagi, 1985; Bi Biasi, 1987; Los
Angeles, 1983-84, 1984-85, 1985-86; Larson & Allen, 1988) Hnd.a

heightened sense of efficacy is undoubtedly a source of teacher

i

satisfaction. [t contrasts markedly with the despair of inner city
teachers who feel that their chances to succeeed at their goals are

s0 slim. {(Purkey & Rutter, 1987)

Thus, the idea that o school of choice is "a teachers' school®
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is not far-fetched. Such schools combine the opportunity for
personal and professional growth with conditions that require and

evoke it. fis Mary Metz put it, they coabine "official iicense ond

obligation to Innovate.” (1988) Such schools reward staff with

uorkfng conditions that teachers find more pleasant and more

support ive of instructional success, It is thus not surprising that
teachers in schools of choice appear so committed to them and to
their work within them, and why they prove so unwilling to leave.
(Magl, 1985) In Philodelphia, ofter retrenchments brought
involuntary transfers into and out of an alternative school, those
forced out wanted to return and those involuntarily assigned opted
to stay, RAfter a yeor, 36 of the 39 involuntorily shifted teachers
chose the alternative school In preference to any other assignment.
(Lytie, 1980} |

THE CHOICE CONTEXT
Demographic data about schools of choice are relatively scant.
There have been only two national surveys of such schools in the
past decade, one focusing on public alternative high schools
(Raywid, 1982}, and the other looking at magnet schoofs at all
grade levels. (Blank, 1983) The magnet school study located [019

such programs., The alternotive school study located 2500

‘alternotives, but estimated that the actuael total might be three or
] Qﬁ-\'&_t&&;&l’m
four times that number, Both these surveys were dome in (981 and

now appear dated. FAlthough there is thus no way to fix current

totals accurately, there are reasons to belleve that they are now
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substantially higher,

The firat such reason is the continuing spread of magnet
schools which are being opened now for several different purposes.
Court desegregation orders, and the threat of such orders, continue

to under!ie magnet school openings in many areas. Five hundred

‘school districts remain under desegregation orders -- and others

seek to avert such orders by launching choice systems. feanwhile,

L —

other districts are adopting the magnet concept as a general reform

strategy or a mechaniam for achool revitalization., This, too, has

o .

served as a stimulus to the spread of magnet schools. Recent

interest in dropout prevention haos served as a separate impetus.

Some districts have assumed that the opportunity to select a
different learning environment might entice marginal students to
remain in school, and improve their chances for succeeding there.

Together, these thres concerns -- desegregation,

revitalization, and dropout prevention - are probably responsible

for a large percentage of the schools of choice launched in the 80s.

Because these challenges are likely to appear more urgent in urban

than in suburban or rural areas, a higher percentage of schools of
choice are probebly now concentrated in cities than was earfier the
case. During the 70s it appeared that the choice idea was almost as
likely to be adopted by suburban as by urban districts. (Raywid,
1982) The 80s have probably swung the numerical balance more
sharply toward cities,

The magnet school study confirmed that onty relatively small

proportions of youngsters within districts offering choice were
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enrolled in schools or programs of choice. The
ranged from I% to 37%. (Blank, 1983) Those

doubt less changed somewhat now, with at least some districts having

igures reported

rcentageé have
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placad groups of schools on a cholice basis. ﬂctenjéﬁasaﬁﬁﬁusetts,

for g;ample//hag for/s”perqt/geaﬁs had~ausb,uﬁ‘ﬁbrungvment%qiﬁthgﬁf«
elenéntarg schoék/leuelh,ﬁochester, Hew York, has aonnounced such g
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plan for its high schools; and in Harlem's District 4, all junior

highs are schools of choice, District 4 also offers options ot the
elementary level, and now at the secondary level as well, It

reports that more than 55K of its youngsters attend schools of

By aond large, however, the tendency Ségmswte-remulﬁﬁatrong
even in districts with several achools of choice, to keep most -
students in schools of assignment, Typically this occurs not from
apothy on the port of choosers but because of {imits on the number
of spaces made uuuiluble;_ In New York's District 4, which is an
exception in this regord, interest in one elementary schoel program
prompted the opening of another like It, then a third, and now the
extension of the original eiementary school to the secondary level.
Elsewhere, however, district decisionmakers often fall to respond
to such interest, and thus one reads of parenta standing for days in
a line in order to enroll their youngsters in a particular school of
choice (Kalson, 1986; Feinberg, 1986) and even of a high school
with 900 openings and 35,000 applicants. {Ravitch, (986)

The choice arrangement attracts Iurgé numbers of students and

their families who toke advantage of auch opportunity. But it also

17
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oppears that this sort of 'consumer' appeal has not elways convinced
school districts to make choice widely available. To put it
differentiy, the choice idea hos evidently appealed only to sose
boards and school officials, and many of these have adopted it only
bn a very |imited basis, not as an arrangement for all or most
schools. (Block, 1981) |

The choice concept has, however, been recelving substantial
support from three other important groups: political officials,
business interests, and the public at iurge. The political support
has come largely from governors, occasionally from legislators, fAs
described elsewhere in this volume, the governors have proposed a

varisty of choice arrangements, ranging from schools of choice for

the ablest students (so-called 'Governors Schools') to providing

second chance options for the weokest. There have been proposals to

permit high school students to pursue college courses and to permit

students in the smallest achools to opt to attend larger ones across

district |lines.

Business organizations, too, have supported the choice concept.

fit both state and national levels, they have produced influential
reports in which choice is recommended as a means for impfouing
school quality, ond sinuitansoualy os a means of rendering schools
more responsive to diverse student needs, more accountable to
parents, and better equipped to satisfy the economy's needs. At the
local level, too, business, as well as political and civic groups
are recommending the choice arhﬁngement as a way to enhonce public

educat ion. In Hawaii, for example, the League of Women Uoters

T et B ]
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-1, CIQQT), United Hagi nd the Health and Community Services Council

(1987) have @Il endorsed choice and are urging it in the Interests’
of school improvesment.

The conviction that cholce would yield better schools appears
to be a major reason for the remarkable public agreement cbout its
desirability, Indeed, the Americaon people share more extensive
agreement over the desirability of choice than on any other
educat ional matter! ({Gallup end Clark, 1967) Last Spring, an

impressive 71% of the adults polled expressed the ulew that parents

gbgyld be entitied to select the public schools their children will

oot

attend. And 76% of public school parents took this position,

evidently including many who ore quite satisfied with their
children's present school.

A difference in the questions put to respondents in 1986 ond
1987 may mask an even more aiinfEcant change in public sentiment
than the numbers reveal. In 19686, ﬁﬁz_pf public school parents
polled des/red choice; as of 1987, 76X felt they were EU&ﬁfgé

ant/f/ed to it, At the same time, however, it is clear that the

public is not moving toward public support for private schosls. In
fact the percentage reacting positively to the voucher idea has
declined significantiy, from a high of 5I% in 1983 to 44% as of .
1987, (Gallup & Clark, 1987) Thus, while trends provide strong

evidence that choice sentiment for public schools is growing, at

e Tl

to be onmthc wane,
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ORGANIZATIONAL FERTURES OF SCHOOLS OF CHOICE - |
For nearly two decades educational ressarchers have tried to
trace the sources of the differences between effective schools and
those that are less so. The featurs most often Identified as the
key is school climate, shich many now take to be the central
determinant of school success. (Purkey & Smith, 1983) It appears
that ultimately what |s at root are such Intangibles as how people

J———— m—»—%wm

in a achool interuct aith one. another, ond the fundamental beliefs
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und commitments underlying their behavior. Schools of choice seem

to enjoy pronounced advantages In this regard.
Thomas Gregory and Gerald Smith have done extensive study of
the climates of public schools of choice. They have now exuminedrif

schools in |4 states, and they have queried almost 4000 students and
i000 teachers., (1962, 1963, 1987) They have alsc undertaoken

comparat ive study of the climates in schools of choice and in the
school of assignment choosers would otherwise have attended. Their

findings in several separate studies consistently favor the choice

arrangement , and thegwapaeéégiu holdﬁlrraapectiue of the sort of

TR TR

program the alternative schoo! reflecta, the sort of students, or

e PR

the locale.

Gregory and Smith asked both students and teachers in the

schools they studied about the climates of their schools and about

the climate o school ought to have. They found that alternative

oA

schoo! students have both higher expectatlons of their schools than

A et g S S e ra it

do their peers in regular schools, and more positive judgments obout
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the extent to which the school {ives up to their expectations. The

same is true of teachers in the two types of schools, (19682)

Gregory and Smith tried to determine the extent to which a
achool responds to individual needs as identiflied by Abraham

Hasiow's needs hierarchy. They have found that in the~judgment-of

both students and teachers, alternotive schools far surpass

convent ional schools in this regard. In fact, the /east respansive

alternative schools were still found to be mnrega than the sost

responsive of conventional schools. 5Smith and Gregory do not always

exomine academic outcomes, but in one comparative study of

alternatives and their conventional school counterparts, they found

higher achievement levels to accompany the climate advantages in the
schools of choice. (1983)

School climate is not independent, of course, of a achool's

organizational structure and processes. Thus it may be no accldent

O B

that many schools of cholce differ strikingly in this regard from
other public schools., The first such schools, in the late 60s, were
typically inspired by parents and/or teachers deliberately seeking
something different, and they were recognized as exceptions
necessitat ing departures of various sorts from existing proﬁedures.
It was early apparent that the deportures were producing quite
different‘klnds of orgonizotions than conventional schools
represent, and the organizational features of schuols.af choice
became perhaps their nost studied dimension.

it was typically found thet alternative schools, and both their

teachers and students, enjoy more autonomy and responsibility than
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typically obtains in other schools (Hahon-Lowe, 1986; Raywid,
1962); that they did not orgqnize themselves hierarchically and

did not operate according to bureaucratic controls and procedures
{Swidler, 1979); that the alternatives were marked by an unusual

flexibility in role definition, instead of the more clenrig end

norrowly delinsated roles of conventional schools (Ducharme, 1981};

and that they reflected far more collaborative activity on the part

e

of teachers than Is usually the case. (Warren, 1976)

These organizational traita are now seen to explain high levels
of teacher sotisfaction and low absenteeism rates, as well as
positive student Pesponﬁh to school programs. (Erickson, 1986) They
are believed to explain school climate and sthos, and thus to
account for school environments successful in promoting achievement
and accompl ishment on the part of all involved., {(Erickson, 1982;
Gront, 1981; Grant, 1982)

Unfortunately, then, there is reason to believe thot many of

the schools of choice launched during the 80s have been much less

organizat ionaily innovat ive (Hcl‘le“J 1987; .Hugmid, fgﬁ?)'und that

the focus In schools comprising cholce systems (magnet schools)

tends to be programmatic only, and not organizational (fetz, 1988).
This ias unfortunate in light of the mounting evidence of
organizational impacts on the attitudes, behavior, and
‘nccompiishment of workers in all types of organizations. (Gitlin,
1981; Sizer, 1984; Peters & Uaterman, 1982; Stevens, 1985) The
shift seems to be occurring at a tine when research into private

schools aond others is revealing powerful evidence that these
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orgenizational features may be precisely whot most needs changing in

public schools. (Chubb, 1987; Chubb & Moe, 1985; 1986) fmong the

Ay
features now being found particularly important to success is-the-

importaree—of focused, internally coherent goals (Salganik &

Karweit, 1982); of control by shared values and goal agreement in

preference to directives and constraints (Talbert, Igﬂﬂ)j,gf‘teuchér

or—_]

autonomy and control over their own classrooms (Darling-Hammond,

1984) -- features, in short, which were typical of the early schools
of choice and which remain well within the grosp of more recent

ones. As Mary Metz hus suggested, schools of choice have an

“innovative cherter.” (1968) 1t might well be construed more often

to include orgen/zat/one/ innovation.

THE ACCONMPLISHMENTS OF SCHOOLS OF CHOICE
It is sometimes said that there is little real evidence about
the outcomes of choice. That is not really the case, but there are
limitations in the kinds of evidence available. First, virtualiy

none of it is experimental, so conclusions are drawn from

correlat ional studies. Hany come from studies and evaluations of
individual programs with no comparisons to help interpret findings.
The absence of experimental studies maokes it difficult to discern
specific causes -- e.g., to tell whether major academic

accompl ishment in a particular school is more appropriately
attributed to the choice feature, the nature of the program, or the
superiority or dedication of a particular group of teachers., Thus,

explanat ions must remnin hypotheses., MWithin such limits, however,
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there are extensive findings on both choice systems and on
individual schools of choice. This section is based largely on four

studies identifying the accomplishments of 139 achools of choice

located in Ilugiiigs and suburban areas across the country, The
priaary suu:z;s ur§ careful investigations of the magnet schools of
Buffalo, Los Angeles, Mt. Uernon, Mewburgh, New Rochelle, New York
City, Poughkeepsie, Rochester, Syracuse, and Montgomery County,
Horyland., A1) of the achools involved are at the secondary level,

except the 14 elementary school magnets in Montgomery County.

Based on the prevalent sucess measure of scores, schools of

choice are highly successful. In Manhattan's Spanish Harien, where
test scores used to place giiiﬂiﬁlmi at the very bottom of the
City's list of 32 community school districts, 62% of the youngsters
now read at or above grade level. find stote tests last year found

19% of the district's eighth-graders to be competent writers as

well. (Di Blasi, 1987) HMeanwhile, studies of 4] magnet schools in

Hew York State, of 84 in Los Angeles, and of 14 in Montgomery

County, Maryland all found students' reading and math scores above
district end/or national averages. (Hagi, 1985; Los Angeles,
1983-84, 1984-85, (985-86; Lorson & Ailen, 1988) Furthermore, there

is evidence that the longer youngsters have been in the school of

choice, the greater their relative advantage. {Los fngeles, 1983-84;

Larson & fillen, 1968} In Montgomery County, [t was ascertained as
well that the magnet school youngsters who exceeded the control
group’s achievements In the sixth grade had not simply done so from

the third-grade starting point. Thus, their performance is
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associated with the magnet school, and on this most conventional of

indicators, the accomplishments of schools of choice seem clear.

B L

One possible explanation for such success ia that classrooms in

choice programs apparently display a stronger task orientction than

others, This was a finding in one of the annual studies of Los
Angeles' magnet schools (1994-85), and it has alsc been confirmed by

research undertoken elsewhere: students are academically engaged for

a higher percentage of the time in classrooms of choice than in

other programs. (Tricket, 1978)

Another way to assess a school is in terms of student attitudes
toward it, toward their tﬁuchers, and toward education in general.
Here again, schools of choice appear to have @ strong advantage.
finnual evaluations of Los Angeles magnet programs consistently .find

L.

stydents' school-related attitudes to be more positive than those

of the majority of the natlon's students at the same grade level
(iSﬁB-ﬂé; 1984-85; 1985-86) MHoreover, the longer o student remains

in the achool of choice, the more positive are h!; or her nttitudes

toward the program. (Los Angeles, [963-84) One feoture of student
attitudes appears particularly noteworthy. It is not unusual for

successful students in any school to be positively disposed toward
their school. Hhat seems unique to schools of choice, however, is

the finding of positive attitudes among less successful students,

e rgriin

{Larson & fillen, 1988; Stevens, §985) It is an important
achifevement in two regards: first, in keeping the door open to

permit future success, and second in helping assure positive
AP S EENE  r1S e 3tr E ST

behavior prior to the ;ime of success, Thué, the abiiitg of schools
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of choice to generate a liking for school even among weak students
is an important accomplishaent.’

| mproved atudent behavior is still another accomplishment of

ey A

contrast impressively betseen these and other schools within a given

area. (Arnove & Strout, 1980) Daily attendqnce rates were found

higher in 908 of Hew York's magnet schools than in others (Magi,
1985), and the attendaonce rates of particulaor students was found to
improve over their previous records in 81X of alternative schools

responding to a national survey. (Raywid, 1982) ODropout rates in

schools of choice cunai#tantlg fall below district averages.
{Magl,1985; Sexton, 1985) Student behavior also Improves
subatantially within such schools (Perry & Duke, 1978; Raywid,

1982), and Hew York State magnets reported suspension rates below
district averages. (Magi, 1985)

fA major notionu?@tudg documented magnet school success in
winning the approval of parents and other community members, and in

enhancing general perceptions of achool quality. (Blank, 1983)

R —

Parent response to the choice idea in general appears highly
positive, In Hew York State, 98% of the parents respunding to an
opinion survey indicated they would recommend magnets to other
parents. Two out of three responding parents felt magnet schools
did a better job of instruction, motivation, and personal

development. (Magi, 1985) In Montgomery County, too, over the last

TS o0y

several years parents have rated their magnet schools “a strong B+."
{Larson & Allen, 1988)
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There is also evidence of parent involvement and
participation, which has besn a concern to some as children move to
schools less easily accessible to their parents., Yet both the New
York and flaryland reports suggest that parents engage in conferences
with teachers, make classroom visits, and do volunteer work in the
magnet schools. In Hontgomery County, three-fourths of the parents
. make at |east one clasaronméﬁi?i)per year, and almost half

undertake volunteer activity., (Larson & fillen, 1988) In New York,

30X of the parents regularlg participated in school activitites in

almost half the schools studied -- an extraordinary rate for the

inner city where a number of these schools are located. (Magi,
1965)

Teachers are comparably positive. A majority of those
involved in the Los fAngeles 1985-86 evaluation recommended expansion

of the magnet program. They felt magnets had improued ucademic

achievenant and 3eif esteen and subatontially enhunced _post hlgh

L A o o o 1 0 s T ——

school opportunitlea for their students. (Los fingeles, 1985-86) In

Hew York, an overwhelming percentage of teachers also expressed
support for the magnet concept (96%) and reported positively on the
climate of their school -- with 83% finding It a good working
environment and 87% reporting considerable autonomy in managing
their own classrooms. It is not too surprising, then, to find

unusually Jow rates of teacher turnover in the magnet schools

studied. A comparison of staff stability in particular schools

prior to and post magnetization shows major differences. Schools of

e

choice aueruge approximately half the turnovers that marked these
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same schools when they were schools of assignment. (Hagi, (985)

Givan these ssveral indications of teacher response, It s not

surprising to find that 80X rated their magnet achppls superior to

Jouom -

schools of assignment, Ceriainlg some of the evidence reviewed here
offers support for such a conclusion. There are grounds for
concluding not only that the conversion of a school to a school of
choice serves to revitalize that school and its impact on students;

there is also reason to belleve that magnet schools may positively

affect their districts, (Magi, 1985) Districtwide improvement of

student performance haa been found to follow the introduction of

magnet schools. (flagi, 1985) And In Montgomery County, parent

perceptions of non-magnet schools have risen to the point that they
are now coming to rival the high esteem in which the schools of
choice are held.

Such evidence of accomplishment, drawn from research involving
large numbers of schools, is more aquthoritative than the studies and
evaluations of individiaul schools of choice. But it is also a lot
less vivid, and in averaging success rates, it obscures the real
triumphs of individual schools. HRny examination of the
accompl ishments of schools of choice must note the particular
achievements of at least o handful of them:

Several years ago, the Alternative Pﬁngrqm
in State Coliege, Pennsylvania scored at the
99th percentile on 13 of the (4 areecs
measured by the state's standardized exams.
The students are obviously on able group --

but the staote conciuded that ability alone
did not explain the success in more than
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half the areas tested. {Alternative Progranm,
1983)

Metro High School in Chicago, where dropout
rates hover around 50%, graduates an
impressive 908 of its students. A
substantial number go on to college,
Hinety-one percent of these youngsters are
minority, and more than half come from low
income homes, { Schoo/ Raport Cord, 1986)

Several years ago, students from the Davis
Alternative Elementary School In Jackson,
Nississippl achieved the highest scores
recorded in any of Jackson's 37 elementary
achoois., {Scarboro, 1985) Davis has not had
to spend a single dollar on wvandalism or
property destruction for several years now.

{Thompson, 1988)

R recent gradusting class of the Uiliuge
School in Great Meck, New York -- a small
alternat ive program -- had almost 20% of the
district's HNational HMerit finalists, but
only 2% of its graduates, (Raywid, 1985)

The HMetropolitan Leorning Center in
Portland,  Oregon, Is @ 19-year-oid
alternative school that is still growing --
by 25% in the last three years. The dropout
rate is 2% (compared with the district's 30%
rate),  The schosl hus the highest per
capita scholarship rate in the city.
(Harris, 1987)

It is not surprising, then, that these schools sometimes
inspire strong sentiment and high praise -- as in the case of

fMlanhatton's District 4, perhaps the nation's most celebrated choice
29




systen, As one awestruck columnist commented, "If a renalssance in
public education could occur in East Harlem, it can happen In any
city in America." The District, he concludes, has sanaged the
inpoasible: it has "romanced the children of Harlqﬁ into the

pleasures of the ||/fe of ths mind." (Haynard, 1987)

| CONCLUS 10N

He have sampled now, research findings that lend support to
the choice proposal. He have seen evidence supporting choice for
students, parents, and teachers, and we have looked ot selected
features of schools of choice, as well as at their outcomes and
impacts. There assems to be considerable evidence favering choice
in both principle and practice.

in fact, this history is sufficiently positive that some have
asked why schools of choice have not beesn more widely adopted.
(Higgins, (980} Three poa;ibiu explanat ions stand out, First, to
adopt choice on anything but the most |imited of scales (e.g.,

venturing one small progras that departs minimally from the rest,

and keeping it low profile) requires structural change within a

ﬁfhuol distript, pot just incremental, Individual schools must
have more control over their programs, teachers' roles must expand,
and district policy and administrative practice must change
accordingly. HNot only are Iargé}cu#e organizations resistant to
structural change, but its immanence is likely to remind al{ the

individuais within the organization of their own particular
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stokeholder interests,
A second reason why choice has not been more widely adopted is
that it challenges one of education's most deep-seated and broadly

pursued assumptions: that there aust be & right answer to

s

quest ions of educational practice, and that all other answers can

thus only be inferjor. RAs the mandates of the '80s have

demonstrated, this assumption operates as strongly among
politicians as it does among educational researchers and

administrators, The dluaraiflcuthp that underlies the chalce

grrangement deniss this widespread epistemological assumption.
A third highly plausible reason why schools of cholice are not

more widespread is that the documentation of their successes

remains so little known, People continue to assert that thers is

really minimal evidence in their support. There have been
several national studies that have commanded some attention. But
the bulk of the extant evidsnce is in local studies that never
achieve national wisibility. An estimated 70 such studies were
reported as of 1985, and undoubtedly the total is now above i00
(Magi, 1985). But one rarely hears of them or their findings,
Despite their methodological soundness, the Hew York State and the
Los fAngeles evaluations examined in this report apparently remain
unknown euen to some of the Interested parties In their oun

locales,
o
Alternat ive schools, it is said, appear the "Cindarella” of
the current preform movement in sducation. (Gregory, 1985} There

are a remarkable number of arrangements now widely recommended as

31




reforms that have for some time been quite typical of alternative

schools. They include: reduced size and increased

—— L

[

personal izatlon; for large achools, houses or

schools-within-schools; a strong ethos and sense of community;

s J—

greater school site autonomy; recognitlon af the achool as the

e £ i eSS

unit of change, more parent and communitg inun!uament in a wider

e i

variety of rolas, greater teacher participation in school

decisionmaking; more collaboration and collective responsibility

Bt

among teachers; themed or othermise integrated curricula; more

fearning by doing and more interweaving of action learning with

convent ional achool work; more challenging and engaging school
fare; cooperative learning; more adaptotion of content and method

to indlvidual learners; mors smalivgroup and indluldunlized

Annpnimies ST

instruct jon; serunce learning; lndapenden; study options; and the

transfer to students of greater responsibility for learning. AI1 of
these proposals have long been realized in alternative schools. The
‘Cindarella’ metaphor seems approprlute, indeed, for schools of

o g
choice, Thetgd:cousrg renains to be made.
[
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