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IHE nOURIIRG CASE FOR SCHOOLS OF CHOICE 

Falily background, econolic status, residence all matter a 

great deal in determining whether a youngster .i I I succeed in 

school; but it is possible that the particular school attended 

and Ifh"tht:'.r M t7f' sh" i~ thl!ll''' by dl/.lh~" -- latter even more. 

(Ortiz-Chaparro, 1960; Sexton, 1965) This report reviews the case 

for public schools of choice and cites the major strands of 

evidence supporting the choice idea. Fol lowing examinations of the 

cases for student choice, parent choice, and teacher choice, there 

are brief svmmari.es of the extent of schools of choice and the 

nature of their support, their organizational features and impacts, 

and finally of their accompl ishments. 

·Schools of choice" i-s a broad category. Its critical feature 

is that the school is selected by the student and fami Iy. As used 

here, the term appl ies to any school -- or separate administrative 

unit .ithin a school -- that has its own personnel (students and 
~'-"-""'-"'"-

teachers) who are ~!!lU~~2 .ith the program !!ILJ?~ce, and its 

~!' s~!!~~,P!:~!,~OJ!I' The two major types of schools of choice are 

alternative school and magnet schools. Alternative schools are 
_"'''''''"=w,=" ___ ",,.'',",0'",,~'W''''' ~-,,,,,,>,,-,,,-_,,",,~, _"=="""""~~',".-'W~"',,", 

usually establ ished in districts as ~.:l~IIJ~P~!!" or one of a 

very few, est~~d to respond to the unmet needs or interests of 

particular groups of students, parents, or teachers. ~t 

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



,Ithln a district, launched to the purpose of desegregation or of 

school quality Improvement. Thus, alternative schools typically 

deve I op as sing I e programs, m"~g~~~2~~~!"~~"W~~~!"Ull~ltl~~~~~Ys~ e~ 
of such programs. 
_~"~'" °r~~"",",~"",,=,,~_~~~,,_~_ 

THE CASE FOA STUDEHT CHOICE 
The three fundamental pillars of the choice Idea are the 

beliefs that (I) there Is no one best school for everyone, and 
--.-.,.",~-~---..... 

accordingly (2) the deliberate diversification of schools is 
---~ ~"""--'~~""'-

'Iportant to acco.modatlng all and enabling each youngster to 

succeed. Moreover (3), youngsters will ~~rform better ~~ 

accomplish more In learning environments they have chosen than In 
w_·,._,,~~.,,~ __ ,_""~_ ~ __ ~ ~_~_""~ 

environments which are simply assigned to them. All 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 nation's dropout and 

failure rates. Dropout figures ranging as high as 751 have been 

estimated for sale areas and some populations. Yet documentation 

of real 'reversals' or 'turn-arounds' on the part of previously 

unsuccessful and disaffected learners shows that many fai lures 

simply need not happen. A number of studies have shown remarkable 

Improvement for low achievers located in new and different learning 

environments -- Improvement, for example, In relation to attitudes 

toward school and learning, In attendance and behavior patterns, 

and in achievement. (Foley & McConnaughy, 1962) Such students have 
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'frequently turned from chronic truancy to regular attendance. And 

they have sometiles arrived at multi-year learning gains within a 

matter of lonths, as such gains are measured by standardized tests. 

(Konrad, 1979) 

An 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 circumstances or 

race. (Sexton, 1965) The figures also revealed that students who 

attend a school by choice have much lower dropout rates than do 

st udents att end I ng by ass i gnment . ~!:'0!1~en LIlB-!he.~~~~ 

opportunity, the researcher concludes, could do much to prevent 
'_"''"'""~~"=_==~'"'' _#C~"~"""",=~,,.,~~0~_·""_~"* __ ~~'''''~'''''~''''_·'~'~'' __ '~~"'"",~,_='". 

dropping out. A team that studied at risk students In Chicago 
~, ~=O._.~","''''''''''' 

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

For many, the different learning environment appears the 

key. Poignant, but often misunderstood testimony to this effect 

comes from the dramatic I~provements some youngsters make in an 

alternative environment, only to revert to the earlier lems 

once returned to the 'regular' school. (McCann & Landi, 1986) A 

number of districts operate programs,that are only short-term 

'alternatives.' It is assumed that after special remediation, 

students wil I function adequately in the 'regular' program. Many 

blossom in the new environment, only to return to fai lure in the 
~~"",_",=~,_>,~ __ =~,",,,~,,~=.~,,",,"~'~_H"_,,,,=, __ ,~~_,,,,,,_",,, """~'-M=,",~~,_=-'~T='--__ ~-<~~-"-=_=~~/~'='="-4'-~Y_-c-r~~~ 

old. 

Our traditional assumption that there is a 'right' or 

'preferable' way in which to learn forces us to interpret such' 

cases as remediation fai lures, where the counsel ing or academic 
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'beefing up' has failed to take sufficiently. But such cases may 

be lore appropriately seen sllply as evidence of the need for a 
_'_=-7""""~"'m""~.="", __ 

learning envlronlent other than the standard school. It Is not 
_,,,,,,'",,'~~~''''O~~=~=-=-~''''~~' __ '",,=,¥-=_~,,,~,,",_,"_,~,~, ~';N'"'''~'"''~~~'"~''4==''''''''~H"~"",'~, . 

just an ulbrella haven for the non-successful that Is needed, since 

It seels clear that one alternative to the conventional program 
-~-,-"-----,-,,,,,,,, 

does not suffice. The needs of youngsters vary sufficiently that a 
~_A_'_,=-~_ 

vnri~tu of learning environments Is necessary If al I are to 
_~~~_ ~~~_~ ___ ~'"==~_~'~'~~' __ '~c,.~_","~_,«_~~. ~~. 

succeed. (Ghory, 1976; Sinclair & Ghory, 1967) 

Schools are typically designed for youngsters with particular 

cognitive and personal orientations, and are maladapted to others. 

Conventional schools place a premium on the abl I Ity to sit stl II, 

and to learn frol listening to an authority. This Is perhaps what 

best explains those school districts which have officially 

classified up to 301 of their boys "hyperactive," and as many as 
~""',.,-",.,.-~""'"'~~--~=,~-""~---=~ 

351 abnormal or brain-damaged. (McGuiness, 1966) It seems more 
-,--~' ~==~,~--.. ~,~-,..,-. , --.'"""" 

plausible that lany of these youngsters were simpl~~~~·ac~lve 

!!arner"~· t hat I earn I ng st y I e spec I a II sta have I dent! fled 

(Recklnger, 1967) 

The work of Robert Flzzel I has suggested that the very traits 

enabling youngsters to succeed In one program would probably make 

for low performance in another. Thus Fizzel I has helped start and -
evaluate varied learnl environments. One type requires the 

abl I Ity and disposition to work largely independently In carrying 
• ~""""""''''''W='''='''~ ______ '' 

out an agreed-upon plan, with minimal Interaction and external 

support along the way. (Flzzel I, 1975) Another demands 

considerable ski I I In collaborative activity (Flzzel I, 1967) and 
~~-.-~~~=,--""--~ .. ,-~~"~.. -

4 



yet another lakes ~~rn!n~ -- as opposed to lore typical 

classrool approaches -- the salient feature. (Flzzel I, 1979) 

Flzzell's findings lake a 'one best way' approach to schooling, 

11th the unlforllty and standardization Ie have pursued, both 

logically arbitrary and loral'y questionable The evidence suggests 

that if given a choice along a variety of school environments, many 

lore youngsters could succeed. 

Uhat Ie have discovered about the pOler of preferences, as. 

lell as about learning styles, strongly suggests that people of 01 I 

ages are likely to be lore productive In learning circumstances 

they prefer. This Is direct support for the desirability of 

choice. A series of studies carried out In the Pacific confirm 

this. One examined learning outcomes In 116 Junior high school 

classes, some featuring environments preferred by the particular 

students enrol led, and others reflecting different kinds of 

environments. Results sholed that latching students to preferred 
• ~ ,-----.~~-===,",=~~-~~,,-.--"-,-'-=-" 

environments enhances both Itlve and affective outcomes. 

~,(Fraser, 1963) Indeed, Barry Fraser suggests that the 

person-environment fit may eventually be sholn to be just as 

Ilportant to positive learning outcomes as the adequacy of an 

environment. (Fraser, 1963) 

0, Stern (1970) hypothesized some years ago that complementary 

combinations of personal needs and environmental 'press' or demands 

II I I enhance student outcomes. Several Investigations of schools 

of choice have since used this lork to shol the importance of 

person-environment congruence. (Corda, 1987; Gluckstern, 1974) 
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These and other studies confirm the Importance to learning of the 

particular fit between 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 Nault 

(1975) who found major differences In the school co •• lt.ents 

adolescents who had chosen their school for themselves and others 

whose parents had done the choosing. His findings have since been 

replicated (Hartman, 1980), and a study of the effects of choice 

on youngsters who selected the public mini-school which they 

attended, compared to others In the same program who did not, also 

found stronger commitment and higher achievement on the part of the 

choosers. (Kottkamp, 1979) A number of studies have found student 

satisfaction levels higher In schools of choice than In the parent 

or host schoo I . (LI v I ngston, 1982j N I cho I son, 1980) 

These several lines of research, then, support the conclusion 

that there Is no single best approach to learning for all 

youngsters, and hence they make a case for the need to diversify 
_~.,--..r'""'_"'"¥ 

schools and to attempt alignment of school programs with student 
.... _C""-'=~"~==Y_"=,~~~=~,~~~,,=,-,,~,,V~~~,,,""~"_="-'""""~~~~'"'~~~"_~"~,~>oe""'>M_~_,~_~"_,,,'k~~_~'~_' ___ ,, ... 

needs and Interests. This underscores the Importance of student 

choice. 

THE CASE FOR PARENT CHOICE 

There Is also much to be said for pl7/'ent choice; and it 

consists of a slightly different case. Its premises are (I) 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 society accepts as legitimate. Hence, (3) 

the diversification of schools to accord with family value patterns 

and orientations Is desirable. 

Paralleling the case for the MtlU for diversification, there 

Is also support for Its utl8irnbi/itg. The evidence comes from 
~-" ____ -"'.%-.,""'~. :;J 

investigations of private schools and effective schools, as wei I as 

from inquiry Into public schools of choice. It is frequently found 

that parent satisfaction rates In public schools of choice are 
unusu;II;<~I;h"( B 1~~k~'~~6(~~~~~'yw'I'd'~'1962b)"~;d"~h~t-;h;~-'-'-
,-~~,-~"""",,,~,~,,",-~~-" . 
dramatically outstrip approval levels In comparable local schools 

(Hlcholson et 01, 1960). Donald Erickson suggests several 

plausible explanations for such findings. "The act of choosing," 

he writes, " may sensitize parents to special school benefits that 

would otherwise go unnoticed." Moreover, "Having made a choice, 

human beings do not Ilke,to be proven wrong and, hence, tend to 

demonstrate commitment by attempting to ensure that the choice 

turns out lIIell." It Is also possible that "Freedom to choose may 

generate a sense of power that Itself enhances commitment." And 

. finally, "Voluntary affiliation means that a school cannot take Its 
__ '"~"~~~'~_='="'''''_"'W_'_=O_"'~,~ ____ '~' ~~_~_,~"_'"'~~~~~~.,,,_.,~-,_~~_~ 

patrons for granted." (Erickson, 1962: 407-6) 
,,""""'=_' ~~"=-=,,,,"",,,,,,,,,,=,,,,,,,~w;,',,_ 

The choice provision earns parent support for yet another 
_""""~~.... ~._""' __ "_,,_c=_"'~ __ ~ __ 

reason as wei I. It apparently has salutary effects on schools, 
"""'""""""_"'~""""""~~'~''''''=_~_''~='N''_'~'~'~~'W~=~''''._~"'W'~'~--

which Increase their effectiveness In foci I Itating student growth 

and accompl ishment. Considerable contemporary research on private 

schools and on effective public schools suggests that the 
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Intervening variable Is value and Iission consensus, and the social . 
~- ""~ ,,-- ~ , ~,.. -~~--. 

cohesion which ensues. (Erickson, 1982; Grant, 1981j Salganlk & 
---"=""""-'~---, ~"~~..-=--=-~'---

Karlelt, 1982; Purkey and Sllth, 1983) Since public schools of 

choice, as well as private schools, are likely to have a 

dlst Inct Ive, ·Identl flable focus, they attract a group that Is 

Ilkeminded In sOle educationally significant lay. To the extent 

that teachers, parents, and students, are agreed upon a mission, 

the school can represent a single focus which generates commitment 
_"'~~~-.N>","=_="-~~""'_'="''"'''''''_W~~,",C __ '''.~,,,,"~_,~C<_~,_,,,",,,,,,""'''-;-''"_~'""_T~'~~ __ '_'''<-'-'''''"- ,""- "" 

and enables the school to becole a cOlmunlty. This In turn makes 
~<=W""''P-",,,'"'',,,,,,,,,, __ ,,,,,,,,,,''''''0=,,''''''"'"''''_"'''~ ,-,-=~=''''' 

It more effective. Sociologists have long noted the difference 

beheen Gl!llIl!lin:!fchl7ft and G8:!f811:!fchl7ft communlt les. The latter are 

not genuine cOlmunltles, simply people assembled by legal or formal 

means such as by law or contract. Gl!llIl!lin:!fchl7ft communities, on the 

other hand, represent genuine communities of people who are tied to 
_""""_'=-_""""",_",~=","",_",,","._" ___ '''-'0_~_'',,," __ ''~A~_'''''_~' __ ." , __ ,_~_,, ___ ~~ __ .~.~ __ .. 

one another mutual sentiments and Ities and shared beliefs. 

Groups of the Gl!llIl!lin:!fchl7{t type have i ncreas i ngl ybeen recogn i zed 

as important to successful education. Erickson et 01. draw this 

pol Icy conclusion for the public schools: (1982: 16:24) 

r f ... Gl!llIl!lin:!fh'7ft I s genera II y an 
essent laT;:;tt;n;ute of effect Ive 
sc'hOOT8;" The/l1tlUou I d Se;ii"tOf 0 I low 
""",,,,,,,,~~-

that different types of schools should 
be created for people with different 
preferences and I ife styles, that school 
cl ients should be reasonably homogeneous 
and socially cohesive, and that 
mechanisms should be created to 
fl Iter out parents who wi I I not be 
supportive of a given school ... 
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The last several years have added substantial evidence that It 

Is, Indeed, school ciliate differences that most clearly 
'"' _. ~~-"",~-=,",.,-~,,,,-~,,q,=,,, 

distinguish successfulfrol less effective schools. Moreover, the 
~=",,~_~,p_="'''_r=<"''=M''~'~.~~_~='"·'''~ 

very comprehensiveness long viewed a virtue of the American high 

school can also be seen as a lack of focus and a source of discord. 

(Powell et ai, 1965; Salganlk & Karwelt, 1962) ·Schools with 

diffuse, unartlculated, or even contradictory goals probably 

Inspire little commitment,· concludes,J'Erlckso~~' (1962: 410) 

Erickson and his colleagues are probably the only group to 

have undertaken comparison study of the climates of private 

schools, regular or 'mainstream' public schools, and public schools 

of choice. (1962) Although they found the private school climate 

superior, they found public schools of choice to have a clear 

advantage In relation to other public schools. "It appears," they 

concluded, "that the public alternative schools have found a way of 
_-____ ~._~~'~3"""_~_· -' .. _ 

creating the same kind of school social cl Imatethat distinguishes 
.----"~~,~~.~o~~r~_'='~~~,_~~~·~ __ ~~~~~ __ ~_,~·_"_=____-"·="~~,~~ - ~~"'""-'-_~ 

private schools, though not to the some degree." (1962: 15:22) 
~-'-~'~-------"~'---"""'l 

The superiority of private to public schools Is now being 

argued on a variety of grounds In addition to cl imate. Parochial 

schools In particular have been claimed to produce more and better 

learning, especially for disadvantaged youngsters. (Coleman et 

al., 1961; Lee, 1965) Some researchers now claim that the private 

school advantage Is Innate and inevitable. (Chubb, 1967) Whether 

or not this Is eventually borne out, current research attributes 

considerable advantage to the choice feature alone, which public 

schools can certainly adopt. As we shal I later see, there is 
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abundant evidence that public school parents want cholcej that 

they are more satisfied with and have lore confidence In schools 

that provide' Itj that parent choice Increases the commitment and 

cohesion within schools extending Itj and that these attributes 

combine to Improve school quality and make schools more effective. 

THE CASE FOA TEACHER CHOICE 

Schools of choice have pronounced posltve effects on their 

teachers and administrators. A recent statement by an alternative 

school teacher/coordinator suggests why: (Seymour, 1988) 

Alternative education stimulates personal and 
academic growth of staff as much as 
students .... I ad.it It I I '. in alternative 
education for many selfish reasons -- I I ike 
pleasant working conditions, enjoy growing as 
a person, and love I nt eract! ng VI i t h hea I t hy 
people. Uhat continues to amaze me Is that 
these selfish considerations have encouraged 
me to provide a more stimulating, growing, 
healthy environment for my students. How 
great I I t h i nk It's ca II ed synergy! I 

The enthusiasm is consistent with findings of remarkable _r_ 
satisfaction levels among teachers In alternative schools. 
_,~~~,"~~_._~",".,.~~, ~_,~~~~~,~_~" '~~~_~_~_ffi"'-~"_~' ____ =-

Gladstone & Levin, 1962j Lytle, 1960j Kottkamp, 197ij 

Mahon-Lowe, 1966j Raywld, 1962) It Is also consistent with the 

organizational Ideal wherein the pe~sonal goals of wo~ke~s dovelal I 
_=-~~-=-'''"'~"~~'_~_''~~~'"K~,~~_~~~~"~,~,~~,_=,,~,'e~.'~~_'~,.~'.,_ 

with the formal goals of the o~ganlzatlons In which they'wo~k. 
~~,~-"',."'"-__ ~~_~_.~,._c'"~._'c~"' ... ,~_""' _~"·';""'·~· __ ~~~~'.'~"~~~~~'_e,"" .• ,,,,~,"~,~,_., __ ,_.,,"~"_,_~,~~~.,, __ ~_H_"_~'"~"_"~=~_'.~"_~'~" __ ~" 
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Schools of choice offer teachers opportunities for 
~=-~~"'''=="'=="''''"~''=".~.,'===~-

self-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 cholc! .. f:at~.~~~~~e~.~~.~~:~ 

·_~:.~.~h:!,s~.~l!.cho~.· (Lyt Ie, 1960) 

Schools of .cholce are able to minimize If not el iminate major 
~~ ___ ,==~_.~~=~~,=-O'''''"'·'=_"'''="",_,*~"_">"",.-,,<,=_,,,,=,,~,,_,,,,, 

sources of teacher dissatisfaction. These have been Identified as 

powerlessness, professional Isolation, the extreme fragmentation of 

the lork day and the educational task, the depersonalized 

circumstances of large schools, the low esteem in which teachers are 

held, severe discipline problems, and external mandates which 

interfere lith effective teaching and productive Interaction with 

students. (Cohn et al., 1967; Olson, 1966) The conditions of schools 

of choice respond to each of these sources of dissatisfaction, In 

ways that subsequent paragraphs shol. 

As a result of various frustrations -- and of the socialization 

effects of teachers who have been experiencing them longer -- ~ew 

teachers have been found to come rather quickl to a custodial 
"""""-"" 
orientation toward students and perception of the task of the 

~ho:;~·(~0~~;·~6a;·H~~969t1he~c~"u~ze'the~\0;;~;nd hence 
I\. _;""'''''''''''"=_"'''''''''''"'''''''~'''''''~~~'_. _ 

become less creat ive and. less responsive to students. (McHei I, 
""_~,,,,=~"_-"""C"X'_''"~'==''''''''"""'x'''~'''~_~''' ___ ~ =""Y_=-"-_====,,,~_ ",,,",,-,,,,,,,, 

1966a) This is I ikely to place a premium on the need for disclpl ine, 

and teachers with a custodial perception of teaching do in fact 

spend comparatively more time on classroom discipline. (Cusick, 

1983) 
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But custodial tendencies are not inevitable, and the 

debilitating cycle is avoidable. The cholce·arrangement provides an 

~ al~ternatlve. It combines opportunities for professional 

development for teachers 11th the need to pursue such development. 

In other lords, Instead of an environment conducive to 

routlnlzatlon, there Is an environmental press In the direction of 
_~_~""""""""","","""""=~~-_"O~-",_,",~,C'7","""_~~~'_"~_~"_"W~"" .".", __ 

Invention and creation Instead. In short, teachers are spurred to 

professionalize their operation: The opportunity to teach In a 

school of choice entails the responsibill to create and sustain a 

distinctive proQram -- one that differs recognizably from the 
-~~",~-~-'~~-~"----'><-<'" -""'" 

traditional. This necessitates collective reflection on school 

purposes, and It requires collaborative effort to desl and 

Implement a program .. Teachers in schools of choice must thus 

confront questions they do not deal lith In most schools, and they 

must collaborate in designing and then implementing answers to these 

questions (Kottkamp, 1974) -- expectations that are non-existent in 

most traditional schools. (Lortie, 1975; Sarason, 1978-79) 

Such responsibilities bring teachers In schools of choice much 

more autonomy than Is common In other schools. (Mahon-Lowe, 1986; --""' .. "" .. ~ . 

Aaywld, 1982) The school must be more autonomous within the system 
-' ~--=" . ,- ~~""=-~"~----~--.".,"--,~-~-., 

if it Is to be distinctive, and lithin the school the teachers must 
_--=---~~ __ -,_~~,~,,< .. _,,",,~_"~~~, __ ~_~~, ~'_"==~~~MY~_"", 

~_.,!~!:~a,~~~~~!D0u.s 1ft hey are to des I gn and I mp I ement 

distinctiveness. Under such circumstances, the formal controls of 

traditional schools tend to shift In schools of choice, from 

regulation by rules and role definitions to regulation by conscious 
-~""'-,""'=-"'".. .. "'=,''''-~-~-~~-=~~=''',''''~~ 

attention to shared purposes. (Swldler, 1979; Talbert, 1geB) Most 
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people find this kind of control easier to live .ith than lore 

formal control arrangements -- less restrictive and oppressive. 

Thus, teachers In schools of choice perceive their work as 

substantially more professional In nature than Is the role of the 
--'~~-~"~_~"o~,,""m=·='M="'-'"" __ ~=·"~' =""~-~' 

teacher In other schools. (Gladstone & Levin, 1982j Kottkamp, 1971) 

Additional features also render schools of choice easier to 

deal .Ith for teachers than other schools: they tend to be smaller, 

.Ith less hierarchy (Raywld, 1982) and fewer status differences 

(Duke, 1976; Swldler, 1979), and they yield more opportunity for the 

Individual to define his or her own role. (Hamilton, 1981; Swldler, 

1979) Where roles and responslbi I Itles are less explicit, there Is 

room for more personalization -- thus more responsiveness to the 
_-----.,""',." .. ,''''''''"-.---''',.'''1 

strengths, .eaknesses, and desires of Individual teachers. 

Under such circumstances, a number of the conditions producing 

teacher frustration In other schools do not appear. Teachers in 

schools of choice typlcal!y have the authorit~~o v~~str~ctl~~ 

conditions as they find necessary; they are not Isolated since they 
..,~_~"_"=",=_,_""",",_",~~~"~"~,~,,,~, <0"'@',_., __ ~_~,~, __ ,,>~ 

lust work col laboratlvely; and their work Is defined less by sharp 

divisions of labor than by personal strengths and interests. There 

are also felller external directives hemml them In. Finally, 

teacher-administrator relations tend to be less adversarlal because 

administrators are more involved In the Instructional questions that 

concern teachers (8lank, 1986; Kottkamp, 1979; Raywld, 1982), and 

because they tend to function as leaders, not just as managers. 

(Blndman, 1981; Blank, 1986; Wolf, Walker, & Mackin, 1971) 

Student-teacher relations In schools of choice tend not only to 
~~=----"~~~-"~~"~~"."'.~"""'~--. 
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be easier to live .Ith but sllultaneously ~or~~ r~war~~. First, 

they are likely to be a lot lore pleasant. Since everyone is there 
--~.",-=-=""""~.".=~.", .. """"",",,,,=,,,-

by choice, they begin .ith a comlon interest, orientation, or 

preference of sOle educationally-relevant sort. The result, 

according to teacher testimony, Is that student control measures 
_--'_=~.~~ __ .--..,. ___ ,_=T' 

become less necessary In schools of choice. (Blank, 1963; Trickett, 

/ --. 1971)1f:O~I~~~'~~y ~~he behavior prompting them are 

noticeably reduced In such schools. (Perry & Duke, 1976; Raywld, 

1962) Students Ive teachers as more caring and helpful (Arnove 

& Strout, 1960: Sweeney, 1963) and respond positively. There Is 

lore trust (Sweeney, 1963) between students and teachers, and 
_~""""r "'~ __ '_"""_'"'~'~~~"""""~~""'_""""""_"'~"'"_''~_''''_~"'~'_~'~"~_'" '_~.'_ 

students acknowledge the centrality of their teachers to their 

success; ~~":2':!'dtL~~~,!~h!:!:s wit h t he I r own accomp I I shment . 

(Kottkamp, 1974; Moilanen, n.d.) Certainly these conditions differ 

markedly from those where teachers complain of I ittle awareness of, 

or recognition or reward Jor what they do. 

Undoubtedly, the circumstances outl ined here conduce to greater 

/ 
.,,:..K 

. teacher success. ')he widely reported higher levels of student 
K ~ 

achievement In all kinds of schools of choice are reflective of 

greater teacher success as wei I. (Magi, 1965; DI Biasi, 1967; Los 

Angeles, 1963-64, 1964-65, 1965-66; Larson & AI len, 1966) And a 

heightened sense of efficacy is undoubtedly a source of teacher 
~~="=--=."'=""""J~"'''=<=''=-~''-'''"''"-_'"~m_'W''''j,'"",~_ . 

satisfaction. It contrasts markedly with the despair of Inner city 

teachers who feel that their chances to succeeed at their goals are 

so slim. (Purkey & Rutter, 1967) 

Thus, the Idea that a 8chool of choice Is "a teachers' 8choo'!" 
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15 not far-fetched. Such schools coablne the opportunity for 

personal and professional growth with conditions that require and 

evoke It. As Mary Met z put It, ~!IL c~abJ!!I!I~~.tf!~_I_~_!lcense and 

obligation to Innovate." (1966) Such schools reward staff with 
'"'--",,,,,,,,&~,,«==~~,,,,",,,,,,,,"-'" 

working conditions that teachers find more pleasant and more 

supportive of Instructional success. It is thus not surprising that 

teachers In schools of choice appear so committed to them and to 

their work ,ithln them, and why they prove so unwll ling to leave. 

(Magi, 1965) In Phi ladelphia, after retrenchments brought 

involuntary transfers into and out of an alternative school, those 

forced out wanted to return and those involuntarily assigned opted 

to stay. After a year, 36 of the 39 involuntarily shifted teachers 

chose the alternative school in preference to any other assignment. 

(Lytl e, 1960) 

T~E CHOICE COHTEXT 

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 publ ic alternative high schools 

(Aaywld, 1962), and the other looking at magnet schools at al I 

grade levels. (Blank, 1963) The ~a9net s~hooJ~~~~!!L_locat~~~l~ 

such programs. The alternative school study located 2500 
_~_~, __ ===_,_~_~,~~~,,~~~~,~x,_~ __ =",,~_'~~"_--=r--'-"'f 

'alternatives, but estimated that the actual total might be three or 
~~,",,-,,~ 

four times that number. Both these surveys were dDfle in 1961 and 

now appear dated. Although there Is thus no way to fix current 

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

The first such reason Is the continuing spread of magnet 

schools which are being opened nOI for several different purposes. 

Court desegregation orders, and the threat of such orders, continue 

to under I 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. Meanwhl Ie, 

other districts are adopting the magnet concept as a general reform 
~~'~_-_""" __ "'~~A"~_~~_",<_,~,- ... c __ w ____ ,,W __ MWU' _____ '~m. --,_~,_,.,. ___ .... ___ c'" 

strategy or a mechanism for school revitalization. This, too, has 
'--_~~~_"""" ",,.,,~= __ ~,=,,.,,,"~,_.,.~",,~,,,,,,,~~~_Y;W~,",,'0,"'_~""'-"'-'""""o,-,,¥,,,,,~,"'-",,"/_,~~ 

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

Interest In dropout prevention has served as a separate Impetus. 
~~""""-_~_~_~'_~~'~'_~_M""_' 

Some districts have assumed that the opportunity to select a 

different learning environment might e~tlce marginal students to 

remain In school, and Improve their chances for succeeding there. 

Together, these three concerns -- des~9!:~9at~on, 

revltal izatlon, 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 probably now concentrated In cities than was earlier the 

case. During the 70s It appeared that the choice Idea was almost as 

I ikely to be adopted by suburban as by urban districts. (Raywld, 

1982) The 80s have probably slung the numerical balance more 

sharply toward cities. 

The magnet school study confirmed that only relatively smal I 

proportions of youngsters within districts offering choice were 
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enrolled in schools or progralls of choice. The igures reported 

ranged froll II to 371. (Blank, 1963) Those rcentages have 

doubtless changed sOlie what now, with at I ast some districts having 

placed groups of schools on a choice ba;f~~~.~~~~t·;i;--
_. __ ~ __ "_'''~_~~~_''~""_~_ -~-","",~~-~...,~~c=,_~,,,,,,,,_.=~,,",,,"~'~_ ,... _="_"'"'--" __ ~""'"~~_"""~-"_"~""~_'~"'_"'_"'"'_'"",,,~~ 

for eJalllP I e ~a; f ~~l!raY!ieQi\C)ad.suGQ.AIfi'Q).rahg9M~.-.th.Il/'­
e I ellbrg/scho~VI eve I ;. Rochest er, Hew York, has announced such a 

-"""""="""" 

plan for Its high schools; and In Harlem's District i, al I junior 
="''''"'~~'''''~_''O'~~'~~~~"''"_''"~~ __ '~~_-'_'·'_~~~ __ -"""'>"-""""" 

highs are schools of choice. District i also offers options at the 

elementary level, and now at the secondary level as wei I. It 

reports that .. ore than 551 of Its youngsters attend schools. of 
c~~~.~.c:~: jl. c .~~- ".~_'M~'" ..•.•...•••.•..•• 

'" By and large, however, the tendency ~as-t~ remalri(strong 

even in districts with several schools of choice, to keep most· 

students In schools of assignment. Typically this occurs not from 

apathy on the part of choosers but because of I imlts on the number 

of spaces made available .. In Hew York's District i, which is an 

exception In this regard, Interest In one elementary school program 

prompted the opening of another I Ike It, then a third, and now the 

extension of the original elementary school to the secondary level. 

Elsewhere, however, district decisionmakers often fal I to respond 

to such Interest, and thus one reads of parents standing for days In 

a I ine In order to enrol I their youngsters In a particular school of 

choice (Kalson, 1986; Feinberg, 1966) and even of a high school 

with 900 openings and 35,000 appl icants. (Ravitch, 1966) 

The choice arrangement attracts large numbers of students and 

their faml lies who take advantage of such opportunity. But it also 
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appears that this sort of 'consuler' appeal has not always convinced 

school districts to lake choice widely available. To put It 

differently, the choice Idea has evidently appealed only to SOlS 

boards and school officials, and .any of these have adopted It only 

on avery I III ted bas Is, not as an arrangelent for a II or 1D0st 

schools. (Block, 1961) 

The choice concept has, however, been receiving substantial 

support frol three other I.portant groups: political officials, 

business Interests, and the public at large. The political support 

has cOlDe largely frOID governors, occasionally from legislators. As 

described elsewhere In this volume, the governors have proposed a 

variety of choice arrangements, ranging from schools of choice for 
~",...====-~=~~,_&~,. 

the ablest students (so-called 'Governors Schools') to providing 
~--=~'">-", ...... " .... ,,,,,_,_"'~"'~"=~"_'_~"''''''_'"''''_"''''~~''"~~'"''"M_M.',~A'''""~~,",'~~,,,,,,,".,,~_,_,,-",,,,,,,,,,,,,_. 

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

permit high school students to pursue college courses and to permit 

students In the s.allest ~chools to opt to attend larger ones across 
-""_ .... ~_'"'''=~_''''''".~'''''~"'""~=~~''''='"'"'="'~-'~''-.,=',,d'_''~~,,~~7A-~'~"'-~ "'_'U~_,,,,,~,"~,=",,,,,,,,~,,,,",,,,".;~",,,,~,~~_,,,,,,.,,_",,'_'"'''''''~''_'''_~",M''''''''",A_'''"'''",'-''''''''~''oY''~-'W''''/_''' 

district lines. 

Business organizations, too, have supported the choice concept. ----" 
At both state and national levels, they have produced Influential 

reports in which choice is recommended as a means for improving 

school quality, and simultaneously as 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 wei I as pol itical and civic groups 

are recommending the choice arrangement as a way to enhance public 

education. In Hawai i, for example, the League of Women Uoters 
"""'---~_~~ ~A~~~ ~~,,~~,~ _ ... ~- ,- """"-"=" __ ~",,,,~,,_~_,~ ""'''_~_V_""_~,,,,~~~~~~'''A,,=~7M''r~''r9,,,e»> 
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o ------~--------~~ 

__ '1, (1961), Un It ed Uay t he-;::~ hand COI.un I t Y Serv i ce~ Counc I I I .~ 
__ ~967) have-cnr endor~ed choice and are urging It In the Interests-

of school Ilprovelent. 

The conviction that choice lould yield better schools appears 

to be a laJor rea~on for the remarkable public agreement about its 

de~lrabll Ity. Indeed, the Alerlcan people share more extensive 

agreement over the desirabl I Ity of choice than on any other 

educational matterl (Gallup and Clark, 1967) Last Spring, an 

Impressive 711 of the adults pol led expressed the view that parents - ~-- -----
should be entitled to ~elect the public schools their children will 
.. "'---'-~~-------,~-.- ------
attend. And 761 of publ ic ~chool parent~ took thl~ position, 

-'~'-"~"~~"~"-'~ "~~'~~--

evidently Including many who are quite satisfied with their 

chlldren'~ pre~ent school. 

A difference In the questions put to respondents In 1986 and 

1987 may Mask an even more significant change In publ ic sentiment 

than the number~ reveal. In 1966, 681 of publ Ic ~chool parent~ 
-- ;~~='-~'"~~"~"-~"--- .. ~-~~, 

polled dl!l:rll'l!Id choice; as of 1987, 761 felt they were ~ 
~~_-=-~;_. ____ ,_-. ~"~=""",_"",~",,,,,,,,",~"~"""""" __ ~"''''''=-''='_M, 

entlt/ed to it. At the same time, however, It Is clear that the 

publ ic is not moving toward publ ic support for private schools. In 

fact the percentage reacting positively to the voucher Idea has 

declined significantly, from a high of 511 in 1983 to HI as of 

1987. (Gallup & Clark, 1987) Thus, whl Ie trends provide strong 

evidence that choice sentiment for publ ic school~ I~ growing, at 
.. "~-= -'~~~~~~~"'~-~"-'-~~~~''''''''''''-= 

least for the moment support for Ivate school subsidization seems 

to be on the wane. 
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ORGAHI2ATIOHAL FEATURES OF SCHOOLS OF CHOICE -

For nearly tlO decades educational researchers have tried to 

trace the sources of the differences between effective schools and 

those that are less so. The feature most often Identified as the 

key Is school climate, Ihlch many nOI take to be the central 

determinant of school success. (Purkey & Smith, 1983) It appears 

that ultimately Ihat Is at root are such Intangibles as ~~~~eeopl! 

in a school Interact 11th one another, and the fundamental bel iefs 
",~"",~,~.,="'""_"-~"'''''~'''''""~'~""''' __ ~_~,_~_,._,---_~_,"_'_'~~,~~,_,~,"~,_,, __ , ____ ~_,""~, ~~_,_e"'" __ ~.~~~~_~,~~ 

and 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 cl imates of public schools of choice. They have now examined 44 
<7"''''''''' 

schools In 14 states, and they have queried almost 4000 students and 
»=V"""",~'"""h",,,"_·~=O"''""''''-'=-'''W'''-''~''d,"~,~,~,"~. """"~"",,,,"~,=.~_''''''''''''"~"'UN'''_ 

1000 teachers. (1982, 1983, 1987) They have also undertaken 

comparative 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 consistent I favor the choice 
~ ~""-~ arrangement, and ~-appeor-to hold~irrespectlve of the sort of 

_=~""~"_"~~ ="_,,,,~'''"''''"'''='''''"~'_''''''''"=''''''''''&'''''=~'''m''"~'''''''""'_"~_"'''''''-'''""'''",_~"",~,~,","~""""~,, 

program the alternative school 
-""""="""'=-

reflects, the sort of students, or 

the locale. --
Gregory and Smith asked both students and teachers in the 

schools they studied about the cl imates of their schools and about 

the cl imate a school ought to have. They found that alternative 
.. .-- ~,== 

school students have both higher expectations of their schools than 
~~=""-~-'- _~. ~"~"""-'_""~~'~,"H"'""'~~'_~~""_"_~",,,,,_,,"'~"'~'~"~"_" _,,,"_~~_,~~,,,,~_,_,, __ ,,~,,, .. ,,~~m~~_ 

do their peers In regular schools, and more positive Judgments about 
~·"~'_'=~~""~~"=_Nr' __ '_,, __ '~~_"_"~""". __ ""~_"~~O __ "''"""'"-'-'-'-~'~'-~O'~.''''" 
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the extent to which the school lives up to their expectations. The 

sa.e Is true of teachers In the two types of schools. (1962) 
--~'~''''''-''''~'''-''''=''''''''''''ry",-=---,--

Gregory· and S.lth tried to determine the extent to which a 

school responds to Individual needs as Identified by Abraham 

Maslow's needs hierarchy. They have found that In the judgment of 
~'~~~'~~-A==='-~-'-=-="~""""~==-

both students and teachers, alternative schools far surpass 

convent i ona I schoo Is .1 n th i s regard. . I n fact, the Illost respons i ve 
~_O""=~~~"~'''C'~~""",~"_"~,,,,~,=,,.,. 

a1.~~.~t '2'~~~.~~~~~} s were st II I found to be ~~!~~~Ea~.J.~we!.,!st 
responsive of conventional schools. S.lth and Gregory do not always 

examine academic outcomes, but In one comparative study of 
. 

alternatives and their conventional school counterparts, they found 

higher achievement levels to accompany the cl'.ate advantages in the 
____ -=""'"=="'~,'~c"~=_=_"'__ _ _"'''_.'_"''M'','''=_~'''__= ... ~''''=N'~~";,.,'=~. ~ __ ,""'_~o_~~~-__ '--""~K~"'-_n='_'«-.• ,_,,,",,,,"C'~'~_' 

schools of choice. (1963) 

School climate Is not Independent, of course, of a school's 

organizational structure and processes. Thus it .ay be no accident 
_""'~~"><-=""'_"""¥"~~~"~-~-"-"~","."-".-"_",,",,,,",.~.",_y<=,,y,9"',,,,,,¥,",,,,,~.,,','-0,,",,,,,,",~q_,,,,",M"_~"' 

that many schools of cholge 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 del iberately seeking 

something different, and they were recognized as exceptions 

necessitating departures of various ·sorts from existing procedures. 

It was early apparent that the departures were producing quite 

different kinds of organizations than conventional schools 

represent, and the organizational features of schools of choice 

became perhaps their most studied dimension. 

It was typically found that alternative schools, and both their 
~-

teachers and students, enjoy more autonomy and responsibl I ity than 
'~""'"'"-"""'=""'_=n''";''~''"''~'''7-'''_'''"_=Ao -'~~""""~A~'"_~~_~_~~"_''''~''~'~_~ ___ ~' ___ ~''' 
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typically obtalne in other echoole (Mahon-Lowe, 1986j Raywid, 

1982); that they did not organize themselves hierarchically and 
~-"',....,-,-~~. ~==--~'='«,-"-~--""""~---~""""'" 

did not operate according to bureaucratic controls and procedures 

(Swldler, 1979); that the alternativee were marked by an unusual 

flexlbl II In role definition, Instead of the more clearly and 

narrowly delineated roles of conventional schools (Ducharme, 1961); 

and that they reflected far more collaborative actlvl on the part 

of teachers than Is usually the case. (Uarren, 1976) 
..-~'c_c,,~, __ 

These organizational traits are now seen to explain high levels 

of teacher satisfaction and low absenteeism rates, as well as 

positive student responee to school programs. (Erickson, 1966) They 

are believed to explain school climate and ethos, and thus to 

account for school environments successful In promoting achievement 

and accomplishment on the part of al I Involved. (Erickson, 1982; 

Grant, 1981; Grant, 1982) 

Unfortunately, then,. there is reason to bel ieve that many of 

the schools of choice launched during the 60s have been much less 
_~"'~""""' __ '=""~'"'~'''''''~''''''~~'''_M',,"M''''~~=''''~'~~'~='"''''''''_'W<''''~~~_~=~''''='''~~~'''_~'~'''''''''"_W_'~''',"'-_~~0> ___ '"'''-_'~--''~''="-"~_'_'''"'~''' 

organ I zati ona II y I nnovatl ve (McHe", 1967; Rayw I d, 1967) and that 
~''''''''''''''''-'''''''''''''"'''''-'_''''''''''~-'''~="'''''~W_~''''',",,,,,",,,,·, .. =_~,,,,_,,'" 

the focus In echools comprising choice eysteme (magnet schools) 

tends to be programmatic only, and not organizational (Metz, 1988). 
... "'"'.,""-""'"'~<~ 

This is unfortunate in I ight of the mounting evidence of 

organizational impacts on the attitudes, behavior, and 

accompl ishment of workers In al I types of organizations. (Gltl in, 

1961; Sizer, 1964; Peters & Uaterman, 1962; Stevens, 1965) The 

shift seems to be occurring at a time when research into private 

schools and others Is revealing powerful evidence that these 
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organizational features may be precisely .hat most needs changing in 

public schools. (Chubb, 1987j Chubb & Moe, 1985j 1986) Among the 
~ 

feat ures nOli be I ng found part I cu I ar I y I mport ant to success ~ 

l.poptenee-of focused, internally coherent goals (Salganlk & 
~---~' ~----"'--,-~---~-~,-~=-~--"~'~~ ... 

Karlle it, 1982) j$ ~ by shared va I ues and goa I agr~~-:~,!Ilt in 
~-~.=---"---

preference to directives and constraints (Talbert, 1988)j~ teac~~! 

autonomy and control over their own classrooms (Darl ing-Hammond, 
_'>~~_"''l 

198i) -- features, In short, IIhlch were typical of the early schools 

of choice and IIhich remain wei I .ithln the grasp of more recent 

ones. As Mary Metz has suggested, schools of choice have an 
-~~~'~,-,---. .,~-'-"---~-~~,~~. -, 

"innovative charter." (1988) It might wei I be construed more often 
,~. ___ ~_,_,_~,"_. ~"_~~~W,_ 

to I nc I ude t7rgl7n lZOl7t h7nt7/ I nnovat I on . 
__ ~_,_~_~ __ ~"~,~~=,~,c~.~~~,,~r"~_."_~'~"=-

THE ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF SCHOOLS OF CHOICE 

It Is sometimes said that there Is I Itt Ie real evidence about 

the outcomes of choice. that Is not really the case, but there are 

I imitations in the kinds of evidence avai lable. First, virtually 

none of it is experimental, so conclusions are drawn from 
'----~ 

correlational studies. Many come from studies and evaluations of 

individual programs with no comparisons to help interpret findings. 

The absence of experimental studies makes It difficult to discern 

specific causes -- e.g.,. to tel I 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, 

explanations must remain hypotheses. Within 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 

stud i es I dent i fy i ng the accomp Iishments of ! 39 sc~~o I !~L~~~l,~J: 

located In I I cities and suburban areas across the country. The 

primary sources are careful Investigations of the magnet schools of 

Buffalo, Los Angeles, Mto Uernon, Hewburgh, Hew Rochelle, Hew York 

City, Poughkeepsie, Rochester, Syracuse, and Montgomery County, 

Maryland. AI I of the schools Involved are at the secondary level, 

except the 14 elementary school magnets In Montgomery Countjj. 
", __ ~_",_",~_,~_"""",""'~'~",",~,'''''-~~_o0=''''-"''''''-'_'"_''',~'''~d''='>'=''_/~=Wd>"",",.",.','""",,',=~,",,,,,,,,,,,,',,"'N"~ 

Based on the prevalent sucess measure of scores, schools of -
choice are highly successful. In Manhattan's Spanish Harlem, where 

test scores used to place District "I at the very bottom of the 
-~""""""~"" 

City's list of 32 community school districts, 621 of the youngsters 

now read at or above grade level. And state tests last year found 

751 of the district's eighth-graders to be competent writers as 
"-- """= -"'''''''''''''=-~.~~''''~#-=''~-~=-'--.-=-,=""'-,"''''''~' ===--""""' ...... 

we I I. (D I Bias i, 1967) Meanwh i Ie, st ud les 0 f 1L!!!~~.~t.,"":~cho~1~:!~"i,~ 

HelU York State, of 64 In Los Angeles, and of 14 In Montgomery 
_~4 __ ""-'="~""" "-'=r~',,>-"""'~_'~~,", ____ K""F~ ~~ __ "-'~'~='~~"''''~",''_ 

County, Maryland al I found students' reading and math scores above 
~=~~ , 

district and/or national averages. (Magi, 1965j Los Angeles, 

1963-64, 1964-65, 1965-66j Larson & AI len, 1966) Furthermore, there 

is evidence that the longer youngsters have been in the school of 
• _ ,_, '""""~"'"""~"_'"",,_,,~,~' ___ ~'~~_'''''''~_'''''='=~'~~''~=''"""_~'''~''_~_~_''''~"eH", 

choice, the greater their relative advant . (Los Angeles, 1963-64j 

Larson & AI len, 1966) In Montgomery County, it lUas ascertained as 

wei I 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 .Ith the lagnet school, and on this lost conventional of 
~='--~-~~~-=-"""""""'~"""'-

Indicators, the accolplishments of schools of choice seem clear. 
_~_'~'"~c'",,"m="'_ ~""m=~~'=_~,=-"~ __ ~,".~~~ __ ~ __ ~_~. =-___ ''''%~.".~=~~*'"'',''.''''.'''''',~ 

One possible explanation for such success Is that classrooms in 

choice prograls apparently display a stronger task orientation than 
---=~"""=~.~,~---"~,, .... 

others. This .as a finding In one of the annual studies of Los 

Angeles' magnet schools (196i-6S), and it has also been confirmed by 

research undert aken elsewhere: s~den~=-~~!,e~~":"~~~!!lJ c~~I~~~~~~~~~~i.~ 

a higher percentage of the time In classrooms of choice than In 
.~m"_~"<~_"""~_~~~<~Y,,,,~",".H-"""'_~"~'~"~"'""'='="m,,,,,"_=-''''''"'' 

other prograls. (Trlcket, 1976) 

Another way to assess a school Is In terms of student attitudes 

tOllJard it, tOlUard their teachers, and tOlUard education in general. 

Here again, schools of choice appear to have a strong advantage. 

Annual evaluations of Los Angeles magnet programs consistently .find 

of· the majority of the nation's students at the same grade level 

( I 963-6i ; I 96i-6S ; 1965-~6) Moreover, the I 0Fl.ger.~~~~~~.~~~ .... !'.~~~!.I1~ 

toward the program. (Los Angeles, 1963-6i) One feature of student 

attitudes appears particularly noteworthy. It is not unusual for 

successful students in any school to be positively disposed toward 

their school. What seems unique to schools of choice, however, is 

the finding of positive attitudes among less successful.students. --_. . .• -." .• ~.-~-.~~ .. ".-" .... ~ •..• -.-~ ......• ~ ..•••... , 
(Larson & AI len, 1966; Stevens, 1965) It is an important 

achlevement in two regards: first, In keeping the door open to 

yer~LLf.lJt u.r:~ .... ~lJ.t:c::~~s , and second i n he I ping assure ~~ 

behavior prior to the time of success. Thus, the abl I Ity of schools 
'~'._~~'~_'"'=~~'~~''''''='''''"'~''''''V'_""",v""","",.,,,¥~,,,o,,,,,_~~",,=" ___ ~","_,"",,"'_",~'~, _=k.,. . . 
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of choice to generate a Ilkl for school even aaong weak students 

Is an i.portant acco.plishaent.· 

I.proved student behavior is stili another accomplishment of 

schools of choice. Uandal isa rates have long been reported to 
-.~------~ ..... ~ 

contrast impressively between these and other schools within a given 

area. (Arnove & Strout, 1980) Dall attendance rates were found 

higher In 901 of Hew York's .agnet schools than in others (Magi, 

1965), and the attendance rates of particular students was found to 

I.prove over their previous records in 811 of alternative schools 

responding to a national survey. (Raywid, 1962) ~ro~~~~-E~tes in 

schools of choice consistently fal I below district averages. 

(Magl,1965j Sexton, 1965) Student behavior also Improves 

substantially within such schools (Perry & Duke, 1976j Aaywld, 

1962), and Hew York State magnets reported suspension rates below 
~'~~~'-""~~-J 

district averages. (Magi, 1965) 

A major natlona~tudy documented magnet school success in 
winning the approval of parents and other community members, and in 

enhancing general perceptions of school quality. (Blank, 1983) 
~""" _____ """""~M"",",,",~~~"~_~_~",~ ____ ".'_"'''"~~~~'~~~~~_,~~",,"_,~,~."" 

Parent response to the choice idea In general appears highly 

positive. In Hew York State, 961 of the parents responding 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 
-==~ ,,....~_-=-,'""~"_. ..,~~_~_.~W~""~_.~ 

development. (Magi, 1965) In Montgomery County, too, over the last 
~'-"""""»-=-

several years parents have rated their magnet schools "a strong B+." 

(larson & AI len, 1966) 
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There i3 al30 evidence of parent Involvement and 

participation, which ha3 been a concern to 30me a3 children move to 

3chool3 le33 ea311y accessible to their parents. Yet both the Hew 

York and Maryland report3 3ugge3t that parent3 engage In conferences 

with teachers, make cla3sroom v131t3, and do volunteer work In the 

magnet 3chool3. In Montgomery County, three-fourth3 of the parent3 

make at lea3t one cla33room~~per year, and alm03t holf 
.... ,-"'~".-' 

undertake volunteer activity. (Lar30n & AI len, 1988) In Helll York, 
--=~~">' 

501 of the parents regularly participated In school activltites in 

alm03t half the 3chool3 3tudled -- on extraordinary rate for the 
-~~~~ __ ~'~~~"7"'~ 

inner city where a number of the3e schools are located. (Magi, 

1985) 

Teacher3 are comparably p03ltlve. A majority of th03e 

involved In the Los Angeles 1985-86 evaluation recommended expansion 

of the magnet program. They felt magnets had improved academic 
~--~' .. ~'~--~-'-~ 

achievement and 3elf e3teem and substantially enhanced post high 
r ...... -'--"-"-">~,-,,_~, ____ '''~_,,_·'~'''"··''-"·~'~''_''·,'·'' ~ e~_"~'~'~'_"'~ __ ~~'_~ __ ~~~~""'j 

school opportunltle3 for their 3tudent3. (Lo3 Angele3, 1985-86) In 
~_~~,o---,~~, ___ ,_"",,,~,, __ • 

Helll York, an overlheiming percentage of teacher3 al30 expres3ed 

support for the magnet concept (961) and reported p031tlvely on the 

cl imate of their 3chool -- lith 831 finding It a good lIIorklng 

environment and 871 reporting considerable autonomy In managing 

their oln cla33room3. It i3 not too surprising, then, to find 

unu3ually 

studied. 

10111 rate3 of teacher turnover in the magnet schools 
-"'''''"'''"~---'--=''~-"~~~'~~_~_ '_~"~_"_~'_~·_·~~'_"~'~M'_~~~""~'_=~~"_ 

A comparison of 3taff 3tabi I ity in part Icular schools 

prior to and post magnetization shows major differences. Schools of -""--
choice average approximately half the turnovers that marked these 
-~'"' ~"""""'"",,,,,,,,,,~-,--,,,,,,, 
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sale schools when they .ere schools of assignment. (nagl, 1985) 

Given these several Indications of teacher response, It Is not 
---"'~-~~"-~.~~-~-

surprising to find that 801 rated their lagnet schools superior to 
~",~","~",_""""'~~_~~'~'~_'~'~'~'"~_~'_~_~',"~_~_""YA"~_~"'_.~",,,"Y'_>'" 

schools of asslgnlent. Certainly sOle 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 Ilpact on studentsj 

there is also reason to believe that magnet schools may positively 
_,,~. Y;''''''''_''''''~"'''"'"''"",o,""~_"_",,,,,~,~~>~%~W_''-V''~_''Y''-'"»>~~ __ ",~~ 

affect their districts. (nagl, 1985) Dlstrlct.ide Improvement of 

student performance has been found to follol the Introduction of 

magnet schools. (nagl, 1985) And In nontgomery County, parent 
~~--"-~~~"""'~--=-iY 

perceptions of non-magnet schools have risen to the point that they 

are nOI 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 authoritative 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. Any examination of the 

accomplishments of schools of choice lust note the particular 

achievements of at least a handful of them: 

Severa I years ago, t he ~~t i ~~ __ ~ro]!'a~ 
in State College, Pennsylvania scored at the 
99th ~percentTTe-'0rlI3Of' the Ii areas 
measured by the state's standardized exams. 
The students are obviously an able group -­
but the state concluded that abi Iity alone 
did not explain the success in more than 
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half the areas tested. (Alternative Program, 
1983) 

1!et r~_!!l9~~~,~oo L~l!!~_~~~C:9P' _here dropout 
rates hover around SOl, graduates an 
Impressive 901 of Its students. A 
subst ant I a I number go on to co II ege . 
Hlnety-one percent of these youngsters are 
ml nor I ty, and more than ha I f come frOID 10111 

income homes. (lienoo / BlIpol't COl'd, 1986) 

Severa I years ago, st udents from the ,JlJ!lLi! 
Alternative Elementary School In Jackson, 
MTssTs8TPiiT~aChT8ved ~The'~~lirgnesr~scor;es 
'"'---==-"'".''''""--~,,, 

recorded I n any 0 f Jackson's 37 element ary 
schools. (Scarboro, 1985) Davis has not had 
to spend a single dollar on vandalism or 
property destruction for several years now. 
(Thompson, 1988) 

A recent graduating class of the Uiliage 
~~=~ 

Schoo lin Great Heck, Hew York -- a slDa II 
alternatlve-progra;-=ha;raTiDost 201 of the 
district's Hational Merit final ists, but 
only 21 of it! graduates. (Aaywid, 1985) 

The Met ropo I I t an Learn I ng Cent er i n 
Tort 'I and~~-~·--~6re·on;·--·Ti-··-Q--~-~r9=-eaFoTcr 
.-~--,--__ ~,.~._ ... " •.• _.9! y 
alternative school that is still growing --
by 251 In the last three years. The dropout 
rate is 21 (compared with the district's 301 
rate). The school has the highest per 
capita scholarship rate In the city. 
(Harris, 1987) 

It Is not surprising, then, thot these schools sometimes 

inspire strong sentiment and high praise -- as in the case of 

Manhattan's District i, perhaps the nation's most celebrated choice 
29 



syste., As one awestruck columnist com.ented, "If a renaissance In 

t,. pub II c educat Ion cou I d occur I n East Har I em, I t can happen I n any 

city In A.erica," The District, he concludes, has managed the 

I.posslble: It has "rolanced the chi Idren of Harlel Into the 

pleasures of the life of the .Ind." (naynard, 1987) 

CONCLUSION 

Ue have sampled now, research findings that lend support to 

the choice proposal. Us have seen evidence supporting choice for 

students, parents, and teachers, and we have looked at selected 

features of schools of choice, 'as wei I as at their outcomes and 

I.pacts. There seems to be considerable evidence favoring choice 

in both principle and practice. 

In fact, this history Is sufficiently positive that some have 

asked why schools of choice have not been more widely adopted. 

(Higgins, 1980) Three possible explanations stand out. First, to 

adopt choice on anything but the most limited of scales (e.g., 

venturing one smal I program that departs minimally from the rest, 

and keeping It low profl Ie) requires structural change within a 
~"""""' __ M_",,_"'''''''"O'''''''."''''''''''''~'''' __ '''''''''''""'''~~W~~=~~~''"'''_"'''.~ 

school district, not just incremental. Individual schools must "", __ ===-,,"_%fro'l. 

have more control over their programs, teachers' roles must expand, 

and district pol icy and administrative practice must change 

accordingly. Hot only are largefcale organizations resistant to 

structural change, but Its Immanence is likely to remind al I the 

Individuals within the organization of their own particular 
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stakeholder 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 lust be u right answer to 
---,-"'.'''''''=~----~'~~ 

questions of educational practice, and that all other answers can 
__ ~,. -'-"'-"3> 

thus onl be Inferior. As the mandates of the '80s have 

demonstrated, this assumption operates as strongly among 

politicians as It does along educational researchers and 

administrators. The diversification that underlies the choice 

arrangement denies this widespread epistemological assumption. 

A third highly plausible reason why schools of choice are not 

more widespread Is that the documentation of their successes 

remains so I ittle known. People continue to assert that there is 

really minimal evidence in their support. There have been 

severa I nat! ona I st ud I es that have commanded some ott enti on. But 

the bulk of the extant evidence Is in local studies that never 

achieve national visibility. An estimated 70 such studies were 

reported as of 1985, and undoubtedly the total is now above 100 

(Magi, 1985). But one rarely hears of them or their findings. 

Despite their methodological soundness, the Hew York State and the 

Los Angeles evaluations examined In this report apparently remain 

unknown even to some of the Interested parties In their own 

locales. 
JI/ 

Alternative schools, it is said, appear the "Cindarella" of 

the current reform movement in education. (Gregory, 1965) There 

are a rem~rkable number of arrangements now widely recommended as 
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reforms that have for some time been quite typical of alternative 

schools. They Include: reduced size and Increased 

personallzatlonj for large schools, houses or 
.-.------~"'~-,~~,~~~ 

schools-wlthln-schoolsj a stronjl ethos and sense of communltyj 
~ __ ..--~_~~"_wo~~' __ '~_~""_'_~>~~>~_ ,~,".,. -~,-~ , --~-~= ~-=--"~ 

greater school site autonomy; recognition of the school as the 
_,_~,~_",=,".,"'"_~0"~~""_'~~''""_''''~,-<", ,<,"--'~"~-~"""--'"""~"-'--"' __ 

unit of changej more parent and communi Involvement in a wider 
t~-'--'~~-~"~--~'''''~'--''-'''' 

variety of rolesj greater teacher participation In school 
~-'~~~~--~'~~-~~-~-.~"-'-~"'-'--'~'~-",'--",-"~"",..,.",,," 

declslonmaklng; more collaboration and collective responsibi I Ity 
,r.-~.,,~~,--,----~-,-, 

among teachersj themed or otherwise Integrated curriculaj more 
~_. ~~. ~~~~'U~=_~_ 

learning by doing and more Interweaving of action learning with 
~~ __ ~"_~'_~ __ "'_"_"~'_"_C_> 

conventional school work; more challenging and engaging school 

fare; cooperative learningj more adaptation of content and method 
--'~"'-'-~"-"~,""-'---'~" ---'",'''''- '-",,"'- -" .. 

to Individual learners; more smal I group and Individualized 
""~_~~~' __ ~"_'~~"~"_', "' __ "'_'0W_'_"""'_'~~'_' 

Ins~l'uc~ionj service learning; independent study options) and the 
..,. ", ~'"-~¥'-~'~P~""~-"~'" -"""'''''~ _,<-_~ ___ ~._",. __ M,_",,",._ .• ,,~n_~W _____ , 

transfer to students of greater responsibl I ity for learning. All of 

these proposals have long been real ized In alternative schools. The 

'Clndarella' metaphor seems appropriate, Indeed, for schools of 
~ "'- ~ ~ ""'~s\o I 

choice. the aiscouery remains to be made. 
" 
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