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	Introduction/

Abstract:
	“This book asserts that alternative programs remain a practical management strategy for educating diverse student learners, offering specific ideas for program implementation, accountability for student learning, and quality service provision. The information serves as an overview of important factors to consider for those seeking new approaches to education of all children in alternative learning environments. It also serves as an outline of quality indicators for those already involved in managing education via alternative schools. The book addresses where alternative schools fit into school improvement initiatives and how public education can manage the many alternatives needed to serve diverse students.” (abstract)



	Alternative School Structures:
	“Alternative education can be defined in many ways, but Morley (1991) provides a broad definition. He states, “alternative education is a perspective, not a procedure or program. It is based upon the belief that there are many ways to become educated, as well as many types of environments and structures within which this may occur” (pg. 8).

An important factor in alternative education is that all personnel recognize that all children do not learn in the same way, so varied instructional methods and an innovative curriculum is necessary. A supportive school climate is vital to success, and this is achieved by teachers, parents, students, and community members demonstrating positive attitudes (Bucci & Reitzammer, 1992).

The purpose of this publication is to present an overview of alternative education, elements of successful alternative schools, and best practices for development and evaluation. It is important that educators and society as a whole recognize the importance of providing options for students who learn in different ways.  If we believe that all children can learn, we have the obligation to discover how we can help them to learn.

Alternative schooling is on the 15 Effective Strategies list identified by the National Dropout Prevention Center for school improvement and dropout prevention. Alternative schooling provides the opportunity for students who are not successful in the traditional classroom to succeed and complete their education. If these options did not exist, many more students would drop out and would not become productive members of society.” (p. 4)

“Within the last 15 years, there has been a rebirth of alternative schools that focus on the needs of students who are at risk of dropping out. The schools have as their purpose to keep students in school by paying special attention to the student’s individual social needs and the academic requirements for a high school diploma. Many educators realize that dropout prevention efforts must begin earlier than high school and now offer alternative school programs at the middle school level. A few districts even offer alternative programs at the elementary school level. All of these programs are focused on providing students with the opportunity to succeed in school and graduate (12).

Researchers have identified numerous models of alternative schools that have been developed to serve local needs and are operating with varied degrees of success. Hefner-Packer (1991) has identified five models:

· The Alternative Classroom is a self-contained classroom within a traditional school that offers varied programs in a different environment.

· The School-Within-a-School is also housed within a traditional school but has semiautonomous or specialized education programs.

· The Separate Alternative School is separated from the regular school and has different academic and social behavior programs.

· The Continuation School meets the needs of students no longer attending traditional schools.  These may be street academies for job-related training or parenting centers.

· The Magnet School is a self-contained program offering an intensified curriculum in one or more subject areas such as science or the arts.

Chalker’s (1996) four common settings for alternative education are quite similar to Hefner-Packer’s:

· Separate Alternative School is a self-contained, isolated structure. These schools are increasingly providing services to chronically disruptive students and students involved in the criminal justice system.

· School-Within-a-School has strong ties to the parent school. Students usually attend the program for part of the day and still have access to regular school resources.

· Continuation School is usually an evening or summer program that serves students who are no longer enrolled in school or need additional coursework. The purpose of these schools is to provide opportunities for students to obtain their high school diploma or GED certificate. These programs often have an additional goal of preparing students for work.

· Alternative Classroom Settings are self-contained classrooms in a traditional school. These classrooms vary from the traditional classroom in their instructional methods and structure.

Raywid (1994) provides another descriptive listing of popular alternative schools:

· Schools of Choice offer different specialized learning opportunities for students, usually in a magnet school.

· Last-Chance Schools are designed to provide continued education options for disruptive students.

· Remedial Schools focus on the student’s need for academic remediation or social rehabilitation.” (p. 6-8)

“Delivery Models

Just as there are many types and settings for alternative schools, there are a variety of delivery models. The school may use one or more of these models depending on the students that they serve. Chalker (1996) has identified the following models:

· School Transition prepares students for return to their regular school or for graduation. This model also assists disaffected youth in transitioning from elementary to middle school and middle to high school.

· Behavioral Intervention is helpful in teaching students that survival skills are needed for academic success.

· The Academic Model is based on the belief that student behavior problems are rooted in learning difficulties that lead to the student’s frustration with learning. As students become more successful academically, their behavior improves.

· The Therapeutic Model focuses on assisting students in developing problem-solving skills and appropriate classroom behavior. Wilderness camps often use this model.

· Academic Intervention uses a variety of instructional methods to respond to those students most in need of support. Various ways to restructure the school to meet diverse educational needs of disaffected youth are considered. Individualized instruction, instructional technology, and remedial or pullout programs are some of the methods used to respond to learners’ needs. A positive instructional environment is the hallmark of this model.

· Vocational Intervention focuses on making school meaningful to students and preparing them for the workforce. Part-time employment, entrepreneurial school-based programs and support groups are some of the strategies used. External organizations and the business community often supply support for these programs.

· School Continuation serves those students with economic, family, or personal problems that interfere with their schooling. An example of this model is a school-based day-care center for teenage mothers who want to obtain their high school diplomas.” (p. 10-11)

“Needs and Issues

There are a variety of needs and issues that require consideration in alternative education (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2000; 2001).

· Funding is an issue for all schools, but especially alternative schools. One of the biggest expenses is transportation. Alternative schools are often not centrally located in the school district, which increases transportation costs. The per-student costs for alternative education are higher because of the lower teacher/student ratio. This sometimes leads to resentment by the school district and community members.

· Accountability has become more accepted in recent years, overcoming the anti-evaluation attitudes common in the 1960s and 1970s. Many programs still do a poor job of tracking and evaluating student progress. Students often get lost as they are shuffled between the traditional school and the alternative school.

· Community relations are important because community members often do not understand the purpose of alternative schools. There needs to be a system of advocacy from the school district superintendent to the school board members on down. Community support is vital to workforce readiness programs and service-learning projects. Many students in alternative schools are concrete learners who need real-life experiences.

· Good communication between alternative and regular schools is vital for the student to be successful. Communication must be two-way, not just from the alternative school to the traditional school, or visa versa. It is important to provide a transitioning bridge for personnel in the receiving schools so that the progress of the students can be tracked. 

· One size does not fit all, and there should be a variety of alternatives available. Some students need academic assistance, others have behavioral problems, and some are English as a Second Language students. A variety of programs often exist, within the same building.

· Course offerings are frequently limited to the basic academic subjects of math, English, and science. The teaching staff is usually small so it is difficult to offer a broader range of courses beyond the basics. Some schools use part-times teachers for enrichment courses.

· Alternative programs are often located in substandard buildings. It is rare for a new building to be constructed for an alternative school. The buildings are usually not centrally located in the district so students often have long bus rides of several hours to get to school.

· Program-specific professional development for teachers is an important issue. Most teachers in alternative schools report that their formal education did not prepare them to deal with students from at-risk situations (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2000, p. xxiii). Professional development activities must be different from those for regular teachers. Classroom management techniques, diversity training, and alternative instructional methods are some of the areas that are most often requested.

The relationship between the parent school and the alternative school is important. Kellmayer (1995) suggests that the following areas often cause conflict and need to be considered:

· Credit awarding based on proficiency rather than the standard practices of seat time (Carnegie Unit) can cause conflict between the alternative school and the parent school. How credits will be awarded should be worked out in advance of the alternative school’s opening.

· Attendance policies should be flexible to meet the needs of the students. Many of these students are working or have family responsibilities that preclude them from attending school during the normal school day.

· Participation in extracurricular regular school activities should be considered on an individual basis.

· Discipline is the responsibility of the school principal. Many troubled students have difficulty following traditional school rules so it is important for the principal to have the flexibility to choose the most appropriate course of action for them.

Best Practices

The state of North Carolina (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2001) did a longitudinal, in-depth evaluation of their alternative education programs spanning more than five years. Their findings are similar to those of other researchers. According to this report, successful alternative education schools have the following characteristics:

· Strong sense of purpose and mission

· Caring and committed staff

· Dynamic leadership

· Collegiality with faculty and students

· Family-like atmosphere of respect

· Low teacher/student ratio allowing more individual attention

· Hands-on/experiential learning

· Individualized and personalized learning

· Emotional, physical, and academic needs of students addressed

· Flexibility

· Focus on academic standards

· Creative strategies for course offerings

· Significant parent involvement

· Strong community connections.” (p. 12-15)

“Establishing an Alternative Program

[The article describes the differences between] the essential components of an effective alternative school/program and the actual establishment of an alternative school/program. It provides information on several important steps that must be considered and implemented to ensure program success.

1. Establishing a planning team or task force

2. Determining a philosophical construct and mission for the school

3. Program design and operation

4. Selecting staff members

5. Designing the curriculum

6. Getting the word out/building community support

7. Enrolling and exiting students.” (p. 17-20)



	Program Evaluation:
	“Alternative School Evaluation

“One of the needs often cited by alternative educators in the field is an evaluation instrument that adequately and reliably documents the effectiveness of their programs. Due to the varying mission and structure of alternative schools, effectiveness is very difficult to define and measure and is not adequate for evaluation purposes. Effectiveness for one school may indeed be a measure of mediocrity for another. What to measure and how to measure it have been stumbling blocks for program managers responding to those seeking greater accountability for alternative schools.

The Florida Department of Education has developed an evaluation model to measure the effectiveness of local alternative schools and dropout prevention programs. The Proposed Quality Standards for Dropout Prevention Programs (Florida Department of Education, 1999) is a self-assessment tool for practitioners. The Standards list six major components: program climate, program resources, curriculum and instruction, transition, program planning and evaluation, and leadership. These six areas are measured against essential practices that must be in place for the program components to be effective. The third facet of the evaluation process includes measurable indicators of achievement.

The State of Kentucky has also addressed alternative school accountability through a preliminary investigation conducted by the Kentucky Department of Education and the Kentucky Center for School Safety. These offices undertook the task to devise an instrument consisting of research-based standards and indicators to evaluate alternative schools specifically in Kentucky. Subsequently, an evaluation guidebook, Alternative Education Accountability (Swarts, 2002), was developed.” (pp 22-23)
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