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ABSTRACT

This paper examines three areas of alternative
education: (1) In what ways, and for whom, are alternative schools
alternative? (2) What appear to be the unanticipated consequences of
the creation of alternative schools? (3) Can the creation of
alternative schols be considered a change strategy? The authors
compare the ideals of alternative education with findings related to
alternative schools in operation. Ar assessment of the
characteristics of alternative schocls indicates that they are marked
by voluntarism, that they are smaller in size, that they tend to be
more informal, that they allow for greater participation in
decision-making, and that they involve the community more directly.
A1l of these characteristics, however, can be witnessed in some
conventional schools. The authors also discovered that as time
passes, participants in alternative schools tend to move back to more
traditioral teaching styles and more hierarchically arranged
structures. They conclude that alternative education can function as ‘
a change strategy, although there are certain limitations on its
effectiveness. (Author/DS) '
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THE ALTERNATIVE SCHOOL: A STRATEGY FOR CHANGE?

Ann Lieberman
Teachers College, Columbia University

Gary A. Griffin
Teachers College, Columbia University

INTRODUCTION

Three generalizations underlie our discussion of alterna-

tive schools.
Virtually all of the organizational change literature shows
that high schools seem impervious to any kind of adaptabil-
ity or openness to fresh iageas. The negative aspect of this
conclusion is compounded during a period when evidence about
high school effects indicates that the schools aren't working
as we'd wish them to.

* Many alternative schools, mini-schools and schools-within-a-
school, are attempting to offer their programs under the

same roof as their conventional counterparts.




The movement we are discussing began in the mid-60's, a
time when egalitarianism, greater participation of, and
pressure from, minorities heretofcore unrepresented in
school decision making comprised the social context.
Alternative schools were efforts to operationalize the

social themes of the society in schools.

This paper will deal with three questions which we believe are
related to one another and will, when answered, give us answers to the
overarching question of whether or not alternative schools can be con-
sidered within the broad spectrum of strategies for changing schools.
The questions, specifically are:

1. In what ways, and for whom, are alternative schools

alternative?

2. What appear to be the unanticipated consequences of the

creation of alternative schools?

3. Can the creation of alternative schools be considered a
change strategy?

We would like it understood at the outset that this paper treats
a movement that is only ten years old. We are aware tkat much of
the following discussion is directly and indirectly related to the
problems of schooling in general and, therefore, not specific to alter-
native schools. Consequently, in tha same way thal we realize that
ten-year-old children are different from others who are older or younger,

alternative schools, by definition, should be different from schools




which ve might consider to be in the corventional mode. The

schools which we have chosen to call conventional share a much longer and
more complex history than alternative schools. Given this, though, we are
concerned about finding the differences between the two modes of schooling--
alternative and conventional--and, in the attempt, may be accused of
criticizing alternative schools too harshly or giving them too much credit
based on too limited evidence. ‘e recognize this po’antial danger but

hope that you will agree that it is important to begin a systematic study,
perhaps only at the dascriptive level, of a schooling movement that appears
to have captured the imagination and altered the behaviors of many people

in schools.

IN WHAT WAYS, AND FOR WHOM, ARE ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS ALTERNATIVE?
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We believe that there are two sources of information that will
help us to answer this question. The first, and probably the most
commonly depended upon, body of available data might be labelled
propositional/rhetorical 1in that it includes ideological pasitions,
quasi-theoretical formulations, and speculations about the creation
and 1ife of alternative schools. This information offers us a
platform or set of assumptions, beliefs, and proposed practices from
vhich we can observe schools as living organizaticns. The second source
of information, much more limited in quantity, provides us with reports
about and findings related to alternative schools in operation. Obviously,
E11is’ paper has illustrated the utility of examining the first body of
litorature as one means to approach contributing to the second. Both

fi1ler and Henoker, as well as El1lis, have contributed significantly to




the growing body of evidenc. abc.t the 1ife of alternative schools.

We will use the papers pre.ented in this session as major sources
of ideas and findings as well as use our own observations and specula-
tions.

Many hava written about alternativ. schools as ways to humanize,
personalize and provide for a setting in which students, teachers and
community get more actively involved in the schooling process. We do
not question the idea that alternative schools were conceived as an
attempt to deal with the growing egalitarianism and reform movements of
the 60's. From the Berkeley cry of "do not mutf]ate," a reflection of
a growing alienation of the student culture, to today's disaffected ycuth
in the cities calling for relevance in their education, the alternative
school movement appears to be a call for involving more people in decisions
traditionally made by teache: 3, publishers, and curriculum guides:

That is, of broadening the experience base of schooling and practicing
some of tha egalitarian decision making that came to be one of the
hallmarks of the 60°'s.

Regarding the propositional/rhetorical literature, E11is has
pointed to common themes that represent critical variables related directly
to the creation and institution of alternative schools in public schools.
He noted seven: voluntarism, flexible structures to meet changing needs of
students, ‘comprehensive goals and objectives, teacher/student planning in
the classroom, cooperative organizational desijn, humaneness, and school/

ccrmunity commitment. Ve find this 1ist to be a useful one as we
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attempt to sce what really happens in working alternative schools.
The list might be considered to be a set of operational
definitions of aspacts of egalitarianism, a term which we will use to

represent both the scuirce of the alternative school movement and the

response to it in terms of a new form of schooling. In other words,
the propositional literature appears to stem from a desire for the creation
of schools which will, in some fashion, guarantee human rights to all
persons, regardless of di“ferences tetween and among them, and the oper-

ations of alternative schools appear to be a response within public

schools to provide those rights to students and teachers. Rega ing

the propositional side of that stimulus-response coin, the literature
abounds with Tofty, highly idealized statements of intent which are
usually related to the righting of some institutional or pedagogical
wrong: How to mz2kz 5:hools relevant to disadvantaged students; How

to make schools places where each person, student and teacher, has a
piece of the action; How to provide opportunities for individual teachers
to release their creative and pedagogical potential; How to create
educational environments which do not ignore the special individual
differances between students; and so forth.

What might be concluded, then, from examination of the proposi-
tions and rhetoric surrounding the initiation and continuation of the
alternative school movement is that the alternative school was and is
seen a% @ major reform directed at the achievement of long-held but,

to ma v, inadequately realized ideas and ideals about schools generally.




The literature abounds with intentions for alternative schools to be

cdifferent. Are they?

In trying to answe. the question of whether or not alternative
schools are truly alternative, it is necessary to examine what evidence
we can muster from research studies, reports published, and informal
observations of such schools in situ. Unfortunately, the body of such
information is limited but, even as we noted that one might not have the
same expectations for a ten-year-old that we would for someone several
times older, we do not expect to find the same amount of information about
‘that ten-year-old that we would expect to find about someone much older.
lihat we can do is to take what is available, draw some conclusions about
alternative schools, and make some tentative speculations.

Clearly, voluntarism is a characteristic of alternative schools
which appears to be a precise departure from conventional schools. We
must use caution about the breadth of application of that term in that
it appears that some alternative schools are set up specifically to
draw certain population groups. That is, a schooling magnet is developed
and it is not unnatural that that magnet, especialiy when carefully
designed and publicly announced, draws its expected target population.
Also, as can be seen from the papers presented in this session and from
observations of practice, some alternative schools are designed as places
into which students with special defining characteristics are placed.
This later example is not voluntarism as proposed by the literature.

Then, of course, there are those school systems which provide various

forms of schooling and allow, in fact promote, students and
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parents to op*t for one or tne other of the forms. As can be seen,

th-n, voluntarism as a cnaracteristic of alternative schools can be
observed to be a continuum from “barely any" to "almost completely."”

The "almost" occurs, na. ..iy, as a consequence of the alternative
school being under the umbrella organization of the public school system
which vie are aware is not characterized by voluntarism.

Another observed characteristic is small size, in terms of both
school and class units. This, of course, has major implications for the
1ife‘expéctancy of alternative schools given the sccial, political, and
economic realities with which all school persons must live today. We
will discuss this in more detail later in the paper.

Returning to the notion of egalitarianism noted earler, it
can be seen that the alternative school as an egalitarian response does
exnibit new structures, particularly related to decision-making about
school matters, which encourage more and different participation styles
by the people in the schools. This notion bf difference can be looked
at from the perspective of who, under what conditions, and with what con-
sequences engages actively in the alternative scﬁoo] organization 4as
mover and shaker rather than as recipient of éction and decision.
Clearly, alternative schools engage students and teachers in decisions
about curriculum, instruction, school organization, and related matters
in ways that are not observed widely in conventional schools. As we
noted cautions regarding generaiizing from the concept of voluntkarism,
w2 also caution about charact zing alternative schools as essentially

“flat" organizations. Miller, in particular, notes that the
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decision making and other orgznizational variables differ as one

observes different alternative schools. e do believe, houcver, that
alternative schools exhibit markedly more participatory decision making
me” s than do conventional schools and, further, that these modes are
much more inclusive of the various schuol clienteles than those of the
conventional school.

Related directly to da2cision making, the organizationai structures
which are seen to be preseat in alternative schools differ from those of

conventional schoals. Pernhaps as a consequence of smaller size in com-

bination with a set of new and different expectations about the nature
of schooling, one can observe much greater organizational flexibility

in alternative schools than in conventional schools. Although we are

st suggesting direct causa/effect relationships, it appears logical to
expect that fewer peracas, more closely connected in terms of space and,
more oféen than not, bound together by some agreed-to set of ideas and
practices will behave in a more mutually-accomodating manner than
appears to be possible ir large, multi-dimensional, systems.

As has been reported earlier in this session, another observed
difference between conventional schools and alternative schools zre che
parceptions that the adults in the alternative schools have of themselves.
i\/though the popular educational literature is replete with tales of
teachers and other educators who seem to move through their professional
Tives inspiring and altering sharply the lives of othars, there is Tittle
évideﬁce to suggest that the notion of major social raform underlies the

behaviors of most teachers. Alternative schools do appear to have
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attracted persons who see themselves and their enacted role functions as
embciiments of sociei r«Form perspectives. This is not to say, of course,
that such socin-political orientations are not present in conventional
schools but to sugy2st that their presence in alternative _chools is

more obvious and appears more prevalent in terms of how the schools make
themselves work.

As to humaneness, the word itself seems to get in the way of

clear and precise observation. If one coasiders humaneness to be the
willingness of people ¥ charge to reconsider patterns of individu?]
and organizational behavior and, based upon that reconsideration{ to alter
certain behaviors, hurmaneness can be ob<:zrved in alternative schools.
Particularly relevant to this concept 1is the eagerness of alter-
native school pecple to make basic and sharply pointed changes in
curriculum offerings, in organizational structure, and in instructionil
style. These accomodations arc more clearly observable demon-
strations of humaneness in alternative schools than in conventional
schools as we have come to know them.

Perhaps central to much of the above discussion is the tendency
toward informality in alternative schools. Informality here is
used to labal the relations between people in the organization and the
ways in which the organization makes fewer formal demands upon partici-
pants. It is rather too easy to describe a setting as informal only
bucause it has a few easy chairs, allows eating in classrooms, and lets
students move with freedom from activity to activity. These phenomena

can be seen in a number of conventienal schools. What we are referring
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to nere js the ohvious enacte! intentions to produce and foster informal-

it., not just in thosse clacsrooms where the teacher permits it, but
throughout the scrool oryanization as a whole. These informal
organizations, allow for the flexibility noted earlier, make
accomodations based on mutual and respected agreements, foster a
“fiattening out" of the hiérarchy, and blur the power/authority relations
between students and teachers.

As we have suggested, the observed alternative modes which we
note can be witnessed in conventional settings--we present them here
because we believe they are more pervasive of alternative schools. We
suspect that the reason for this is that people who convene and work
in alternative settings commit themselves to acting out their oveliefs
and are willing to engage in the intense struggle, individual and collec-
tive, to develop forms which not only acknowledge those beliefs but put
them in the forefront as criteria for organizational, curricular, and
pedagogical decision making. This willingness and subsequent struggle,
however, Yead to the observation that as the people continue to expend
the tremendous amount of energy necessary to accomplish their goals, the
organization tends to move back to a more conventional mode. That is,
es time marches on and energy, a limited resource, becomes more scarce,

alternative schools begin to regain some of the appearances of conven-

tional schools.
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W'AT_APPEAR TO BE THE UNANTICIPATED CONSFQUENCES OF THE CREATION OF
ALTERIATIVE SCH0ILS?

We ended the last section of this discussion with the comment
thit alternative schcol people spend a great deal of time and energy
o recreating their workplaces into new mades and noted that this expen-
diture of precious resources may be related to "burn out." Anyone who
has worked in a new setting, to use Sarason's term, knows that this is
Tikely to occur and we dc not consider it to be unanticipated. What is
unanticipated, perhaps, is what we believe are the sources of such
depletion of energy and, for some, commitment.

It is conventionally believed that when persons who, collectively,
hold similar views and assumptions that they wil! move more easily
through difficult problems and interact with one another with a more
positive style. What observation of alternative schools has demon-
strated, however, is that as these like-mindad people work together
they get closer and closer to basic, elemental problems of schooling--
they, in effect, take the 1id off Pandora's box more easily, more cooper-
atively, end more effectively. Once the 1id is off, though, the people
must struggle with and confront directly issues regarding education which
more conventional schools mask with their vague, diffuse, and hard-to-
pin-down ends and means statements. Again and again, one finds alternative

school people coping diligently and effectively with curricular and

instructicnal questions that often get lost in a larger school organization.

e believe that this observation helps us to understand better the con-

sequences of engaging in creating and maintaining alternative schoois as
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wel] as helping us to create strategies and‘mechanisms to qct upon 3..e
of the reasons for the pain and travail that our pioneers have surfaced
for us.

Another ununticipated consequence related to the creation of
an alternative school can be linked to the concept of conflict. Schools
have always been, at same leve]? conf]ictful.institutions. The normal
pattern of dealing with large-scale organizational conflict has been to
create ways to isolate the conflict from the larger iﬁstitution.
(Conflict here is meant to convey difficult-to-resolve organizational
issues rather than o suggest personality differences.) We have seen
the creation of classes for the educationally gifted as ways to resolve
the problem or conflict about the nature of schooling for a nonvoluntary
group. In the same way, vie have seen the institutionalization of
classes for other students who have some different characteristics,
physical or intellectual, from those supposed to be dominant in ihe
total student population. Hhat we may not have realized when we began
to operationalize alternative school ideology was that we were, essenti-
elly, beshaving in much the same fashion as our colleagues and our
professional forebears--using the public school as an umbrelia organization
to contain a 1ike-minded group of persons which could operate somewhat
independently while still linked to the larger system. What started off
Tocking Tike a major innovation in terms of conflict resolution, then,

appears to have fallen neatly into the patterns already established by

the existent systems. Still another "different" group has been established.
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Perhaps as a corollary of the relation o/ the alternative school
to the targer public school system, the splitting off of groups of persons
with certain idzological positions seems to have resu]fed in a sort of
de facto segregation. Although certain instances of racial segrecation
can be seen in the way we are describing segregation, we mean the term
to represenl a form of distinct shunting off from the larger system of
certain groups of persons with Tike characteristics, not necessarily
racial. We suggest that the concept of voluntarism, usually perceived
as a positive form of providing access to groups, has, vwhen operational-
ized, often resulted in groups of students and teachers which must be
characterized as more homogeneous than heterogeneous. The homogeneity
may be ethnic or racial but it also may be intellectual,
social, or emotional. Realizing that we are implicitly stating
a value about schooling, we recognize that one of the unanticipated
outcomes of the alternative school movement is that voluntarism may have
created increased isolation and segregation of groups of people from the
larger social structure.

Returning tc the issue of conflict, and remembering that one of
the consequ2nces of the decision to create and 1ive in an alternative
school is the expenditure of tremendous amounts of human 2rergy, we
observe that adults in alternative settings indicate a high level of
satisfaction. One might suspect that the persistent demands of nd
for participatory style, the necessity to create and ccl out new cur-
ricula,anc *':= need to reconstruci a s juiiy-ingrained institution

would result in a decrease in sacisfaction which would correspond in




negative relation to the demands made upon the participants. However,
cuite the opposite appears to be the case.

Partici..:-s in alternative schools tend
to move back to the well-Tearned pedagogical styles and the school
organization back to rore hierarchically arranged structures. Given the
zeal and the energies which usually are found in alternative scnools,
it is surprising to some that this reversion to "business as usual"
cccurs. We would suggest that this is a natural consequence of innovation
and that we should not be surprised that it occurs. Miller, in fact, has
noted that as the alternative school grows older the tendency to revert
to known patterns is more apparent tc the obser§er. A questinn which arises
out of this conclusion is whether or not alternative sci)ols have a "Tife
cycle" which can be observed, described, analyzed. We would speculate that
such is the case and may be a major Source of»unexpectéd outcermes.

Another unanticipated consequence of creating an alternative
school within a public school system is that co-optation appears to
take place. The term alternative school becomes a synonym for "good."
What seems to have happened is that now school systems wishing to present
certain images tag the label "alternative" on those images and use the label
to mean something on the order of "Look at how well-meaning and caring we
are." What one observes when one gets behind the label, however, is quite
often conventional schooling. In other words, anything different is alternative

i1 anything alternative is somehow good or better and we are in the business
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of trying to be better so we begin to adopt the labels without the
substance. The term alternatise school, then, loses meaning. A student
of ours commented last week, "lle now have a network of alternative
schools in District X." We asked, "Fre they really a]ternafive according
to some specified criteria?" "No," he answered, "they are just trying to
make schools work."

We may be asking the alternative school people to take on tasks
that the rest of us have never really been able to accpmp]ish when we
sucgest that an unanticipated outcome is the lack of precise attention on
the part of the participants o basic questions of evaluation. Along
with the rest of schools, alternative schools are now faced with social
forces which are making ever-more-loudiy voiced demands for “accountability.”
The ccnventional schools have a body of somewhat unreliable evidence in
terms of scores on standardized or criterion-referenced tests. What
alternate form of evidence of success has come from the alternate school
movement generally? It may be that alternative school people have done
as well as thelr conventional coﬁnterparts in terms of evaluation, but
given the climate of today and the difficulty of measuring some of. the

new componants of alternative schools, this could become a major problem.

CAN THE CREATION OF ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS BE CONSIDERED A CHANGE STRATEGY?

Based on the evidence which we have been examining here and
which has emerged elsewhere, our answer will have to be "yes . . . and

no.
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Barinning positively, we can agree that alternative
schools can be considered strategies for change in that certain accomod-
atiuas are made by and for people, i.e. structures of schooling, partic-
jpatory decision making and the substance of schooling, and that we now
have increased knowledge about certain aspects of schools. Alternative
scnools are clearly differeat for teachers when they provide 1 means for
increased involvement in decisions regarding curriculum, use of time
and space, and demonstration of idiosyncratic or not-widely-practiced
pedagogy. We must remember, however, that Miller found that alternative

‘ schools often look strikingly like the conventional schools that the

founders left to create the new structure. Even so, both Wenoker and
Miller provide evidence that the schools are perceived as being different.
Tris , to us, is important when we think of the underlying assumptions and
practices associated with intentional change. Also, the adults in the
settings see themselves as engaging in far more professional decisions
and practicing a more professional mode of behavior than their conven-
tional counterparts. f

We answver yes also when we see that the structure of the organiza-
tion can be differentiated from that of the conventional school. Miller's
Type 1V is clearly different from Type I. As people who have noted the
impact of the organizational structure upon participants, we are encouraged
by the aiparent relation in alternative schools between structure and
human behavior.

Another positive finding relatad to :he alternative school is

the interaction between the community and th2 school. Although history
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has been replete with calls for such interaction, it appears that
the alternative school truly exhibits the characteristics of school/
community interdependence to a greater degree than have conven.icnal
schools. This, to us, is a very jmportant change-related observation
of practice.

Although we earlier called to question the relative absence of
our ten-year-old's influence upon new modes of evaluation, we are aware

that much of what is new in instruction and in curriculum is emerging

- :

from alternative settings. This new material for schools, the reasons
for us to engage in educational communities, is welcomed and is poten-
tially influential upon conventional school practice.

We answer yes when we see new patterns of human
inteiraction appear to be possible in alternative schools. The term
"humaneness" was defined in school-related terms earlier. We note that
pecple who engage in new practices together and who live out the char-
acteristics of the alternative schools as described by E11is do, indeed,
lTaok different from their conventional counterparts. This is important
for those of us who wish to somehow reconstruct conventional schooling.
The implications of the possible Tink between well-articulated ideology,
the activities to carry it out and the consequences in terms of human
relations can help us to speculate upon how such processes will or could
be promoted in settings other than alternative schools.

If, however, we look at a change strategy in terms of its ability
to spre:d to others, to become pervasive, to change people and drganizations

above and beyond the innovative group itself, we musi answer that
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alcernative schools are not yet change strategies per se. Recognizing

the immense difficulty of linking a new institution systematically and
supportively to othar institutions or other parts of the same institutions,
we suspect that the enormous energy which is requived has already been
expendad in the creation and maintenance of the alternative school. In

an jdeal world, of course, the larger system would attend to the matters
of support and linkage. There is evidence from at least one study that

we cannot expect such attention. Griffin noted that of three possible
levels of decision making in a school system, the weakest in terms of
systematic decision making and consequences was the institutional
level--just the collectivity within the school system that should create
sustaining systems for alternative schools. Th~ blemish in terms of
change strategy, then, must be seen to be borne by both the larger schoo)
system and the alternative school. But, we submit that until such Tinkage
between the new school structure and the continuing one is made, alterna-
tive schools will continue to exist in isolation, perhaps splendid
jsolation, but still isolation.

Another problem of Tinkage is that of the relation between the
alternative school and the larger public. Although we applaud the
participation of community persons in the life of the alternative school
ar | see that as a potential change possibility, we also observe that the
alternative school movement has not built a credibility base with the
pusblic. In periods of scrious social and economic pressures it appears
that public support for schooling reverts to support for what is known

rather tran for what is still largely unknown. As a strategy for change,
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alternative schoo]g have, we think, given too little attention to
t.i1dir strong and deep roots into the communities they serve which will
keep them from being pulled up and tossed out during periods of corserv-
ative public opinion. In other words, alternative schools have been
shortsichted in terms of attachment to the larger outside society.

Also related to examining alternative schools as change strategies,
we return to E11is' recormendation that a broadly understecod set of
terms and practices be developed. Although we have learned much about
schooling through study of alternative schools, the participants in the
movement appear to have somehow neglected the codification of their
accumulated wisdom. This, of course, relates directly to the issue of
public support and acknowledgement that alternative schools may be still
a bit fragile in terms of that support. We applaud the beginnings of
getting at new understandings but are less than sanguine about v{sib1e
attempts to systematically use these new understandings as a basis for
increased knowledge and improved practice. We believe that alternative
schools can be considered change strategies, broadly conceived, only
when a body of supportive practice and theory can be demonstrated to
be somehow more positive than that which supports conventional school
programs. Unfortunately those who creaEe new alternatives often don't have
time to write about them.

Underscoring the complexity of the relations between the alterna-
tive school and the conventional schools within the same system, we
note that alternutive school people tend to spend much more time and
effort, generally speaking, upon their work than do their conventional
colleagues. Uhat seems to occur i5 an increased distance, largely

the conscquence of different expectations about the natuve of schooling .



and the energy necessary to make an alternate expectation work, between
the conventional 5:l00ls and the alternative schools. This distance
can be explained as, indeed, ve have tried to do. But, necessarily,
it must be considered a negative factor in terms of whether or not the

alternative school will directly influence the conventional school.

CONCLUSION

We have looked at the alternative school movement from three
perspectives and attempted to present some of the understandings that
have emerged through research and other forms of observiﬁg practice.
Admittedly, we may have raised more questions, implicitly, than we have
provided explicit answers. This is a natural consequence pf trying to
understand what is essentially a new form for most of us.

We would like to acknowledge that the alternative school move-
mant has been of enormous importance to many of us as we have tried tc
understand schools more clearly and with greater empathy. We hope
that our alternative school friends will not find our statements
accusatory or negatively critical. Our hope is that we can continue
to inquire systematically and carefully and that that inquiry will be
guided by our common understandings, our emerging body of organized
kriowledge about the movement and its relation to other social institutions,
and by the development of a research methodology which is adequate to
the task of capturing the essence and the consequences of-a major

innovation, the alternative school.
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