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Review of Literature

Onein eight students does not complete
high school (McMillen, 1997). Minorities, the
poor, and the disabled often fare even worse. Over 50 percent of studentsin
aquarter of the nation’s poor, urban high schoolsfail to graduate (Braddock
& McPartland, 1993). Suspension, expulsion, retention, chronic failure, and
alienation all contribute to unacceptable dropout and incompl etion rates. In
response to these issues, many states have created alternative schools to
address the needs of students at risk for school failure.

Despite the accel erated growth of alternative schools, research and evaluation
of aternative school programs and the effect they have on student retention
and academic achievement levelsisvery limited. Many schools do not keep
accurate records with regard to attendance, discipline referrals, academic
grades, and school completion. Many program successes are reported
through collections of anecdotes, with little or no “hard data’ collected,
tabulated or analyzed (Montecel, 1999). States, such as Florida, are now
beginning to devel op evaluation instruments used to assess the impact of
local aternative schools and other dropout prevention programs. Typical
evaluation instruments consist of six major components dealing with
program climate, program resources, curriculum and instruction, transition,
program planning and evaluation, and leadership (Florida Department of
Education, 1999). These instruments also employ measurableindicators that
provide evidence that standards are being achieved. Additionally, asthe
number of alternative high schoolsincreases, their fundamental styleand
design take on many fragmented approaches. Those factors that lead to
higher levels of graduation from alternative schools must beidentified in
order to propose specific guidelines for the formation of those schools.
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Alternative High Schools - continued from page 1

The growth of aternative schools
can be traced to several factors.
The advent of the U. S. Depart-
ment of Education’s Report A
Nation at Risk (Holland, 2002)
created a perception that America's
public schools are failing to meet
the educational needs of students.
With our nation’s schoolslosing
approximately 77 billion dollars
annually because of school drop-
outs, public schools have had to
“step to the plate” to find alterna-
tive methods to keep otherwise
at-risk studentsin school. This
historical fact hasled to the for-
mation of aternative high schoals.

During the 2000-01 school year,
39% of public school districtsin
the United States administered at
least one alternative school or
program for at-risk students. This
percentage amounts to 10,900
public alternative schoolsand
programs during this year.
During thisyear alone, 612,900
studentswere enrolled in public
alternative schools or programs.
Thisaccountsfor 1.3% of all
public school studentsin the
United States. The vast majority
of school districtstransfer their
at-risk students for reasons such
as. possession, distribution, or
use of drugs; physical attacks;
chronic truancy; continual
academic failure; possession or
use of aweapon other than a
firearm; disruptiveverba behavior;
possession or use of afirearm;
and, pregnancy/parenthood or
mental health needs (National
Center for Education Statistics,
2002).

Thereisalso evidence that when
adopted asamodel, aternative
schools can transform school
districts (Raywid, 1994). Many
reasons can be cited for these
“transformations,” but there are
several specific factorsthat mark
all successful dternative programs.
First, successful alternative pro-
gramsare small and were designed
by those who were going to
operate them. They continually
maintain asmall teacher to
student ratio. Second, they took
their character, theme, or emphasis
from the strengths and interests
of the teachers who conceived
them. Thesefirst two factors
lead to the category of size.
Third, their teachers al chose the
program, with subsequent
teachers selected with the input
of present staff. The strength of
the teaching staff liesin the fact
that the teachers chose to work in
thistype of setting. Fourth, their
students and families chose the
program that was administered by
aspecific teacher-director. Factors
three and four lead to the category
of choice. Fifth, their small size
denied them much auxiliary or
specidized saff, such aslibrarians,
counselors, or deans. Studentsin
these programs work directly
with their classroom teachersfor
all of their critical needs. Sixth,
the superintendent of the school
district sustained the autonomy
and protects the integrity of the
school and program. Top admin-
istration supports the programs
and allowsthem theflexibility to
work outside of district bureauc-
racy. Seventh, all of the programs
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wererelatively freefrom district
interference and theadministration
also buffered them from demands
of central school officials. These
preceding three factors of
auxiliary services, administrator
autonomy, and the buffering of
traditional district bureaucracy
lend themselves to a category
specificaly dedling with autonomy.
Finally, the continuity of leader-
ship has been considerable.

Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko,
and Fernandez (1989) believed
that two specific factors lead to
the success of alternative high
schools. These schools generate
and sustain community within
themselves. They also make
learning engaging. Raywid
(1994) added a third component
that alternative schools provide
the organization and structure
needed to sustain the first two.

Aronson (1995) also identified
from anumber of studiesthe
various characteristicsof successful
alternative education programs.
Themost easily recognizable
aspects that these programs
included were such features as
their culture or climate, organiza-
tional structure, curriculum and
instruction, and their linksto
other programs and services.
The creative design of programs
to meet the specific needs of
students and community neces-
sitates that the way programs
look may vary, but these general
features exist across the range of
successful programs.

continued on page 3



Alternative High Schools - continued from page 2

Even though of lowais
evaluation of Over 50 percent of students currently 108.
alternative in a quarter of the nation’s poor, urban high schools ) ©f these 108,
school fail to graduate. 70 question-
programsis nareswere
somewhat sent out to

limited, itisvital that local districts
take on thisendeavor. Evaluating
programsis necessary to achieve
at least two important goals.
First, alternative schools should
be held to strict accountability
measures. Thisaccountability
can help boost the traditional
school’ sfaculty and public confi-
dence in these programs. Second,
evauation will inform future
decision making and funding
mechanisms.

Alternative schools and programs
have had along history filled with
many changes, adaptations, and
continuous modifications. Edu-
cational theorists and researchers
have continually published
materials and other forms of data
to support the strengths of these
types of programs. Thisvast
history hasled to huge cultural,
economical, and financial changes
for public school districts. Inan
attempt to provide a positive
atmosphere conduciveto learning
for al, local school districts have,
by the thousands, adopted these
alternative philosophiesand
programs. Asfederal and state
mandates require schools to
increasetheir accountability
toward educating al students,
aternative forms of education
will undoubtedly continueto
expand and build upon past
findings.

In order to better understand
what makes alternative high
schoolsin lowaeffective, it was
the purpose of this study to
examinecharacteristicscomprising
rural alternative high schoolsin
lowa and to make quantitative
comparisons on the types of
programs that each contained.
These comparisons should lead to
an analysis of common charac-
teristics that promote high com-
pletion and graduation rates.
These common characteristics
should also help guidelocal
districts, with assistance from the
Department of Education, in
making moreinformed decisions
on their current, or new, aterna-
tive school programming.

Method

Thealternative high schools
chosen for this study wereall
schoolsclassified by the lowa
High School Athletic Association
asclass A through class3A. This
included all school districts other
than the largest 48. These top 48
areincluded inthe4A classifica-
tion and were not utilized for this
research study. ClassA through
3A school districts have high
school populations (grades 9-11)
ranging from 26-545 students.

Thetota population of alternative
schools and programsin the state
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the schoolsclassified for this
project. Thisgroup comprised
most of the schools currently in
placein lowathat are not part of
a4A size school district, and
those that have been in existence
for at least threeyears. This
sample was a so contacted via
email prior to the study to verify
that they had been in existence
for at least three years. Of the 70
guestionnaires sent out, 61 were
completed and returned; this
yielded areturn rate of 87%.

In an effort to gather reliable data,
aquestionnaire was developed to
learn specific characteristicsthat
each school utilized in an attempt
to foster a successful program.
Questions asked were formulated
from research gathered dealing
with both the theory of learning
communitiesand from research
conducted by Raywid (1994) and
Wehlage and others (1989).

The survey instrument itself was
comprised of twelve questions,
al directly related to thefive
research questions (stated on
page 5) from this study. All
guestions on the survey were
close ended and group intervals
utilized for purposes of response
were designed based on several
pilot studies completed. Respon-
dents were given the opportunity
for open responsesif desired.

continued on page 4



Alternative High Schools - continued from page 3

Research Questions

1. What istherelationship, if
any, between both teacher years
of service and administrator years
of service, and the impact on
successful graduate compl etion?

2. What impact, if any, doesthe
size of the school have on student
retention and graduate completion?

3. What does the relationship
between teacher choice and
student choice have on student
retention and graduate completion?

4. What impact, if any, doesthe
autonomy of the program have
on student retention and graduate
completion?

5. What impact, if any, doesthe
use of learning community teach-
ing methodologies(i.e. discovery
learning and simulations) haveon
graduate completion?

NN

Public schools
have had to
“step to the plate”
to find alternative
methods
to keep otherwise
at-risk students in
school.

Results

Demographic information on respondents can be found in the

followingtable.

Respondent Demographic Information (N = 61)

Demographic Categories Frequency Percentage
L ength of Existence
3—5years 6 9.8
6 — 10 years 33 54.0
11 — 15years 15 24.5
Morethan 15 years 7 115
Principal Tenure
1— 3years 17 27.9
4 — 5years 15 24.5
6 — 10 years 10 16.4
11 — 15years 9 14.8
More than 15 years 5 8.2
Unsure 5 8.2
Instructor Tenure
1— 3years 10 16.4
4 —5years 11 18.0
6 — 10 years 28 46.0
11 — 15years 10 16.4
Morethan 15 years 2 3.3

When the survey questions artic-
ulated with Research Question 1
were analyzed, 56 respondents
answered with specific knowledge
about thelir principal tenure and
subsequent graduate completion
rate. Of these 56, 78.6%
responded that more than one
half of their students had grad-
uated. The highest percentage of
graduate completion (n = 13)
showed up where the principal
had been in hisor her position
from oneto three years. Also
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worth noting was that a total of
19 respondents (34%) answered
that their principal had beenin his
or her position from four to five
yearsor six toten years. Thus,
of the 44 respondents answering
that they had more than half of
their students graduate, 59%
camefrom alternative schools
wherethe principal had at least
four years of serviceto thedistrict.
Whileitisafinding worth noting
that 78.6% of the schools surveyed
showed a graduate completion

continued on page 5



Alternative High Schools - continued from page 4

rate of more than half, the data
did not support a statistically
positive relationship between this
rate and the tenure of the building
principal from which the students
originated.

To further attempt to answer
Research Question 1, survey
guestionsthat dealt with the tenure
of the alternative school teacher
and the subsequent graduate
completion rate at the specific
schools were analyzed. 75.4% of
the respondents indicated that at
least half of their students had
graduated. Of these 46, 65% were
found to be from schools where
the teacher tenure had been at
least Six years.

When the survey questions artic-
ulated with Research Question 2
were analyzed, the first test that
was performed dealt with looking
at the size of the school and the
graduate completion rate. From
the dataanalyzed, it was noted that
98.3% of the respondents provided
thisinformation. Of these 60,
38.3% indicated that the size of
their school was between 21 and
30 students. Schools with more
than 30 students and those with
16 to 20 students both indicated a
graduate completion rate of 21.6%.
However, of these school sizes,
only 80% showed a graduate com-
pletion rate of more than half.
Thus, five of these schools had a
graduate compl etion rate of only
one fourth to one half of their
students.

To further answer Research
Question 2, the two variables of

school size and subsequent reten-
tion were analyzed. The data
showed that aternative schools
ranging in size from 21 to 30
students had the greatest number
of student retention. Of the 59
respondents, 20% indicated that
one fourth to three fourths of
their studentsremained in the
alternative school setting for at
least onefull year. Another 18.6%
responded that more than three
fourths of their students stayed

for onefull year or more. Another
high degree of retention existed
with the school s that maintained
over 30 students. In these schools,
69% of the respondents indicated
that more than three fourths of
their students stayed in school for
onefull year or more. Thisrela-
tionship proved to be statistically
significant.

When the survey questions artic-
ulated with Research Question 3
were analyzed, the first test that
was performed looked at whether
or not teachers were satisfied in
their decisiontoteachin an
alternative school setting and the
impact, if any, thisfactor had on
the graduate completion rate
within their schools. Of the 60
respondents, 81.6% were very
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satisfied with their decision to
teach in an alternative school
setting. Of these 49, 79.6% indi-
cated that their students gradu-
ated at arate of more than one
half. Worth noting was that only
5% of the teachers indicated that
they were dissatisfied at all to
teach in their setting.

Within Research Question 3, the
next analysisthat was performed
looked at the variables of teacher
choice and student retention.
While 83% of theteachersindi-
cated that they were very satisfied
to teach in the alternative school
setting they werein, only 47% of
those responded that more than
three fourths of their students
remained in school for onefull
year or more. Another 49%
indicated that one fourth to three
fourths of their students remained
in school for onefull year or more.
While these were strong numbers,
and accounted for 83% of the
teachers who responded, there
was not a strong relationship that
existed to indicate a high degree
of retention.

Aspart of theanalysisfor Research
Question 3, student choice and
the graduate completion rate
were discussed. 84.7% of the
respondents indicated that more
than three fourths of their students
had come to the dternative school
based on a mutual decision
between themselves and the
school’sadministration. The
remaining 15.3% of the respon-
dentsindicated that one fourth to
three fourths of their students

continued on page 6



Alternative High Schools - continued from page 5

came to the alternative school
setting based on that same mutual
decision.

Another set of variablestested
within Research Question 3 were
student choice and subsequent
retention in school. While 84.7%
of the respondents indicated that
more than three fourths of their
students had come to the alterna-
tive school based on a mutual
decision, only 50% indicated a
retention rate of more than three
fourths. Another 48% indicated
that only one fourth to three
fourths of their students had
remained in the alternative school
for one full year or more. Of the
remaining 9 respondents, only
33% indicated that more than
three fourths of their students had
remained in the school for one
full year or more. A p value of
.301 indicated no statistical
significance.

When the survey questions artic-
ulated with Research Question 4
were analyzed, the student use of
auxiliary servicesat theregular
high school and the impact, if

any, on the graduate completion
rate were observed. Giventhe
specific data, it was quickly
obvious that the respondents indi-
cated a high degree of students
not utilizing these services. While
47.5% of the respondents indi-
cated that more than one half of
their students had graduated, they
also showed that less than one
fourth of their students utilized
auxiliary servicesat theregular
high school. These services

included the mediacenter/library,
the guidance office, and the
health center.

When theuse of auxiliary services
was compared to the student
retention at specific alternative
high schools, it was evident that
63.3% of the respondents indi-
cated that their students took
advantage of auxiliary servicesat
the regular high school lessthan
one fourth of the time. Further
evidenceisthat only 21.7% of the
respondents indicated that their
students utilized the auxiliary
services more than three fourths
of thetime. While 46.7% indi-
cated that more than three fourths
of their studentsremained in their
schools for one full year or more,
67.9% of those respondents
showed that their students utilized
auxiliary serviceslessthan one
fourth of thetime. Therefore, the
datashowed no real confidencein
indicating any type of relationship
between these two variables.

Two additional variableswere
analyzed to determine the auton-
omy of the alternative schools.
These two variables consisted of
the autonomy of the alternative
school and therelationship, if any,
that existed between that and the
graduate completion rate of that
school. Specificaly, theautonomy
of the school referred to the
alternative school having the
flexibility to work outside of the
district bureaucracy, being rela-
tively freefrom district inter-
ference, and buffered from
demandsof centra officeofficials.
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While 77% of the respondents
indicated that they either agreed
or strongly agreed that their
school wasrelatively autonomous,
their subsequent graduation rate
was somewhat dispersed. 21.3%
of these respondents indicated
that one fourth to one half of
their students graduated, while
another 76.6% indicated that more
than one half of their students
graduated.

When the survey questions artic-
ulated with Research Question 5
were analyzed, the corresponding
test dealt with the impact, if any,
that the use of learning community
teaching methodol ogies such as
discovery learning and smulations
had on graduate completion. In
thefirst analysis, the use of simu-
lations was examined. Respond-
entsanswered in avariety of
ways, and these responses were
not at al strongly related to high
graduation rates. 41% of the
respondentsindicated that they
used simul ations somewhat, but
those same respondents showed
graduation rates ranging from
20%, where one fourth to one
half of their students graduated,
to 76%, where more than one
half of their students graduated.
These numbers alone show a
widevariancein responses. On
the opposite side of this, 26.2%
of the respondents indicated that
they used simulationsvery little.
Within thisgroup, 31.3% indicated
that one fourth to one half of
their students graduated and
another 68.8% indicated that more
than one half of their students

continued on page 7
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graduated. Although not statisti-
cally significant, nineof the
respondents made considerable
use of simulations, and of this
group, 88.9% showed a graduate
completion rate of more than one
half.

Thefinal analysiswithin Research
Question 5 dedlt with the teaching
methodology of discovery
learning and subsequent graduate
completionrates. Whileonly
11.5% of the respondents made
considerable use of discovery
learning intheir alternative school
settings, 71.4% showed a gradua-
tion rate of more than one half of
their students. Another strong
factor that was evident existed in
the schools that said they used
discovery learning moderately.

Of these schooals, 81.25% indi-
cated a graduation rate of more
than one half of their students.

Discussion

Both teacher tenure and adminis-
trator tenure showed strong
relationshipswithin some of the
years of service categories, but
there were no specific categories
that lent themselvesto strong
relationshipsthat were significant
to the .05 expectancy level. There
also existed no statistical relation-
ship between the size of alterna-
tive schools and the impact of
that size on both graduate com-
pletion rates and student retention.
Between the variables of teacher
choice and graduate compl etion,
there existed no statistically
significant relationship when

compared to the .05 expectancy
level. However, 13% of the
relationship would be considered
to have occurred by chance. This
low percentage lendsitself well
to further research in this area.
Also showing no significance
were the two variables of teacher
choice and student retention. This
test indicated that as much as
72% of any relationship would be
considered to have occurred by
chance. Whilerespondentsindi-
cated ahigh level of satisfaction
intheir choicetoteachinan
alternative school setting (95%),
their levels of student retention
varied far too much to be consid-
ered significant. Another set of
variablesthat indicated no
relationship based on the .05
expectancy level werethat of
student choice and graduation
rate. The chi-squaretest indicated
that as much as 19% of any
relationship would occur by
chance. Thefinal analysiswithin
this question was conducted
between the variables of student
choice and retention. The tests
performed indicated that as much
as 30% of any relationship would
occur by chance. When looking
at theanalysisof the variables
that dealt with the use of auxiliary
services at theregular high school,
thesignificancelevelswerevery
weak. However, earlier research
further documents that successful
aternative schoolsaretypicaly
smaller in sizeand that thissize
does not allow for the use of
theseauxiliary services. Thus,
whilethere existed no statistically
significant relationship, they
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actually support earlier research
that was conducted. When
learning community methodol ogies
were compared with graduate
completion, the variable of
discovery learning indicated a
43% probability that the signifi-
cance was by chance, whilethe
simulationsvariableindicated an
85% probability that any observed
resultswas by chance. Asis
evident with thisdata, thelearning
communities’ phenomenon may
lead to strong communities of
learning, but the specific method-
ologies selected from earlier
research do not tend to have
much of an impact on graduate
completion.

Conclusions

This study sought to determine,
through a self-administered
survey, if specific characteristics
of alternative high schoolsin
rural lowalent themselvesto
higher graduate completion and
retention rates for their students.
Thefollowing conclusionshave
been drawn based on areview of
therelevant literature aswell as
on the findings of this study:

1. Of the 70 alternative high
schools chosen for this study,
over half indicated that they had
been in existencefor lessthan
tenyears. Thisfinding wascon-
sistent with the research results
of Holland (2002), Young
(1990), and Walberg (1992).

2. Therespondentsin this
study indicated that their

continued on page 8
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aternative schoolswere quite
small. Sixty percent showed
that thirty or fewer students
attended their schools. This
finding was consistent with the
research results of DeBlois
(2000), Berlinand Cienkus
(1989), and Raywid (1994).

3. Alternative school teachers
and coordinators throughout
thisstudy indicated avery high
degree of satisfaction with their
jobs. Over 80% showed that
they werevery satisfied with
their decision to teach in the
alternative school setting. In
addition, 85% of the respon-
dentsindicated that they
believed that their students
chose the alternative school
setting based on their own
decision. Thesefindingswere
consistent with the research
results of Raywid (1994),
Isaacson and Bamburg (1992),
and Marshak (1998).

4. Thelargest percentage of
administratorsinvolvedinthis
study (52.4%), had beenin
their positionsfewer than five
years. This data supports the
recent reports from the School
Administrators of lowa (SAl)
indicating the large turnover in
lowaadministrators.

5. There existed no statistically
significant relationship between
the student use of auxiliary
services at thetraditional high
school and subsequent graduate
completion rates. Thisdata
indicated that successful alter-

native schoolsweresmall in
nature and that their sizelimited
the opportunities for students
to take advantage of these
services. Thesefindingswere
consistent with the research
results of Raywid (1994).

Whilemany of the conclusions
drawn from this study supported
the earlier stated research, the
vast mgority of the statistical
tests that were conducted did not
prove to be significant at the level

Alternative school graduates
tend to become
productive citizens.

of expectancy. Several conclusions
can be drawn from these results:

1. Whilealternative schools, in
some form, have been around
for well over fifty years, their
large expansion in the state of
lowa has been much more
recent. Thisfact tendsto limit

tive schools of any type are still
guided by simple characteristics
such as caring instructors, rele-
vant curriculum, and students
who are motivated to succeed
in areas where they have not
alwaysbeen successful. These
characteristicsarevery subjective
in nature and difficult to test.

3. The categories utilized on
the survey instrument were quite
specificand small inrange.
Whilethese types of categories
lend themsel ves to more objec-
tive data, they tend to limit the
findingsof satistica significance.
One can assume that broader
categorieswould havelikely
increased the chances of finding
statistical significance between
several of the variablestested.

4. Consistent findingsto
research do not alwaysindicate
that astatistical significancewill
exist between two variables.
Simply looking at percentages
may indicate that some degree
of relationship may exist. How-
ever, proving that relationship
to be statistically significant at
the .05 expectancy level ismuch
more difficult due to the count-
lessfactorsthat play arolein
any type of quantitative testing.

the body of knowledge that can
be drawn from participating
alternative school instructors.

2. Specific characteristics
tested for were very quantita-
tivein nature. However, effec-
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I mplications and Observations

Asschool districts search franti-
cally for waysto save money and
resources, aternative schoolswill
most certainly figureinto this
search. While schools do not
typically view studentsinterms

continued on page 9
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of dollars, every student they pre-
vent from dropping out isasavings
of roughly $5000. Alternative
schools not only help prevent stu-
dents from dropping out of school
completely, but they also keep
students on the district “roster.”
Add to these factors the research
fromMorley (1991) indicating
that aternative school graduates
tend to become productive citizens,
and theevidencelendsitself
strongly to continued growth in
alternative forms of education.

The growth of alternative high
schoolsin lowahas been extensive
and widespread. However, this
growth has come at such arapid
pace that many characterigticsthat
lend themselves to at-risk student
success have been overlooked.

Successful dternative schoolsmust
be built upon the premise that all
students can succeed and graduate.
To facilitate this success, these
schools need to incorporate not
only quantitative characteristics
such assmall sizeand specific
teaching methodol ogies, but they
must embellish those subjective
traitsthat make | effective schools
what they are, such as caring
peopl e building acommunity of
learners, aswell asthose caring
peoplefacilitating an environment
where effective teaching and
learning iscommonplace. While
these subj ective characteristics
can be enhanced by objective
variablesresearched in this paper,
one does not specifically rely on
the other.

Whilethelevelsof statistical sig-
nificance found in this paper did
not indicate any of the research
hypotheses to be supported by
the data, the data should till prove
beneficia infacilitating future
thought and research. Alternative
schools currently in existence, as
well asthose districts considering
starting these types of schools, can
learn agreat deal about what
factors lead to effective program-
ming. Thisresearch should also
help those same schoolsrealize
what is not a specific requirement
for success. In both methods,
administrators and program coor-
dinators have abody of research
that can help provide them with
knowledgethat did not previoudy
exist.
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