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the delinquent behavior of their students significantly, regardless of other influences in 

their lives. This theory, according to Gold and Mann (1984), posited that delinquent be¬ 

havior is defensive in that it provides a way of "avoiding, neutralizing, or counteracting 

situations which endanger self-esteem" (p. 45). At the same time, they explained, delin¬ 

quent behavior offers experiences that promise a form of self-enhancement. 

The potential harm the tradition of educating all students in the same way was ar¬ 

gued by Murphy (1993): 

Currently, we seem to take pride in teaching all young people in the same way. 
We believe that doing so promotes equality. It does the opposite. What is fair 
about creating just one kind of school with one kind of teaching when children's 
interests, learning styles, and developmental levels differ so dramatically, (p. 
642) 

A desire to retain students in the school system has caused districts across the 

country to develop programs to meet the needs of students identified as being at risk of 

dropping out of school at all levels. Since students drop out for many reasons, the struc¬ 

ture of programs must be responsive to identified personal and environmental needs of 

those identified as at-risk (Wells, 1990). 

Characteristics of Students Attending Alternative Schools 

Students attending alternative school, according to Conant (1992), are undera- 

chievers or students with severe behavior problems who have needs that are not being 

met at their traditional schools. A similar view of these students was expressed by Pallas, 

Natiello, and McDill (1988), who described at-risk students as demonstrating a broad 

range of academic and behavioral problems. Academically at-risk students, according to 

Combs (1981), fail to achieve and are prone to drop out of school. He further concluded 
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that, when these students remain in a traditional school setting that is not meeting their 

needs, they often display inappropriate behaviors. 

Cox, Davidson, and Bynum (1995) determined that students attending alternative 

schools have higher self-esteem, more positive attitudes toward school, improved school 

attendance, higher academic performance, and decreased delinquent behaviors than when 

they attended traditional schools. Based on these findings, many alternative education 

programs have targeted delinquent youth. 

Many students in alternative schools have experienced repeated failure in regular 

school settings. Often, they have been retained at least one time and are therefore older 

than many of their classmates in their current grade. Knutson (1996) described at-risk 

students attending alternative schools as discouraged learners who did not achieve in the 

standard high school program. These students, he contended, often exhibit poor atten¬ 

dance and habitual truancy. Research on delinquency has found links between the aca¬ 

demic failure of students, low self-esteem, and anti-social behavior. Proponents of alter¬ 

native schools have determined that for alternative schools to be successful, they must 

help students improve by addressing these three areas of concern in their programs (Gold 

& Mann, 1984; Raywid, 1988; Wylie & Hunter, 1991). 

Types of Alternative Schools 

There are three predominant alternative school models that serve students at risk 

of dropping out of school or school failure due to behavior problems, poor grades, or 

habitually truancy. These models include the separate alternative school, the school- 

within-a school, and the alternative classroom (Barton, 1998; Hefner-Packer, 1991). The 

most prevalent model is the separate alternative school. With this model, the alternative 
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school is housed in a separate building. It is considered a school by itself and it has its 

own administrative unit. Hefner-Packer (1991), in an examination of separate alterna¬ 

tives schools, identified five major goals of these schools. They are the "elimination of 

academic failure, the creation of a personal family atmosphere, improved social, career, 

and academic skills, preparation for a return to the regular school setting or graduation, 

and development of self-esteem, self-discovery, and self-awareness" (p. 11). 

Another common model is the altemative-program-within-a-traditional-school 

approach (also called a school within a school). In this approach the alternative educa¬ 

tion program is commonly housed within a traditional school setting or has close ties to a 

particular traditional school (Barton, 1998). The administration of the school may be 

semiautonomous and utilize a different curriculum and teaching methods from the tradi¬ 

tional school. Students attending an alternative school program using the school-within- 

a-school approach may spend all or part of the day within this setting. They may return 

to the traditional school for special courses or electives. Students attending this type of 

program are generally low achievers or unable to adjust to traditional teaching methods. 

The goals of the school-within-a school, according to Hefner-Packer (1991), reflect the 

needs of the students they serve and include improving basic skills, increasing atten¬ 

dance, and individualizing the rate of progress for students. 

The third model, the alternative classroom, houses an alternative option in a self- 

contained classroom within a traditional school. Students in these classes are often 

offered extended instructional time and instruction in basic skills. The goal for the alter¬ 

native classroom, similar to those for the other two models, is to enhance the self-esteem 


