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What is Alternative Education?
	The U.S. Department of Education defines alternative education as “…a public elementary/secondary school that addresses the needs of students which typically cannot be met in a regular school and provides nontraditional education which is not categorized solely as regular education, special education, vocational education, gifted and talented or magnet school programs” (as cited in Aheam, 2004).  Alternative education originated from a drive to create more innovative schools with a progressive orientation (Aheam, 2004).  Alternative education schools became popular in the late 1960s and 1970s.  The number of alternative schools grew greatly in the 1970s (Aheam, 2004).  By the 1980s, alternative schools had become more conservative and remedial, and began to serve more students who were disruptive or failing in their home schools (Aheam, 2004).
	Alternative schools vary in structure and definition across states.  Some states consider alternative schools to be a choice, whereas others indicate that students are placed in alternative education schools or programs (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  Some Alternative education programs are considered short-term, and others have a long-term commitment for students until they reach graduation.  Some consider Charter schools to be alternative schools.  Although the definition and criteria for alternative education varies by state, they all are similar in structure.
	Lange & Sletten (2002), found that alternative schools are generally characterized as having small enrollment, one-on-one interactions between teachers and students, supportive environments, opportunities and curriculum relevant to students interests, flexibility in structure, and an emphasis on student decision-making (as cited in Lehr & Lange, 2003).  Alternative schools have been grouped into three types:
· Type I: A school of choice, sometimes resembling magnet schools, based on themes with an emphasis on innovative programs or strategies to attract students.
· Type II: “Last chance” schools where students are placed as a last step before expulsion.  Emphasis is typically on behavior modification or remediation.
· Type III: Schools designed with a remedial focus on academic issues, social-emotional issues, or both.  These schools ascribe to more of a non-punitive, therapeutic approach (Lehr & Lange, 2003).
The grouping of alternative educations schools and programs has helped to organize the framework for understanding alternative schools.
Criteria for Students in Alternative Schools and Programs
	Forty-two of the fifty states have laws or policies that address enrollment criteria for alternative education programs (Lehr et al, 2003).  The criterion varies across states, with some states identifying comprehensive criteria for enrollment.  From the criteria, four themes were developed. 
	1) Students are admitted as a result of suspension or expulsion.  Some states require students who have been expelled or suspended from their school.  Other states provide it as an option for students who have been expelled or suspended due to assault, a felony, or bringing a weapon or firearm to school (Lehr et al, 2003). 
  2) Students must meet some form of at-risk criteria.  Some states have a list of at-risk criterion that they use to determine if a student is at risk for dropout status, truancy, physical abuse, substance abuse or possession, and homelessness (Lehr et al, 2003).
	3) Students have been disruptive in the general education environment.  States may refer a student to alternative education if the student’s presence poses a threat to the academic process; if the student refuses to comply with the rules; or if the student is not benefiting from traditional school programs (Lehr et al, 2003).
4) Students have been academically unsuccessful and would benefit from a nontraditional school setting.  “Academically unsuccessful” includes students who have been retained having low test scores, failing grades, low GPA, or not meeting the state or district proficiency levels in reading, math, or writing (Lehr et al, 2003).  
Students Served in Alternative Education Programs
	Alternative schools are one educational option for students who are most at risk, including students with disabilities, students from minority backgrounds, young parents or pregnant students, students who have been suspended or expelled, and those who are disenfranchised from the traditional high school experience (Lehr & Lange, 2003).
	With students with disabilities, alternative schools must comply with all state and federal laws regarding students with disabilities (Aheam, 2004).  In a study conducted in Minnesota alternative programs, 19% of the enrolled students were identified as having a disability.  Over 50% of those students were identified as having an emotional/behavioral disorder (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  The findings in this research study brought up many questions related to enrollment, service delivery, and implementation of the IEP, exit procedures, student satisfaction, and outcomes (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  In Minnesota, the numbers of students who choose to attend alternative schools suggests that this type of setting may be a desirable option for those who are trying to complete school. Students with disabilities may also choose to attend an alternative school, because of the protections offered through amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  Based on IDEA, students with disabilities who are expelled or suspended for more than 10 days are required to continue to receive services in an interim Alternative Education Setting (IAES).  These setting must continue to progress students toward the general curriculum and they must follow the modifications on the students IEP and address the behaviors related to the student being placed in the IAES setting (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  There is minimal research on documenting how students with disabilities are being served in alternative education settings, which makes it difficult to conclude how students with disabilities are being served.
Effective Alternative Education Programs
	Alternative education programs were designed to provide students with an alternative place to obtain an education, when the traditional classroom wasn’t working for them.  Not just to offer them an alternative setting, but also a program that provides educational services in an alternative manner.  A program with flexible curricula molded to address the individual students social, behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and vocational needs (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).
	In order for these programs to be effective, they must use effective strategies that have been proven to work with students in alternative settings.  Rutherford and Quinn (1999), suggest that effective alternative education programs must use functional assessments, a functional curriculum, effective and efficient instruction, transition programs and procedures, comprehensive systems, and have appropriate staff, resources, and procedural protections.  Functional assessment procedures identify student skill deficits that interfere with their educational achievement and social and emotional adjustment (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).  This type of assessment is based on the students’ needs in relation to the curriculum taught in the program, rather than global achievement or ability measures.  In order to effectively develop and implement an educational and treatment plan, an assessment of the students’ needs is necessary.  Assessments should be monitored and accurately documented over time.  
	A functional curriculum is one that meets student’s individual academic, vocational, social, and behavioral needs (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).  Not only does it address academic skills, but it also addresses job-related, daily-living, and social skills.  These skills along with academic skills are important to the success of all students in alternative education settings.  Some programs may want to assist students with obtaining a part-time job and serve as mentor in helping them to maintain a job and school.
	Effective and efficient instruction is important in any academic setting, but it is more so important in alternative settings because the students struggle with learning in the traditional ways.  Teachers should be held accountable for delivering instruction that specifically addresses the short-term objectives in the student’s personal education plan or their IEP (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).  Teachers must also monitor student’s progress towards mastery of the student’s goals and objectives using functional assessment procedures. This helps to align everything with the curriculum.
	In alternative education programs, it is often uncertain when a child will be entering into the alternative education program.  Students will arrive with little notice or advanced planning.  Records may not be readily available on that student, which hinders the beginning of the student’s educational experience.  Transitioning out of an alternative program is equally as hectic.  Students usually don’t know when they are leaving the program or where their next placement will be (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).  This is why it is so important for alternative programs to have an established transition program and specific procedures for students coming in and going out of these programs.
	When students enter alternative education programs, comprehensive systems may not necessarily be established between home schools, social services, the courts, or the student’s family.  In order for the student to effectively benefit from the alternative setting, a system should be set up between these agencies in order to provide the most accurate services for the student.  It is important that all staff responsible for these students maintain effective communication and cooperation (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).
	If alternative education programs do not have appropriate staff, resources, and procedural protections, it cannot be an effective program.  Due to the law, a significant amount of students placed in alternative setting will be identified as having a disability.  Because of this, teachers who work in alternative schools should be special education certified or have the appropriate training to work with exceptional children (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999).  Even support staff should have the appropriate trainings to work with students in an alternative setting.  It is uncertain how many alternative education settings are using effective practices, but they are necessary for the academic success of the students.
Alternative Education Programs are Not Effective
	As stated previously, most students who are enrolled in alternative programs have been identified as having a disability.  When a student is in special education, their IEP has to be followed by everyone who is providing services to that student.  Even in an alternative setting, students with IEPs must have the appropriate accommodations and modifications that are stated in their IEP.  Lehr and Lange (2003), state that the quality of instruction and the implementation of the individual education plan for students with disabilities became a concern with state directors of special education in reference to alternative education programs.  The isolated nature of some alternative education programs makes its more likely that critical services will go on unobserved (Atkins & Bartuska, 2010). 
Most teaching preparation programs do not prepare one for a job in alternative education.  Price et al (2010), suggests that preparation for teachers in correctional and alternative education should include an increase in knowledge, skills, abilities, and dispositions critical to leadership with unique populations in unusual settings.  Their rationale is that when schools are led by people who understand their population, benefits will accrue to the students involved (Price et al, 2010).  
As stated in the introduction, states vary in their definition, criteria, and legislation of alternative education.  Little is known about alternative schools governance or the consistency of programs across various states or regions (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  Although most states have legislation and some written policies, alternative schools continue to have much flexibility in operation at the local level.  Some states have handbooks that describe the policies and procedures of alternative programs in their state.  Due to the financial constraints at the state level, alternative programs may be considered expendable (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  If alternative education is seen as expendable, what happens to those students if the program is let go do to financial constraints?  
Some people view alternative schools as a choice, but what about students who are being forced out of high schools and forced into alternative schools?  “Forced choice” is a concern that comes up among individuals who are familiar with alternative programs.  The “forced choice” is a high concern for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Research suggests that students with emotional or behavioral disorders are attending alternative schools at a much higher rate than traditional schools (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  Even though research has shown that alternative education programs have been successful for this population of students, there are still concerns about whether alternative education programs are equipped to meet the needs of students with disabilities in terms of resources, staffing, and curriculum (Lehr & Lange, 2003).  
When searching for an alternative placement for students who are emotionally and/or behaviorally disabled, it is important that parents understand the rights and responsibilities of their student.  They should ask questions related to IEP maintenance, curriculum and instruction, related services provided, interagency collaboration, and transition services (Atkins & Bartuska, 2010). Foley and Pang (2006) stated that students in alternative education programs may not have acquired the necessary academic pre-skills to meet academic progress standards of the federal legislation, No Child Left Behind.  There have also been other concerns about academic preparedness and expectations of youth enrolled in alternative education programs.  
Alternative Education is Effective 
	In contrast to the ways that alternative education is ineffective, the structure of alternative education programs have been proven to be effective for students with disabilities.  Effective alternative education programs must utilize effective intervention practices for students to get the most out of the program and make appropriate behavioral changes (Flower et. al., 2011).  Effective practices include being applicable to students who are at risk, practical for implementation in a school setting, and capable of producing convincing positive student outcomes (Flower et. al., 2011).  
	Alternative education programs have been characterized as small enrollment programs,   allowing for smaller class sizes.  Other characteristics of alternative education programs include individualized instruction that meets the students’ academic and social-emotional needs, and also supportive environments that strengthen relationships among peers and between teachers and students (Foley & Pang, 2006).  Research conducted by Shankland et. al. (2010) indicates that students who attend alternative education programs have a significant advantage in adjusting to the demands of student life, and they also report less anxiety and depression symptoms.  They also show a greater life satisfaction and academic achievement (Shankland et. al., (2010).
An Alternative Program the Works  
	An example of an alternative program that has worked is the Twilight Academy in southeastern Pennsylvania.  This program was implemented in a large urban high school.  The idea for this program came from a need to reach a growing number of students who were not successful in the traditional classroom (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009).  The Twilight Academy was designed to provide a different atmosphere that included more individualized attention, and on skills that would enable students to be successful in the world.  
	The students who were chosen for the program had issues with truancy, suspension, repeating of the same grade, or they were returning from outside placements such as juvenile facilities or other alternative education placements.  This program served as the last opportunity for students to earn a diploma, or it served as an opportunity for students to get back on track for graduation.  
	The program was open from 3pm to 7pm Monday through Friday.  Students were required to work at least 20 hours per week if they were old enough.  If they were not, they were afforded the opportunity to attend local vocational technical school during the day before classes.  The teachers served as job coaches, mentors, and academic leaders in the classroom.  They not only saw students in school, they also went to their jobs to talk with their managers and coworkers (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009).  The program also benefited the staff by providing professional development that was relevant to the population that the program served.
	The program developed its own discipline and curriculum.  They created lessons that were not only academic, but lessons that can also be applied to the real world.  In order to maintain the discipline, clear expectations and consequences were set, and a rapport was built with each student and they were treated as an individual (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009).  In the end, the program graduated all 12 students who were eligible for graduation, and some even went off to community colleges or maintained a full-time job.
	The program was a success, but it also had challenges.  The greatest challenge for the program was getting the students to trust the teachers and the staff of the program.  It took time, but it was accomplished.  The other challenge included developing a curriculum that coincided with the standards of the state while addressing each individual student’s needs. They overcame the challenges by planning and using the skills of the teachers (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009).  
Where do I Stand
	Based on my research of the topic, I believe that alternative education programs have some work to do in order to become more effective for students with and without IEPs.  From the research that I found on effective programs, I also believe that if program followed the effective strategies of an alternative education program, they could be more successful for students with and without disabilities.  The Twilight Academy is a great example of a program that is effective, but that program took strategic planning and very detailed execution that others may not want to take the time to do.  Is it necessary? Yes, in order to be effective for students.  This research has made me want to come up with a more effective plan for the school that I work in.  This research is very important for the future of education.  If alternative education programs are not effective for all students, then other research needs to be done to make them effective.
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