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Foreword

‘Most people, you know, they have been in school for so many years, they just

want to get on with their lives now … not more writing and learning things that

nobody cares about’ (Wayne, quoted in Ball et al., 2000).

The non-participation of a small but entrenched minority of young people in edu-

cation, training or employment in the period after the end of compulsory

schooling remains an intractable and worrying problem in many Western societies

– estimates of the size of this group range anywhere from 10–40 per cent of 14–25

year olds. Of course the ‘problem’ is construed in different ways by different con-

stituencies, often with little recourse to the concerns of the young people

themselves. It is an educational problem, particularly as these young people have

typically had an unsatisfactory experience of compulsory schooling. Educational

experiences have typically done little to contribute to a robust sense of self and

have often instilled an enduring sense of inefficacy rather than resilience.

For Wayne, leaving school is not a stage in the continuity of learning – it is a

break, a new beginning, an escape. An escape from the outlines of a ‘totally peda-

gogised society’ and the ‘pedagogisation of life’ in which learning is an activity that

is conducted endlessly, ‘in which the State is moving to ensure that there’s no

space or time which is not pedagogised’ (Bernstein, 2001: 377). What Wayne’s

comment indicates is a different ‘logic of practice’ from that which underpins

‘learning policy’. There is a mismatch between the logic and rhythms of policy

and those of the lives of many young people.

As the papers in this collection demonstrate, non-participation and its concomi-

tant alienations is also a social problem – non-participation places young people ‘at

risk’. And it is a political problem (in a variety of senses) – such young people are

mostly unable to exercise the rights and responsibilities of citizenship, and fail to

become subject to the increasingly hegemonic conception of the lifelong learner.

The lifelong learner is a much over-burdened and over-determined social subject

within current education policy and within some current versions of social theory.

Lifelong learning indeed is subject to a constant stream of ‘over blown policy

statements’ (Edwards and Nicoll, 2001: 104) which seek to position young people

like Wayne, alongside others, as nothing less than a new kind of person, and within

a new ‘ethic of personhood’; ‘an entire self must be completely made over as an

enterprising individual’ (McWilliam, 2002: 292).

vii
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But the real problem in all of this is policy itself and that the burden of policy

is in fact focused in the wrong places, often on the young people themselves and

their ‘motivations’ – a move which individualises and psychologises but which

leaves policy itself and the institutional processes of schooling, or what te Riele

calls the ‘intractability of schooling’, unaddressed. This book takes a different

route and focuses on the need to ‘do school differently’ through innovations in

learning, the use of time and place in different ways, and an engagement with

complexity and diversity. 

Stephen J. Ball

Karl Mannheim Professor of Sociology of Education

Institute of Education, University of London
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This chapter sets the parameters for the kinds of educational innovation for young

people that are needed – and that are expanded on in the remainder of the book.

The chapter: 

Proposing that schooling should be done differently tends to run into two diffi-

culties. First, people are quick to point out that educational practices are so

entrenched that innovative attempts are doomed to fail. Secondly, if people allow

that some reform is possible, controversy erupts about what that reform should

look like. In this introductory chapter for the book, I start with the first difficulty,

analysing persistent default practices and suggestions for enabling change from

the inside out. Next I turn to the second difficulty, by exploring the kind of social

changes I consider especially pertinent to young people and outlining the impli-

cations of these changes and the vision for innovation that underpin this book. 

The intractability of schooling

Studies of education can be broadly grouped on two sides: those that analyse what

is wrong with education and those that provide solutions. The former range from

doomsday newspaper reports blaming schools for all that is wrong with society to

• discusses claims about the ‘intractability’ of schooling and supports an

‘inside-out’ approach to reform;

• outlines key societal changes that drive the need for doing school differently;

and

• gives an overview of both the understanding of schooling and 

youth, and of the vision for innovation, that underpins this book.

1 Educational innovation for
young people

Kitty te Riele

1
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careful sociological attempts to outline why (in one famous title) schooling cannot

compensate for society (Bernstein, 1977). The latter include not only myriad prac-

tical handbooks with handy hints for teachers but also results of often large-scale

research on what contributes to school improvement. This book belongs in neither

camp. It recognizes the inherent contradiction pointed out by Grace:

between analyses which suggest growing or insipient crisis and reports which docu-

ment and exemplify school reform and progress. This can be confusing to students

and teachers in the urban education field, who assume that once the causes of the cri-

sis have been identified and once examples of good educational practice have been

closely studied there will be some sustained and linear improvement in urban educa-

tion systems. (1994: 46)

Grace’s suggestion for an approach built on complex hope, drawing on localized

examples of good practice in the face of challenging circumstances, underpins this

book. The premise for the book is not to ignore difficult circumstances, but to take

the analysis of these only as a starting point, rather than as the end (see Shade, 2006).

This means it is necessary to take seriously the critique that schooling is

intractable, that is, it resists any attempts to change, influence or manipulate it in a

significant way. Tyack and Cuban (1995: 86) explain that established traditions of

schooling ‘come to be understood by educators, students and the public as necessary

features of a “real school” […]. They become just the way schools are’. For example,

a now classic study from the USA was struck by the sameness of schooling across

the 13 primary, 12 junior high and 12 senior high schools it studied. Observations in

classrooms provided nine patterns of teaching and learning that were largely com-

mon across schools, despite their external differences (Goodlad, 1984: 123–4): 

1. Dominance of whole-class teaching, by one teacher for 20–30 students.

2. Students work and achieve mostly alone, there is little collaboration.

3. The teacher is the central figure who makes almost all decisions.

4. The teacher is dominant in the conduct of instruction – students rarely learn from

one another.

5. There is paucity of praise and correction by the teacher.

6. Little variety in classroom activities – listening to the teacher, writing answers to

questions, and taking tests and quizzes.

7. Variety is greatest in lower grades (early/mid primary) and least in secondary school.

8. Many students were nevertheless quite happy with schooling.

9. Students often did not understand or have time to finish what their teacher wanted

them to do.

Although this study was conducted in the early 1980s, many of these patterns still

strike true. A recent Australian study conducted classroom observations in the

MAKING SCHOOLS DIFFERENT2
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junior classes of four disadvantaged high schools and noted that patterns of inter-

action between students and teachers were surprisingly similar (Johnston and

Hayes, 2008: 114). They point to five key features which are rephrased here to

highlight the similarities with several of Goodlad’s patterns above. 

1. Little variety in classroom activities – listening to the teacher, answering questions,

and completing worksheets or other tasks (usually individually, occasionally in

groups).

2. Limited demands in terms of literacy.

3. Limited intellectual demands (mostly factual and procedural).

4. The teacher is dominant in instruction and asking basic questions – students rarely

engage in open discussion with each other or the teacher.

5. The teacher makes the decisions – students had no choice in what, how or when

to learn.

The focus of the studies by Goodlad (1984) and Johnston and Hayes (2008) was

different, they were conducted in different countries and more than 20 years

apart. Nevertheless, the central role of the teacher, the repetitiveness of activities

and the low level of intellectual engagement characterize classrooms in both stud-

ies. This approach remains dominant: 

not because it has been shown to be a particularly good way to educate human beings,

but because it works well in rooms of 600 square feet that are filled with twenty-five

young people, more than two-thirds of whom, if given a choice, are likely to choose to

be somewhere else. (Fenstermacher and Soltis, 1998: 22)

The pessimism expressed in phrases such as the persistent ‘grammar of schooling’

(Tyack and Cuban, 1995: 85) and the ‘widespread and resilient logic of practice’

(Johnston and Hayes, 2008: 110) is understandable in the light of such evidence.

What does this mean? We can either accept the default, even though few edu-

cators would consider it optimal, or we can continue to look for and find ways to

do schooling differently – and better. As stated above, this book agrees with Shade

(2006: 212) in perceiving that ‘a realistic appraisal of current conditions is a start-

ing and not a terminal point’ – and thus chooses the second option.

Inside-out reform

At times, radical change is advocated as the way forward. Goodlad (1984: 249)

suggests that ‘mere refinement of conventional practice is not sufficient’. Going

further, Elmore (2006: n.p.) argues that the traditional school culture ‘has been

EDUCATIONAL INNOVATION FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 3
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defeating people who try to change it for decades. You don’t change a culture like

this – you replace it!’

This book does not support such dramatic reform. As Tyack and Cuban (1995)

so convincingly demonstrate, this kind of reform rarely lasts – even when it is

based on good ideas in the first place. They analyse historical examples of large-

scale innovations adopted by school districts and other bureaucracies, supported

by academics or education associations, or pushed by corporations – and are

gloomy about the outcomes:

For over a century, ambitious reformers have promised to create sleek, efficient school

machines ‘light years’ ahead of the fusty schools of their times. But in practice their

reforms have often resembled shooting stars that spurted across the pedagogical heav-

ens, leaving a meteoric trail in the media but burning up and disappearing in the

everyday atmosphere of the schools. (Tyack and Cuban, 1995: 111)

A major reason for the long-term (and sometimes even short-term) failure of top-

down reforms are the translations that happen along the way. Bernstein (2000)

points to three key sites in the life of a reform strategy. The strategy begins in a

site of production, whether it is a scholarly site (such as the work by Elmore, 2006)

or a for-profit think tank (see examples in Tyack and Cuban, 1995). This is where

the research and development work takes place to construct ideas for reform. The

second site consists of educational bureaucracies (government districts and depart-

ments or non-government foundations or associations) that selectively reinterpret

these ideas and translate them into practical guidelines and policy documents. A

further translation occurs as these documents enter schools and classrooms, where

staff attempt to apply, adapt or resist the officially endorsed reform strategy. The

translations and reinterpretations that happen along the way inevitably alter the

strategy – usually back towards the default grammar of schooling. Elmore’s (2006)

suggestion about education reform that ‘you take [the current culture] out and put

something else in its place’ is not only patronizing but unrealistic and naive about

the complexities of the relations of schooling. 

However, the phenomenon of reform (re-)translation does not mean that it is

impossible to improve education, to change the default grammar so as to do

schooling differently. Schools have diverse, ambiguous and contradictory pur-

poses and effects. In a context of the broad similarities pointed out above,

individual teachers and schools nevertheless continue to demonstrate different

approaches (for example, Johnston and Hayes, 2008: 119) in the face of restrictions

posed by bureaucratic requirements and cultural expectations. Despite their criti-

cal analysis of the history of school reform in the USA, Tyack and Cuban remain

cautiously optimistic: ‘We do not expect some magical Phoenix to arise from the

MAKING SCHOOLS DIFFERENT4

8702 AR.qxd  16/06/2009  11:17  Page 4



“ashes” of the current system. We do not believe in educational Phoenixes and do

not think that the system is in ashes’ (1995: 134).

While acknowledging cultural, structural and systemic constraints, this book

supports a perspective on how to change schooling that starts with the current

system, so that ‘the actual [is] reinterpreted and reconstructed in the light of the

possible’ (Alexander, 1990, in Russell, 1999: 103). Default practices can be

challenged because they remain in place at least partly due to ‘unexamined

institutional habits and widespread cultural beliefs’ (Tyack and Cuban, 1995: 88)

so that teachers are ‘restrained by the power of existing regularities [and do not]

attempt to explore other possibilities’ (Goodlad, 1984: 249). This book aims to

provide teachers and youth workers first and foremost, but also scholars and

policy-makers, with tools for examining such taken-for-granted habits and

beliefs, thus enabling them to explore options for doing schooling differently. 

Most importantly, this means working with and supporting practitioners – to

try out new ideas as well as to continue with the good work individual teachers

and schools are already doing. Such a ‘chalk face’ approach reinvigorates hope for

social and educational change. Understanding as well as action must start within

local and specific situations. As Crump (1995: 212) explained ‘local struggles are

an expression of what is occurring, or possible, at regional, state, national and even

international levels’. Tyack and Cuban (1995: 133, 135) outline what this means

for school reform:

Rather than starting from scratch in reinventing schools, it makes most sense to us to

graft thoughtful reforms onto what is healthy in the present system. Schooling is

being reinvented all the time, but not necessarily in ways envisaged in macro plan-

ning. Good teachers reinvent the world every day for the children in their classes. […]

Better schooling will result in the future – as it has in the past and does now – chiefly

from the steady reflective efforts of the practitioners who work in schools.

This book therefore proposes to ‘focus on ways to improve instruction from the

inside out rather than the top down’ (Tyack and Cuban, 1995: 134). This places

much more emphasis on the active involvement of teachers to draw on resources

for innovation (provided by themselves as well as scholars, corporations and

policy) and adapt these flexibly to their own circumstances and local knowledge. 

Societal changes 

This book appreciates the diversification of recognized learning sites and schools

which have attempted to respond constructively to social, economic and techno-

logical changes to better cater for a diversity of young people by changing the
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experience of schooling. The book has its origin in both educational research and

practices that ask questions and explore contradictions within established and

changing patterns of educational institutions and of young people’s lives. It aims

to provide some answers about how schooling can be done differently to suit sev-

eral major societal changes. 

First, social and political change since the mid-1980s has seen a shift from com-

munity to more individual orientations. This trend towards individualization has

also affected the discursive construction of young people’s experiences. It has been

suggested that in contemporary ‘late-modern’ society ‘choice biographies’ have

replaced the ‘normal biographies’ of the industrial world (Beck, 1992). Choice

biography may be interpreted positively as providing agency or more negatively

as forcing people to make decisions even if their options are limited. Beck points

to the coercive aspect of choice – people inevitably must construct a great propor-

tion of their biography personally: ‘Even when the word “decisions” is too

grandiose, because neither consciousness nor alternatives are present, the individ-

ual will have to “pay for” the consequences of decisions not taken’ (Beck, 1992:

135). A tension between freedom and coercion is inherent in choice biographies.

In either case, it contributes to an impression of personal responsibility not only

for life experiences, but also for constructing a viable personal identity.

A second major change has been the rise of the knowledge society. Across the

industrialized world, economic prosperity has become increasingly reliant on

knowledge or information (Thurow, 1999). This has had a major impact on educa-

tion and training for young people. National policies to increase participation in

education together with the collapse of the youth labour market have put pressure

on young people to remain in or return to education. The observation by Furlong

and Cartmel (1997: 17) in the UK that this ‘has produced an army of reluctant con-

scripts to post-compulsory education’ has international resonance. Recent policy

moves to extend the compulsory age for school attendance (for example, to 16 in the

state of New South Wales, Australia, and to 17 in the UK, see Chapter 4 in this vol-

ume) further reinforce this. Engaging a much broader range of young people in

extended schooling requires renewed consideration of pedagogical approaches. 

Finally, complexity in young people’s lives has implications for education, espe-

cially in terms of its timing and location. While schooling continues to take up a

large part of young lives, there is increasing recognition that this sits alongside

their work, sport, music, peer and family commitments. Spierings suggests the

metaphor of a mosaic: ‘Young people, both as teenagers and as young adults, are

required to put all the pieces into place and to find the answers to life’s jigsaw

using their own devices’ (1999: 7). Although the mosaic has various components,

work and education are especially important. For example, in Australia about half

MAKING SCHOOLS DIFFERENT6

8702 AR.qxd  16/06/2009  11:17  Page 6



of young people combine full-time schooling with part-time study (Vickers et al.,

2003). One of the key features identified by the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) (in AIG/DSF, 2007: 19) as contributing to a

successful transition from education to work for young people is ‘workplace expe-

rience combined with education’. Nevertheless, schools in general are not yet used

to making constructive use of the work experience students gain in their part-time

jobs, nor to giving genuine recognition for the competing demands on young peo-

ple’s time and energy. 

Implications and vision

The three societal changes above have some specific implications for the approach

taken in this book. First, both schooling and young people are conceptualized

broadly. Schooling here includes a range of formal, credentialed education and

training options for young people – including vocational and general, part-time

and re-entry, and in traditional as well as alternative settings. 

While youth may be defined as the phase of life between childhood and adult-

hood, individuals negotiate the transition to adulthood at different speeds and at

different ages. Markers of adulthood are increasingly unclear, as young people

move between work and education, and between living independently and with

their parents. At the same time traditional teenage lifestyles, in relation to patterns

of consumption and dress, are increasingly adopted by children under the age of

12. It is therefore impossible to give definite ages when youth begins and ends,

although it is likely to continue to extend, at the upper as well as the lower end.

As a rough guide, most chapters in this book refer to young people aged between

15 and 25, but some examples will include younger or older students.

The final implication is that the book focuses especially on those young people

currently served least well by various forms of schooling. The intention is not to

stereotype marginalized young people. As Raywid (1994) argues, marginalized stu-

dents are quite similar to the rest of the student population. For example Dwyer

(1996) estimated that on top of the quarter or so of actual early school leavers in

Australia, another quarter of students in senior high school would prefer to leave if

they could. In Holdsworth’s (2004: 4) portrayal, these young people ‘sit in class-

rooms, passively cooperating, even responding positively, but waiting for the bell’.

Although they do not actively rebel against school, they would rather do it differ-

ently. However, as Raywid (1994: 27) further suggests, marginalized students ‘are

just more dependent on a good education’. The argument underpinning this book is

that reforms that make schooling work better for marginalized students can provide

insights to improve schooling for most students in regular schools as well.
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The focus on innovation and on catering better for marginalized youth in this

book means many chapters draw on examples from non-traditional schools. For

this reason, the next chapter outlines a broad concept of alternative education,

why it is needed and how it may be understood. 

Following Chapter 2, the book is organized around three themes: identity, ped-

agogy, and place and time. Each theme not only relates to the societal changes

outlined above, but also represents a dimension of education and training that pro-

vides opportunities for catering better for a diversity of young people by ‘doing

school differently’. 

The first theme highlights changes in youth identity and ways in which school-

ing can respond and contribute constructively to these identities. Chapters 3, 4

and 5 provide scholarly views, while Chapter 6 incorporates two practical case

studies that demonstrate how schooling may be done differently in response to the

issues raised about identity. 

The second theme addresses how teaching can be done differently to engage all

young people, including the most marginalized. Chapters 7, 8 and 9 present aca-

demic perspectives, again followed by a chapter (10) that applies these ideas in two

case studies.

The third theme demonstrates how the stereotypical image of school as

separate from the world (Ferguson and Seddon, 2007) can be challenged to

organize schooling in different places and/or at different times to better suit a

diverse range of young people. Chapters 11, 12 and 13 offer research-based

discussions, with Chapter 14 including three further practical case studies. The

book is concluded by Chapter 15 which considers all three themes through an

indigenous education vision. 

The book brings together important new perspectives on the opportunities

provided by the changed experience of youth in current economic and social

contexts. It offers both practitioners and researchers insights into questions about

how to think differently about education for young people as well as reflections

on projects and programmes that have attempted to put such thoughts into

practice. The suggestions provided in the chapters tackle some of the real

difficulties many young people, educational institutions and policy-makers face. 

Providing ideas and practical examples for doing school differently, this book

does not advocate simplistic hope but rather contributes to a ‘continuing source of

optimism of the will’ (Grace, 1994: 56) in education. The research and cases pre-

sented can be used imaginatively by educational practitioners, administrators and

researchers to improve education for all young people. I encourage you to use it in

the spirit of Max Lerner’s vision (Lagemann, 1992: 201) of being neither an opti-

mist nor a pessimist but a possibilist:
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A possibilist would be able to approach educational problems with an eagerness to

explore new ideas and practices, but without a willingness to be carried away by

inflated expectations or promises. Knowing that panaceas abound in education and

that prudence is rare, a possibilist would profoundly understand the vital importance

of education and the perpetually imperfect nature of the endeavour. Most of all, per-

haps, a possibilist would recognise the degree to which education is enmeshed in the

historic problems and the contemporary and future prospects of the society of which

it is a part.

Further reading
Ball, S., Goodson, I. and Maguire, M. (2007) Education, Globalisation and New Times.

London: Routledge.

Grace, G. (1994) ‘Urban education and the culture of contentment: the politics,

culture, and economics of inner-city schooling’, in N. Stromquist (ed.),

Education in Urban Areas: Cross-national Dimensions. Westport, CT: Praeger. pp.

45–59.

Tyack, D. and Cuban, L. (1995) Tinkering toward Utopia: A Century of Public School

Reform. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

World Bank (2005) Expanding Opportunities and Building Competencies for Young

People: A New Agenda for Secondary Education. Washington, DC: World Bank.

Websites 
Australian National Schools Network: http://www.ansn.edu.au/

Coalition of Essential Schools: http://www.essentialschools.org/pub/ces_docs/about/

about.html

Discussion questions
1. Do the patterns of classroom interaction outlined by Goodlad (1984) and

Johnston and Hayes (2008) strike true? How might those patterns be

changed?

2. How will society continue to change over the next few decades and what

implications does that have for schooling and for young people?
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This chapter outlines a broad concept of alternative education, why it is needed

and how it may be understood. The chapter:

Like many other countries, the USA has a long history of alternative schooling

and education system reform. These efforts have taken on a sense of urgency for

at least the past quarter century. We have gone from being ‘a nation at risk’, the

title of a high-profile 1983 publication sounding alarms about the quality of the

nation’s schools (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), to

being in the midst of what some are calling a ‘quiet crisis’ in education (Smith,

2004). This crisis includes a major dropout problem and a lesser known but

equally important ‘skills gap’.

In response, states and school districts across the country have been pushing for

higher academic standards, more rigorous graduation requirements and greater

accountability. In the USA, education is primarily the responsibility of state and

local governments, but through the legislative process the federal government sup-

ports state activities. At the federal level, legislation known as the No Child Left

Behind Act has attempted to strengthen the nation’s schools through a system of

state standards, new tests and a national accountability system, including a tar-

geted effort to help low-performing schools and students. One unfortunate

consequence of this movement towards greater accountability, high-stakes testing

and new zero-tolerance disciplinary policies is that some low-performing students

• provides an overview of the need for alternative schooling in the USA;

• describes what is meant by the term ‘alternative schools’ and reviews sev-

eral proposed typologies of such schools; and

• examines the characteristics of high-quality programmes and the 

outcomes that alternative schools should be able to demonstrate.

2 Alternative schooling in 
the USA

Laudan Aron
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are not just dropping out of schools but may be getting pushed out.

This ‘quiet crisis’ has clear implications for the nation as a whole. Ninety per

cent of the fastest growing jobs in the knowledge economy require some post-sec-

ondary education (US Government Accountability Office, 2007), but as the US

Chamber of Commerce, representing more than 3 million businesses across the

country, observes: 

Despite decades of reform efforts and many trillions of dollars in public investment,

US schools are not equipping our children with the skills and knowledge they – and

the nation – so badly need. It has been nearly a quarter century since the seminal

report A Nation at Risk was issued in 1983. Since that time, a knowledge-based econ-

omy has emerged, the Internet has reshaped commerce and communication,

exemplars of creative commerce like Microsoft, eBay, and Southwest Airlines have

revolutionized the way we live, and the global economy has undergone wrenching

change. Throughout that period, education spending has steadily increased and rafts

of well-intentioned school reforms have come and gone. But student achievement has

remained stagnant, and our K–12 schools have stayed remarkably unchanged – pre-

serving, as if in amber, the routines, culture, and operations of an obsolete 1930s

manufacturing plant. (Institute for a Competitive Workforce, 2008)

Estimates drawing on unpublished data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, show

that in 2003 there were 1.1 million youth aged 16 to 19 who did not have a high

school diploma (or an alternative credential known as the General Educational

Development test, or GED) and were not enrolled in school; another 2.4 million

youth age 20 to 24 were in the same situation for a grand total of 3.5 million youth

(Barton, 2005).

While the failure of ‘traditional’ schools for many young people is clear, the ‘alter-

natives’ we have in place are too few and most are of unknown quality. There is no

precise accounting of the number or types of alternative schools or programmes in

the USA. Available estimates suggest that there are over 20,000 alternative schools

and programmes currently in operation, most designed to reach students at risk of

school failure, not those who are out of school (Lange and Sletten, 2002). The num-

ber of full-time, federally funded education, employment and national service

programmes available to teenaged high school dropouts is estimated at 100,000

(based on an estimated total of 300,000 opportunities for the 2.4 million low-income

16- to 24-year-olds who left school without a diploma or received a diploma but

could not find a job) (Barton, 2005). Whatever the exact numbers, when it comes to

alternative education for vulnerable youth, demand is far outpacing supply. 

High-quality, alternative pathways to educational and vocational success are

needed for children and youth of all ages. In thinking about alternative education,
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it is important to remember that young people do not disconnect from traditional

developmental pathways (or high schools for that matter) because of the failure

of any one system. Likewise, reconnecting youth requires collaboration and

coordination among multiple youth-serving systems. In addition to school and

youth employment and training programmes, these systems include child

protection and juvenile justice, and a variety of health and social welfare agencies

(such as mental health and substance abuse treatment programmes, crisis

intervention centres, and runaway and homeless youth shelters). Finally, one

should acknowledge that communities, neighbourhoods, families, adult mentors

and peers can also have a major influence on the developmental trajectories of

children and youth. 

What do we mean by ‘alternative education’? 

The term ‘alternative education’ in its broadest sense covers all educational

activities that fall outside the traditional K–12 school system (including home

schooling, GED preparation programmes, special programmes for gifted

children, charter schools). However, the term is often used to describe

programmes serving vulnerable youth who are either at risk of dropping out or

are no longer in traditional schools. Ironically, because they are often associated

with students who were unsuccessful in the past, many alternative schools are

thought to be of much poorer quality than the traditional K–12 school system,

and yet because they are challenged to motivate and educate disengaged students

many alternative education programmes are known for their innovation and

creativity.

The Common Core of Data, the US Department of Education’s primary database

on public elementary and secondary education, defines an alternative education

school as ‘a public elementary/secondary school that addresses needs of students

that typically cannot be met in a regular school, provides nontraditional education,

serves as an adjunct to a regular school, or falls outside the categories of regular, spe-

cial education or vocational education’ (US NCES, 2002: 14, table 2). 

A definitive typology of the many types of alternative education schools and

programmes that fall within this rather broad definition has yet to be developed

and accepted by the field. Many dimensions of interest that could be used to

develop a typology of alternative schools and programmes have been identified

(Aron and Zweig, 2003). In the early 1990s, Mary Anne Raywid (1994: 26–31)

proposed a typology based on a programme’s goals as their distinguishing charac-

teristic. Despite being quite old, Raywid’s typology is still widely used, in part

because it captures such a full continuum of existing programme types:
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• Type I schools ‘offer full-time, multiyear, education options for students of all kinds,

including those needing more individualization, those seeking an innovative or chal-

lenging curriculum, or dropouts wishing to earn their diplomas. A full instructional

program offers students the credits needed for graduation. Students choose to

attend. […] Models range from schools-within-schools to magnet schools, charter

schools, schools without walls, experiential schools, career-focused and job-based

schools, dropout-recovery programs, after-hours schools, and schools in atypical

settings like shopping malls and museums’ (ibid.).

• Type II schools’ distinguishing ‘characteristic is discipline, which aims to segregate,

contain, and reform disruptive students. Students typically do not choose to attend,

but are sent to the school for specified time periods or until behavior requirements are

met. Since placement is short-term, the curriculum is limited to a few basic, required

courses or is entirely supplied by the “home school” as a list of assignments. Familiar

models include last-chance schools and in-school suspension’ (ibid.).

• Type III programs ‘provide short-term but therapeutic settings for students with

social and emotional problems that create academic and behavioral barriers to

learning. Although Type III programs target specific populations – offering coun-

selling, access to social services, and academic remediation – students can

choose not to participate’ (ibid.).

The first group includes many of the original alternative education programmes

developed for at-risk youth and are often referred to as ‘popular innovations’ or

‘true educational alternatives’. Programmes for high school dropouts (or potential

dropouts) sponsored by school districts would fit into this category, along with

newer programmes for students unable to pass standardized tests (Krentz et al.,

2005). The other two types are more correctional in focus, one being primarily

disciplinary (‘last chance’ or ‘soft jail’ programmes) and the other therapeutic

(‘treatment’ programmes). Most of these operate separately from regular schools,

although they can be sponsored by school districts.

Preliminary research by Raywid and others suggests that the first group of pro-

grammes – the true educational alternatives – are the most successful, while

alternative discipline programmes are much less likely to lead to substantial stu-

dent gains. Rigorous evaluation studies are still needed, but anecdotal evidence

suggests that outcomes for therapeutic programmes are more mixed, with stu-

dents often making progress while enrolled but regressing when they return to a

more traditional school. 

It should also be noted that as more programmes develop a mix of strategies and

approaches, often intended to meet multiple needs, the distinctions between

Raywid’s groupings can blur. So for example, Type I and Type II schools are

increasingly likely to offer clinical counselling (a Type III characteristic). 
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Another promising typology, proposed by Melissa Roderick, of the University

of Chicago, puts students’ educational needs at front and centre. Rather than

focusing on a student’s demographic characteristic (or ‘risk factor’) or even a pro-

gramme characteristic, this typology focuses on the educational challenges

students present (Aron and Zweig, 2003: 28). Roderick has identified several dis-

tinct groups:

• Students who have fallen ‘off track’ because they have got into trouble and need short-

term systems of recovery to route them back into high schools. The goal of getting

them back into regular high schools is both appropriate and realistic for this group.

• Students who have prematurely transitioned to adulthood either because they are

(about to become) parents, or have home situations that do not allow them to

attend school regularly (for example, immigrant children taking care of siblings

while their parents work, those coming out of the juvenile justice system with many

demands on their time).

• Students who have fallen substantially off track educationally, but are older and are

returning to obtain the credits they need to transition into community colleges (or

other programmes) very rapidly. These include, for example, older individuals who

are just a few credits away from graduation (many of whom dropped out at age 16

or 17), or are transitioning out of the jail system, or have had a pregnancy and are

now ready to complete their secondary schooling. Roderick notes that these stu-

dents are currently populating most alternative education programmes in large

urban areas – they are a very diverse group and tend to be well served by the exist-

ing alternative school system.

• The final group consists of students who have fallen substantially behind educa-

tionally – they have significant problems, very low reading levels and are often way

over age for grade. Many of these children have been retained repeatedly and a

number of them have come out of special education. They include 17- or 18-year-

olds with third and fourth grade reading levels who have never graduated from

eighth grade (or who have gone to high school for a few years but have never actu-

ally accumulated any credits). This is a very large group of youth, and most school

systems do not have any programmes that can meet their needs.

Roderick argues that by targeting a particular demographic or ‘problem’ group,

such as pregnant/parenting teens, programmes may be setting themselves up for

failure if the students in a single programme encompass too much educational

diversity. As a group, pregnant/parenting teens may include students who are two

credits away from graduation, others who are wards of child welfare agencies and

who have multiple problems such as being far over age for grade, and yet others

who have significant behavioural problems and may be weaving in and out of the
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juvenile justice system. No single school or programme can be expected to handle

such a wide array of educational and other needs.

What characterizes high-quality alternative
education programmes?

Research on what works and for whom in alternative education is still evolving.

There are few scientifically based, rigorous evaluations establishing which pro-

gramme components lead to various positive outcomes for different subgroups of

youth. The newness of the field means that researchers and policy-makers are still

examining the characteristics of promising programmes, but lists of these charac-

teristics are starting to converge and point to the variables that should be

measured and monitored as more rigorous evaluations are designed and con-

ducted. These characteristics include the following (drawn from a summary

reported in Aron, 2006):

• Academic instruction. Successful programmes have a clear focus on academic

learning that combines high academic standards with engaging and creative

instruction and a culture of high expectations for all students. Learning must be

relevant and applicable to life outside school and to future learning and work

opportunities. Applied learning is an important component of the academic

programme. This is often where employers can play important roles as partners.

The curricula address the education and career interests of the students. The

curricula are academically rigorous and tied to state standards and accountability

systems. The students, staff and parents know and share the learning goals.

Students have personalized learning plans and set learning goals based on their

individual plans. There are opportunities for youth to catch up and accelerate

knowledge and skills. A mixture of instructional approaches is available to help

youth achieve academic objectives.

• Instructional staff. Instructors in successful alternative programmes choose to be

part of the programme, routinely employ positive discipline techniques and estab-

lish rapport with students and peers. They have high expectations of the youth, are

certified in their academic content area and are creative in their classrooms. They

have a role in governing the school and designing the programme and curriculum.

• Professional development. Successful alternative education programmes provide

instructors with ongoing professional development activities that help them main-

tain an academic focus, enhance teaching strategies and develop alternative

instructional methods. Staff development involves teacher input, work with col-

leagues and opportunities to visit and observe teaching in other settings.
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• Size. Many alternative education programmes are small with a low teacher/student

ratio and have small classes that encourage caring relationships between youth

and adults.

• Facility. Effective alternative learning programmes are in clean and well-maintained

buildings (not necessarily a traditional school building) that are attractive and invit-

ing and that foster emotional well-being, a sense of pride, and safety. In some

instances, the programmes are located away from other high schools in ‘neutral’ ter-

ritory. Most are close to public transportation.

• Relationships/building a sense of community. Successful alternative education pro-

grammes link to a wide variety of community organizations (cultural, social service,

educational, and so on) and the business community to provide assistance and

opportunities for participants. Through partnerships with the business community,

alternative education providers are able to provide their students with job shadow-

ing and internship opportunities, guest speakers and company tours, and receive

valuable input into their curriculum and project development. Connections with

community organizations can provide health care, mental health services, cultural

and recreational opportunities for youth in their schools.

• Leadership, governance, administration and oversight. Many studies highlight the

need for administrative and bureaucratic autonomy and operational flexibility.

Administrators, teachers, support services staff, students and parents should be

involved in the different aspects of the programme. This autonomy builds trust and

loyalty among the staff. A successful alternative education programme has a

strong, engaged, continuous and competent leadership, preferably with a

teacher/director administering the programme.

• Student supports. Successful alternative education programmes support their stu-

dents through flexible individualized programming with high expectations and clear

rules of behaviour. They provide opportunities for youth to participate and have a

voice in school matters. Structure, curricula and supportive services are designed

with both the educational and social needs of the student in mind. Many schools do

daily follow-up with all students who are absent or tardy and develop reward sys-

tems to promote attendance and academic achievement. Programmes are both

highly structured and extremely flexible. Rules for the school, which the students

help create, are few, simple and consistently enforced. There are processes in

place that assist students in transitioning from school to work and from high school

to post-high school training.

• Other contributing factors include clearly identified goals; the integration of research

into practice in areas such as assessment, curriculum and teacher training; the inte-

gration of special education services and English Language Learning (ELL); and

stable and diverse funding.
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An interesting aspect of this list is how universal and appealing it is. These are

qualities that would seem to benefit any educational programme, not just ‘alterna-

tive’ ones. This supports the idea that while current approaches to alternative

education may be defined by and understood as being ‘different’ from mainstream

educational options, one future vision is that communities have an array of high-

quality educational options that all share many of these desirable characteristics. 

What should alternative education
programmes accomplish?

Currently there are few rigorous studies that examine the effectiveness of alterna-

tive education programmes in terms of student outcomes. Much more research is

needed in this area, especially given that performance measures used by main-

stream schools may not be appropriate for some alternative schools or

programmes. 

Work has advanced on what types of outcome measures should be targeted and

monitored. Alternative education programmes are first and foremost educational

programmes, so they need to focus on preparing students academically while also

meeting the additional needs of their students. Evaluations of the programmes

should include a variety of educational and other outcomes for participants. 

Aron and Zweig (2003) have already noted the importance of developing

accountability systems as well as better data collection and analysis that would

support such systems. Part of the challenge involves figuring out ‘how to intro-

duce high academic standards in alternative education systems without sacrificing

the elements that make alternative programmes successful, and without compro-

mising the integrity of the high standards’ (NGA Center for Best Practices, 2001:

1). Recommendations designed to strengthen the adoption of high standards by

alternative education programmes include: 

• improving ‘early warning systems’ to identify lower-performing students;

• collecting and analysing student-level data;

• developing enhanced GED programmes;

• developing data-driven accountability measures for alternative education pro-

grammes;

• strengthening links between traditional and non-traditional education systems;

• investing resources to support the transition to high academic standards and

beyond; and
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• supporting longer-term alternative education programmes.

Along with high standards should come adequate and reliable funding. Adopting

a single high standard, even a voluntary standard, would help the field identify

and promote those high-quality alternatives that deserve more support and repli-

cation across communities, and eliminate those low-performing ones that are not

serving young people well. It would also go a long way towards increasing the

legitimacy of alternative offerings, demonstrating the feasibility (and desirability)

of offering multiple high-quality options and even integrating the traditional and

alternative ends of the educational continuum. Ironically, these two ends are not

so far apart. As Raywid observed in 1994 and which is still true today:

Amid all the current talk of school restructuring, alternatives are the clearest exam-

ple we have of what a restructured school might look like. They represent our most

definitive departure from the programmatic, organizational and behavioral regulari-

ties that inhibit school reform. Moreover, many of the reforms currently pursued in

traditional schools – downsizing the high school, pursuing a focus or theme, students

and teacher choice, making the school a community, empowering staff, active learner

engagement, authentic assessment – are practices that alternative schools pioneered.

(1994: 26)

Further reading
Dignity in Schools Campaign (2007) Alternative Schools and Pushout: Research and

Advocacy Guide. Retrieved 13 September 2008 from http://www.nesri.org/

Discussion questions
1. What can and should local communities do to develop a portfolio of high-

quality schooling options that best matches the educational needs of young

people? How might these portfolios differ from one community to another, or

in one community over time?

2. What can and should be done at the local, regional and national levels to

raise the profile of alternative schools and the widespread need for such

schools? What can traditional schools learn from high-quality alternative

schools and vice versa?

3. Can we dispense with the labels ‘traditional’ and ‘alternative’ when it comes

to schools? What exactly are these terms meant to reflect, and are there

other, better, terms that capture what we usually mean when we talk about

a traditional or alternative school?
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fact_sheets_pubs/DSC_Alternartive_Schools_Guide.pdf 

Education Evolving (2008) The Other Half of the Strategy: Following Up on System

Reform by Innovating with School and Schooling. Saint Paul, MN: Education

Evolving. Retrieved 13 September 2008 from http://www.

educationevolving.org/pdf/Innovatingwithschooling.pdf

Wehling. B. (ed.) (2007) Building a 21st Century US Education System. Washington,

DC: National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF).

Retrieved 13 September 2008 from http://www.nctaf.org/resources/research_

and_reports/nctaf_research_reports/documents/Bldg21stCenturyUSEducation

System_final.pdf
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This chapter stresses the need for career learning in vocational education. The

chapter will:

More than 2,000 years ago, the Roman philosopher Seneca succinctly formulated

the importance of school in the sentence ‘Non scolae sed vitae discimus’ (Not for

school, but for life, do we learn). Even so, most students in the Dutch educational

system have little idea at the beginning of their study (but also often long after

that) exactly why they are there.

If one asked them, most would say that they are investing in their future.

However, if one asks further as to what that future may hold, the silence is deaf-

ening. Most young people invest ‘blindly’ in their future, mainly because their

environment – correctly – made clear to them that a diploma is important. As

early as 1961, Schelsky (1961: 14) remarked that education had become ‘the pri-

mary, determining, and almost unique social allocation authority for status,

employment opportunities, and survival for an individual’. Parents respond to the

increasing social meritocracy by keeping their children in school longer, or by

pressuring them to remain in school as long as possible. Primary vocational edu-

cation is the only place where these dynamics do not exist; children are ‘sent’ to

this form of education by their score on national mathematical and verbal achieve-

ment tests, which are administered at the end of primary school.1 This mostly

• explain how the individualization of society and the rise of a service econ-

omy ask for self-directed learning with regard to careers;

• present empirical evidence that makes clear that a strong career-learning

environment is a dialogical environment; and

• provide practical examples drawn from research.

3 The need for dialogue in
vocational education

Frans Meijers 
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involves children from families with little cultural, scholastic and economic capi-

tal, in which little value is attached to investing in education. However, in

vocational education, students have developed hardly any career perspectives at

all, a concern that applies to their peers in the rest of the secondary educational

system as well (Ester et al., 2003; Meijers et al., 2006).

The consequence of this is that most young people – whether they attend primary

vocational education or university – employ a survival strategy. This strategy is

described by Holt on the basis of his observations as a high school teacher: 

It has become clear [to me] over the [last] year that these children see school almost

entirely in terms of the day-to-day and hour-to-hour tasks that we impose on them.

[…] School feels like this to children: it is a place where they make you go and where

they tell you to do things and where they try to make your life unpleasant if you don’t

do them right. For children, the central business of school is not learning, whatever

this vague word means; it is getting these tasks done, or at least out of the way, with a

minimum of effort and unpleasantness. Each task is an end in itself. The children

don’t care how they dispose of it. If they can get it out of the way by doing it, they’ll

do it; if experience has taught them that this does not work very well, they will turn

to other means, illegitimate means, that wholly defeat whatever purpose the task-giver

may have had in mind. (1995: 47)

The lack of a clear future in which investments in education acquire meaning,

and the subsequent application of a survival strategy, have a number of related

consequences:

• Most students are not intrinsically motivated by the subject matter. The conse-

quence is that students forget much of what they had learned, within several weeks

after the examination (Van der Werff, 2005).

• There is an increasing lack of motivation in students during the course of their

study, that is – to a large extent – caused by a poor study and/or career choice

(Zijlstra and Meijers, 2006).

• As a consequence of this, teachers are forced – often against their will – to view

pedagogical relations in terms of maintaining an ‘orderly, and subject-matter based’

form of communication. In practice, this means that they (must) invest much effort

in preserving order (Meijers and Wesselingh, 1999).

• As a consequence of limited intrinsic and continuously decreasing motivation, in

combination with that fact the student–teacher interaction is reduced to an

‘exchange of knowledge for order’ (Willis, 1977), 35 per cent of every cohort, from

primary vocational education to the university level, leaves school without a diploma

(even though many do obtain a diploma later).
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The fact that many young people ‘survive’ their educational experience does not

imply that they do not learn anything. They, of course, learn something – in addi-

tion to survival skills. However, what they learn is – from the viewpoint of the

school – largely dependent upon chance: a teacher who does not limit him or her-

self only to teaching the subject matter but is also honestly interested in the

student, a previously existing student interest, the students’ background, the sup-

port given by the students’ parents, and so on.

Self-determination becomes important

For many years, the fact that most young people did not learn for life, but rather for

school, was not viewed as being problematical. However, as a consequence of the

individualization of society and the transition to a service and knowledge economy,

the lack of a future perspective becomes increasingly problematical. An increasing

freedom of choice means that individuals are increasingly being forced to make

choices. In a society that is becoming less structured, this then leads to more uncer-

tainty (some even speak of a risk society; Beck, 1992). In the individualized society,

individuals are expected to be more reflective and self-determining (Giddens, 1991).

Self-determination is the ability to identify one’s self (ie., to voluntarily and

protractedly associate) with people and organizations, to develop a plan of action

on that basis and to implement that plan (Meijers and Wardekker, 2002). When we

view self-determination as the ability to associate or relate, it becomes immedi-

ately clear that this also involves skills other than only cognitive ones. Of course,

an individual must be able and willing to make informed choices, and to delay

immediate gratification of needs (affect regulation), in order to develop a long-

term perspective. However, an individual must also be able and willing to reflect

critically upon the primary relations acquired during primary socialization, as well

as the relations that he or she has – consciously or unconsciously – acquired there-

after. He or she must furthermore be able to consider the uncertainty resulting

from that reflection, and be able to relate to other concrete people and institutions.

The first step requires a mainly cognitive approach: one must be able to find rel-

evant information, process it and draw conclusions. The second step requires an

entirely different, more ‘literary’ approach: it is mainly concerned with determin-

ing the central values in one’s life, which may become clear by considering one’s

own personal history and one’s ‘life story’, which is based upon that. The indi-

vidual also needs to learn to cope with his or her own emotions. This includes both

emotions in general, as well as negative emotions, which are inherently associated

with distancing one’s self from previous relations – and is related to accepting

uncertainty. Self-determination is therefore the ability to discover one’s own ‘life
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theme’ (Van Maanen, 1977) and to relate that to a social role (Law et al., 2002). 

Self-determination is not only important due to the individualization of society,

but also due to the emergence of three trends. First, the market is becoming

increasingly demand-driven, which means that clients not only want ‘tailor-made’

products, but also that the producer has to take the entire life cycle of a product

into consideration. Secondly, there is increasing globalization (the ‘global village’),

in which time-to-market is of essential importance. The time between product

development and the actual production and marketing of the product must

become increasingly brief in order to remain competitive. Finally, there is an

increasing technological vitality (Korbijn, 2003). 

The effect of these trends is that the marketplace is changing constantly and

unpredictably, that innovative ability is becoming an increasingly important com-

petitive advantage and that knowledge is of essential importance. In order to

survive in this ‘booming, buzzing confusion’, companies are forced to innovate

continuously. They must also apply ‘concurrent engineering’ in organizing their

production, such that employees are simultaneously able to work on multiple

product improvements, as well as applying integrated design principles in multi-

disciplinary teams. This implies that the organization of labour must become

much less hierarchical, and must become more focused on utilizing all of their

employees’ talents and skills. The organization must become flexible and ‘self-

learning’, which implies not only investment in knowledge management, but also

that employees become entrepreneurs: they must be able to manage themselves.

This is becoming increasingly important, because traditional career paths are dis-

appearing: the concept of the boundaryless career is gaining ground (Arthur et al.,

1999). In addition, in some branches there appears to be an increase in the amount

of ‘emotional work’ (work in which emotions have to be consciously involved; see

Hochschild, 1983). For this reason, the educational system has to develop not only

the head (theory) and the hands (skills), but also the heart. In order to be able to

do that, the educational system will have to develop from being an ‘industrial

training factory’ to becoming a ‘career centre’, that conceives of itself as a service

provider (Geurts, 2007).

Career learning in vocational education

How should educational teaching process and the counselling support for these

learning processes be organized such that a school functions as a career centre?

This was the guiding question of a study concerning career learning in the pri-

mary (vmbo) and secondary (mbo) vocational education in the Netherlands

(Meijers et al., 2006). 
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