The European Proceedings of

Social & Behavioural Sciences
EpSBS
Future Academy

ISSN: 2357-1330
https://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2018.09.02.11

EEIA-2018
2018 International Conference "Education Environment for
the Information Age"
ANALYSIS OF CONTEMPORARY ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS
FUNCTIONING IN THE UNITED STATES
Tatiana N. Bokova* (а), Liudmila A. Milovanova (b), Olga R. Zaitseva (с)
*Corresponding author
(а) Dr.Sc. (Education), Associate Professor of the Department of English language and its teaching methods,
Scientific Secretary, senior researcher of the Volgograd scientific and educational center of the Russian Academy of
Education, Volgograd State Socio-pedagogical University, Volgograd, Russia, tnbokova@mail.ru*
(b) Dr.Sc. (Education), Professor of the English Language Theory Department, Institute of Foreign Languages
Director, Volgograd State Socio-pedagogical University, Volgograd, Russia, milovanova@vspu.ru
(с) PhD, Associate Professor of the Department of Intercultural Communication and Translation, Institute of Foreign
Languages,Deputy Director Volgograd State Socio-pedagogical University, ,Volgograd, Russia, skijoks@yandex.ru

Abstract
To analyze the effectiveness of modern alternative (charter, voucher, magnet) schools that emerged
in the United States as a postmodern didactical project, the paper presents a conceptual, comprehensive
analysis of the scientific research array, of education quality study results (the results of a national testing),
investigating both the experience of their work on the basis of annual reports and of the school leaders and
teachers’ interviewing results. The conceptual analysis aimed at solving the problem of studying the
complex of documents (annual reports of alternative schools, scientific reports, the results of national tests,
studies of American scientists for the period from 2003 to 2016) to study the effectiveness of alternative
schools in the United States and their impact on public schools. The survey was attended by representatives
of 32 schools from 17 States. The highest number of answers was given by charter schools (73.9%), and
the lowest − from vouchers (10.9 %). This result is predictable, since charter schools have gained a
predominant distribution in the United States, thanks to the support of former US President Barack Obama
and current President Donald Trump. The general trends of postmodernism characteristics’ implementation
(rhizomatic nature, plurality, cartography, heterogeneity, contextuality, etc.) can be observed in all the
alternative schools in the United States, indicating the influence of postmodernism ideas on these schools.
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1.

Introduction
Under the influence of postmodernism ideas which became the "time-trend", the education system

has undergone a number of changes: the classical educational model has been deconstructed, the principle
of multilevel organization of the educational process has been introduced, the personality-oriented approach
has been used, the binarism in the learning process has been rejected (Ivanova, 2015).

2.

Problem Statement
The above mentioned changes have to this or that extend influenced the organization of educational

activities in secondary schools of the United States. However, the most significant impact of these ideas is
the emergence of new — alternative — types of schools, which demonstrate qualitatively new principles
of education.

3.

Research Questions
Alternative schools are defined as optional schools of 3 types: voucher, charter and magnetic.

Voucher schools are private schools that implement an alternative educational program and provide
virtually free tuition thanks to school vouchers (or charters), which allow parents to choose a school
according to their priority values, and where students can choose to study subjects, important for them.
Magnet schools (or "schools to attract students") are public educational institutions that have unique
subjects in the curriculum or that are focused on one or another educational emphasis (visual, applied or
performing arts; exact sciences; socially – oriented subjects; general scientific subjects; traditionally-basic
education). Charter schools are usually focused on specific cultures and have an extensive variable
academic program, state-of-the-art digital technologies, diverse teaching staff, and a flexible timetable
(Young, 2000; Raywid, 1994, Turner & Westervelt, 2016). These are free schools that receive public
funding and are run by private individuals.

4.

Purpose of the Study
Is to identify the effectiveness of modern alternative schools that emerged in the United States as a

postmodern didactical project.

5.

Research Methods
The conceptual analysis aimed at solving the problem of studying the complex of documents (annual

reports of alternative schools, scientific reports, the results of national tests, studies of American scientists
for the period from 2003 to 2016) to study the effectiveness of alternative schools in the United States and
their impact on public schools; development of tools and questionnaires for managers and employees of
alternative schools in the United States, which in practice allowed to show the effectiveness of postmodern
ideas’ influence on alternative schools in the United States.
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6.

Findings
The effectiveness of voucher schools is not sufficiently confirmed. A number of researchers have

found an improvement in the results of children in traditional schools due to their competition with voucher
schools, but there are studies that deny any improvements of this kind entirely (Amos, 2013; Figlio & Hart,
2010; Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2014).
The data obtained in the course of the study concerning the assessment of magnet schools’ role in
improving the students’ performance gave mixed results: some show higher levels of performance in
magnet schools students, while others, on the contrary, demonstrate their progress being equal to nonmagnetic schools students. Most studies confirm that more black and Hispanic students, as well as lowincome students attend magnetic schools rather than public schools. However, the studies’ results of the
magnetic schools success in promoting racial integration are controversial (Cobb, Bifulco & Bell ,2009)
However, it remains unclear whether charter schools can be competitive to traditional schools,
forcing changes in the established direction of education. Taken together, the empirical data allow making
an unambiguous conclusion about the positive impact charter schools have on other schools. Charter
schools are so different that each of them should be assessed by its own efficiency criteria (Booker, Sass,
Gill & Zimmer, 2011; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Cobb & Glass,1999; Davis & Raymond, 2015; Indiana
Department of Education, 2014; Tuttle, Gill & Gleason, 2013; Zimmer & Engberg, 2013).
If these studies were intended to demonstrate the effectiveness of alternative schools, the results of
the questionnaire survey in these schools confirmed our hypothesis that they are a modern postmodern
didactic project. The survey was attended by representatives of 32 schools from 17 States. The highest
number of responses came from the States of California and Wisconsin (16 per cent each of the total
percentage of participants) and from teachers (32 responses, representing 69.6 per cent of the total number
of respondents).
Thirteen answers were received from school administration (28.3%) and one response came from
an assistant (to 2.2%). The highest number of answers was given by charter schools (73.9%), and the lowest
− from vouchers (10.9 %). This result is predictable, since charter schools have gained a predominant
distribution in the United States, thanks to the support of former US President Barack Obama and current
President Donald Trump, who emphasized the development and financing of such schools in his election
campaign.
Particular importance was attached to the fact that the survey was conducted anonymously,
respondents had to indicate only the name of the school, the type of their alternative school and the state in
the United States. It is important to note that, according to the results of the questionnaire survey, a scientific
cooperation was established with many schools. The questionnaire contained thirty statements made in the
form of questions, of which twenty-nine questions were presented in a closed form and assumed the choice
of one of the proposed answers. One last question was formulated in an open form, which allowed the
respondent to express their own point of view on the advantages and disadvantages of alternative schools
if compared to traditional ones.
In drawing up the questions of the first block of the questionnaire we were guided by the purpose to
consider the structure of the educational environment and the principles of its organization from the
standpoint of postmodern philosophy of education. It was found that the educational environment has a
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coherent, discrete structure reflecting the principle of rhizomatic training. Respondents' answers to the first
block of the questionnaire confirm the implementation of individual, subjective learning process in
alternative schools of the United States, in which each part and conditions of its existence (teacher, student,
social status, level of teaching) play an important role in the construction of the educational environment.
Since each element of the educational environment is important in the postmodern educational
system, as well as the connections in which it exists, we were interested in other elements of the educational
environment: curricula, schedules, forms of classes. They have become the criteria when composing the
questions of the second block of the questionnaire. First of all, we decided to consider such a part of the
decentralized educational environment as the flexibility of the curriculum. Therefore, the following
question was related to the respondents' views on whether the curriculum in their alternative schools was
flexible. The results of the survey confirm that the absolute majority of respondents (73.9%) believe that
their schools use a flexible curriculum (Fig.1). This reflects the postmodern principle of the constructability
of the learning process in alternative schools in the United States (Slattery, 2013).
Moreover, the flexible curriculum reflects the opportunity to involve students in creating an
educational process, to make learning individualized, to meet the needs of time and society in a flexible
mode. It is important to note that the results of the answer to the question showed that the curriculum in
most alternative schools is made individually for the student, which corresponds to the principle of
cartography.

Figure 01. Distribution of answers about the curriculum flexibility

The next question was about the percentage of subjects to choose from. In our opinion, the increase
in the number of variable subjects in secondary and high school indicates, first of all, the rejection of the
structuralism, the hierarchy of learning. Postmodern education is aimed at poly-context, that is, the
transformation of the educational environment into a decentralized management system that allows teachers
to work freely and efficiently, as well as to easily adapt to any changes in the environment.
Since the most important subject in the educational environment is a student with his / her needs, it
was important for us to consider what needs are taken into account in scheduling. Therefore, one of the
questionnaire questions offered to select variants of needs: cognitive, social and communicative. The results
of the survey showed that the vast majority of respondents (89.3%) chose cognitive needs, which rightly
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points to the degree of the student’s inclusion in the educational environment and awareness of their role
and the degree of their participation in it.
When answering the next question of the questionnaire one had to indicate how often the content of
education was updated in accordance with the requirements of the time. The results were as follows: the
majority of respondents (60.9 per cent) noted that the content of education in their schools was changing as
often as needed; 19.6 per cent of respondents supported the answer describing annual updating of the
education content. The results confirm the need to consider education as a part of a broader sociocultural
environment subject to the same changes as the environment itself. Moreover, the educational environment
itself is constantly being constructed, there is nothing static in it anymore; it is changeable and polyvariable.
The refusal of binarism in education and the focus of education on the search for gifted children
reflect the poly-contextual principle of the learning process, which determines the strategy of creating a
purely individualized, personality-oriented approach to studying. Therefore, it was important for us to see
how the formalization of the approach to knowledge assessment in the form of testing expresses the
students’ real needs and allows you to notice their individuality. We had expected that the question on
whether the tests were the only form of students ' knowledge assessment got 93.5% of negative answers. It
indicates a wide variety of assessment tools in the United States and refutes the myth that only testing
verifies their students’ knowledge.
When analyzing the internal components of the educational environment, it is impossible to ignore
the forms of education. In classical education, these were a plan and a summary of the lesson, so the next
question was related to their role in the educational process planning. In response to this question, the
majority of respondents (60.9 %) disagreed that they relied only on the plan and summary of the lesson in
their professional activities. The analysis of the answers to this question, as well as to other questions of
the second block of the questionnaire, confirms the effectiveness of the postmodern education principles
and the creation of conditions for their implementation through flexible schedules, curricula and forms of
training.
When asked about the possibility of changing the content of lessons on a particular topic depending
on the educational situation, 87% of respondents answered positively, and only 13% − negatively. This
result (Fig.2) proves that the idea of postmodernism on constructability, eventfulness of the learning
process, its dependence on social conditions takes place in alternative schools. The dependence of the
lessons’ content, themes and applied forms of learning on the training situation indicates the implemented
principle of connectivity and the discrete nature of the educational environment, its subordination to the
conditions of all its components’ existence.
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Figure 02. Distribution of answers about the possibility of changing the lesson plan depending on
the situation

Multiplicity and poly-variability of training are aimed at expanding the forms of teaching in order
to identify the creative cognitive approach to the students’ needs. To confirm its implementation in
alternative schools in the United States, we compiled a questionnaire about the possibility of performing
tasks in an unconventional form (project, essay, story, poem). Results of answers to this question (Fig.3)
showed that 89,1% of respondents reported on having this possibility in their schools, which confirms that
not only the educational environment has a decentered structure, but also forms of learning are multiplying,
each of which focuses on a more specific task — that of identifying each student’s needs.

Figure 03. Distribution of answers on the possibility of applying alternative forms of classes

Analyzing the answers for the following question about the methods used in the work, we can
conclude that interactive (91.3% of respondents chose this answer) and active (58.7% of respondents)
methods prevail at alternative schools in the United States, which indicates the connectivity and
discreteness of the educational environment. Those cannot exist without a constant feedback between the
teacher and the student.
As a result of the binarism rejection is a change in the teacher’s role in the educational process, the
following question was compiled. The vast majority of respondents (87 %) believe that teachers and pupils
are equal components of the single learning process in their schools. These results (Fig.4) demonstrate the
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change in approach to learning: it ceases to be centered, strictly defined. The principle of plurality of
learning, its heterogeneity, discreteness, which is aimed at a two-way action and the active influence not
only the teacher has over the student, but also the student has over the teacher.

Figure 04. Distribution of answers about the equivalence of teacher and student roles in the
educational process

It is noteworthy that with the vast majority of positive answers that the teacher and the student in
the school are equal participants of the common educational process, who jointly structure the interaction
space, the majority of respondents (95.7%), answering the following question, agreed that the main factor
determining this space was the teacher. This result shows that, despite the tendency to abandon binarism in
education, there should still be a leading, supporting element in the system, which sets the coordinates of
the educational environment existence, in other words, performs the function of a rhizome in the absence
of a strictly defined "center".
The next important issue to be studied was the presence of a student-centered approach at the school.
The majority of respondents (60.9%) noted that their alternative schools had a personality-oriented
approach to studying. This confirms the postulate of postmodernism that any system, including the
educational environment, is effective only when it is designed freely and without boundaries by those
entities that can not only learn it, but also realize themselves in it.
The third block of the questionnaire is devoted to the teacher’s professionalism and his role in
alternative schools. The obtained results refute the claim that the postmodern era will affect teachers and
they will become bilingual, thinking about international students, immigrants, etc. At the same time, these
results testify to the deep awareness of teachers and their interest in the professional sphere.
Important for us were the answers to the question, devoted to how to organize a school’s work. The
results of the survey (Fig. 5) showed that 32.6 per cent of respondents believed that schools should be built
on a certain concept, while the majority (54.3 per cent) held the position that it was appropriate to select
what was necessary from several concepts.
The next survey question about whether an alternative school teacher could combine other abilities
got the following answers. According to the respondents, alternative schools teachers, in addition to
teaching, combine the talents of a scientist (84.8%), a writer (89.1%), an actor (73.9%), a poet (73.9%), a
musician (58.7%) and other professions (47.8%). It should be noted that there is a position (2.2%) that the
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teacher should only teach, be engaged in their direct professional activities only. These results (Fig.6)
indicate a tendency to change the role of the teacher today. On the one hand, he/she should adapt to social
changes, reflect them in his/her activities, be ready to interact with any participants in the educational
process. At the same time, on the other hand, the teacher needs to be a personality possessing some traits
that attract the students’ attention.

Figure 05. Distribution of answers about the teachers’ talents and abilities, desirable in addition to
teaching

That is why the teacher must have different competencies that demonstrate his/her adaptability to
social changes and the degree of social activity in the educational space, which also reflects the
postmodernism emphasis on personality-oriented education. Analyzing the most valuable characteristics
for an alternative school teacher (there are no more than three of them discussed), answering the next
question of the questionnaire, the respondents gave communication the first place (78.3%), then − a positive
attitude to students (60.9%) and creativity (56.5%).
The fourth set of questionnaire questions was designed not so much to analyze the strategies and
ideas of the postmodern concept of education but to obtain additional information about alternative schools
to identify additional forms of modern non-classical concept of education manifestation. The questions of
this block of the questionnaire reveal the peculiarities of additional work and its types (if any), characterize
the contingent of students, make it possible to understand whether there are acts of violence, vandalism and
hooliganism in the school, whether it is possible to consider training in an alternative school more
qualitative than in a traditional one, etc. The questionnaire provided the respondents with an opportunity to
write their comments, suggestions and questions. Three responses were received saying there was no
middle-and senior level school, a wish to include traditional, private and religious schools into the survey
(Bokova, 2017; Bokova, 2018).

7.

Conclusion
Thus, the results of the study showed that the system of alternative education in the United States is

in demand at present. On the one hand, its formation is influenced by many postmodern ideas and strategies,
on the other − in the school system there are internal structural changes associated with the need for the
98

https://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2018.09.02.11
Corresponding Author: Tatiana N. Bokova
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference
eISSN: 2357-1330

schools staff, teachers to reconsider their place and role in the new educational system, as well as the need
to adapt to these changes. The general trends of postmodernism characteristics’ implementation (rhizomatic
nature, plurality, cartography, heterogeneity, contextuality, etc.) can be observed in all the alternative
schools in the United States, indicating the influence of postmodernism ideas on these schools.
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