
 

 

1 
WASHINGTON STATE ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS 

AND THEIR IMPACT ON LATINO SUCCESS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Liz Oberhausen 
Politics 458 

Whitman College 
November 17, 2006 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

2 
 

WASHINGTON STATE ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS 
AND THEIR IMPACT ON LATINO SUCCESS 

 
 

 “Reporters almost always began their questioning . . . by asking what it was about 
Hispanic students– their culture, families, or backgrounds– that led to their dropping out 
of school; seldom, if ever, did they ask about the social conditions under which Hispanics 
were being taught.” 

     – Walter Secada, Director of the Hispanic Dropout Project1 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 A highschool degree, today more than ever before, is crucial to attaining college 
admission, job stability, social mobility, and access to the political process.2 Equity in 
educational opportunity is therefore a cornerstone to the provision of equality in all other areas of 
society.  While the rhetoric of public education today usually centers around a free and equal 
education for all, however, this has rarely been the case in the United States education system.  
As will be covered in the next section, throughout most of our history, it was never the intention 
to provide a good education to all students; school and the access to school was used as a form of 
social coercion and control by White people over all other races.3 The lasting effects of this 
attitude are still evident today in the nation-wide achievement gap between White and Latino 
students, and Washington is no exception.  In the 2004-2005 school year, the Latino dropout rate 
was nearly twice the dropout rate of whites, and Latinos made up 16% of total dropouts, despite 
representing only 10% of the student population.4  In a state where the population of Latino 
students has increased dramatically over the past 30 years,5 it is essential that this problem be 
quickly and effectively addressed, since this gap indicates that the school system is unable to 
provide an adequate education to a greater and greater proportion of its students. 
 
 It was this knowledge that led me to study the treatment and issues of Latinos in the 
Washington education system.  It is often pointed out that Latinos face many challenges in their 
lives which are not conducive to success in the current educational system, but this to me only 
                                                

1 Secada, Walter G. “Lessons Learned by the Hispanic Dropout Project.” The Clearing House. 73.2 (1999): 
93-97. 
 2 Roderick, Melissa. “Hispanics and Education.” Hispanics in the United States: An Agenda for the 
Twenty-First Century. Ed. Pastora San Juan Cafferty and David W. Engstrom. New Brunswick, New Jersey: 
Transaction Publishers, 2002. 123-174. 

3 Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins of 
Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22., 

Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 
Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
 4 Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, Districts, and Schools.” 
Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006.  

5 See Figure 3 for the racial makeup of public schools 1971-2001. 
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highlights the inadequacy of the schools to meet the acknowledged needs of their students.  In 
researching Latinos in education, however, I discovered one venue for school education that, 
through creativity and responsiveness to the population they serve, is making a difference for 
Latino students: alternative education programs.  Although these programs can vary greatly from 
program to program in both their operations and success, on the whole, they are meeting the 
needs of Latino students better than traditional schools are. 
 
 My primary research question was to discover how effectively alternative schools are 
addressing the needs of Latino students in Washington, but in pursuing this knowledge it was 
necessary to find answers to several sub-questions as well.  Included in these were questions 
such as, what are Latinos’ greatest problems in traditional educational settings?  What make 
alternative schools more and or less effective?  What is the historical context of both alternative 
schools in Washington, and Latinos in education?  How could alternative schools improve their 
programs to better suite the needs of its Latino students?  Lastly, and probably most important of 
all, I wanted to discover what traditional schools could learn from alternative schools in order to 
better serve their Latino students before these students were labeled “at-risk” or dropped out. 
 
 I pursued many different routes to answering theses questions.  Because research on 
alternative education is sparse and research on Latinos within alternative education even more 
so, I used scholarly literature as a jumping-off point to performing interviews, observations, case 
studies, data analysis, and attending an alternative learning conference in Lake Chelan, to 
supplement what was lacking in literature.  I used Washington as my primary case study, with a 
local alternative school in Walla Walla serving as a local example which I could explore more 
in-depth.  Throughout this process, the help I received from my community partners, Cindy 
Gregoire and Diana Erickson, Bilingual Coordinators of Walla Walla Public Schools, in locating 
interviewees and resources, directing me towards other helpful people in the community, and 
generally advising me when I was stuck was essential.  
 
 I found that many alternative schools in Washington are doing incredible things for their 
students, and offering them a way back into the education system that they would not have had 
otherwise.  Although this was certainly not always the case, and there are several things about 
the premise and social construction of alternative education that I found troubling, I believe that 
there are many things that traditional schools have to learn from alternative schools, both in 
addressing Latino students’ needs and those of the entire student body generally. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

4 
SCHOLARLY LITERATURE DISCUSSION 

 
 Considering the importance of the topic to Latinos, it is unfortunate that so little has been 
written about the positive and negative aspects of alternative schools.  Due possibly to their 
reputation as schools for “bad” kids (I will return to this stigma and its implications later), very 
little attention seems to be paid to how well these schools serve their students, despite the fact 
that alternative schools often deal with the most challenging and difficult students to teach.  As is 
thus to be expected, the literature on Latino experiences specifically within alternative schools is 
even more sparse.  By examining the existing literature and recommendations on Latino 
experiences within traditional schools, and synthesizing it with what has been written on 
alternative schools, however, we can begin to deduce the impact that alternative schools have on 
Latino students, and these schools’ ability to address the needs of Latinos as compared to 
traditional schools.  An examination of these bodies of literature is especially essential to draw 
out the implications that they have for traditional schools, in terms of how these schools could be 
made more accommodating to Latinos in the first place. 
 
Latino Problems in Traditional Schools 
 
 Throughout American history, Latinos have encountered barriers in school whose roots 
extend well beyond the personal or economic traits typically associated with school failure.  
Even those problems, however, are not without their own racial implications.  Just a brief perusal 
of the educational history of Latinos in the United States reveals the racially defined process by 
which Latinos have come to occupy an economic status well below that of whites, which in turn 
has fostered social conditions that are not conducive to school success.  
 
 Within this early US context, Moll and Ruiz argue that “schools used two primary 
methods of social control, both intended to preserve the status quo by denying Mexican 
population the knowledge necessary to protect its political and economic rights and to advance 
economically in society.”6  They go on to describe these as outright exclusion from school, and 
control over the content and purpose of schooling.  When Latinos were allowed to attend school, 
it was in the segregated context of attempting to “Americanize” Latinos– to rid them of their old 
culture and language, in an attempt to “control and indoctrinate” them.7 This account of the 
education of Latinos in the United States during this time period is supported by every piece 
literature that I have come across on the subject.  Juan Sanchez Muñoz, for example, reports that 
“schooling was an institution that could insure the separation of social classes and maintain that 
distance over time.”8  He then quotes LaBelle & Ward as saying that many of these educators 
“came to believe that an important purpose of public education was to assimilate the large 
number of immigrants and their children... public schools were openly an instrument for the 

                                                
6 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
7 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
8 Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins of 

Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 



 

 

5 
dominant group to enculturate and socialize subordinate groups’ young.”9  The legacy of this 
attitude has had an influence on subsequent generations that has by no means been alleviated 
today.  As Jordan et al. argue, “schools are agents of social reproduction,”10 which aptly achieve 
early educators’ goals of preserving the status quo.  The damage inflicted upon past generations 
thus persists today in a less visible and blatant, but no less potent form. 
 
 An understanding of this history reveals that although low socioeconomic status and the 
hindering circumstances associated with this status are related to Latinos’ low academic 
achievement, these are just as much a product of school practices as they are a cause of school 
failure.  Beyond the specific case of Latinos, research has demonstrated repeatedly that school-
related factors are much more decisive in decisions to drop out than economic or social factors.11  
As May and Copeland point out, “while the majority of research on school discontinuation has 
focused upon the characteristics of the student, the traditional high school has come under attack 
from both the private and public sector in recent years.”12  
 
 In light of these findings, this report will focus primarily on school factors in success, and 
on socioeconomic barriers only in relation to what schools can do to accommodate the 
challenges presented by them.  Socioeconomic and other family factors are important, but tell 
only half the story.  It is therefore important to delve into what schools can be doing to address 
the needs of their students, rather than simply passing off low Latino academic achievement as 
resultant of factors beyond their control.  This is particularly relevant in alternative schools, 
where educators understand that their students have many external challenges, and should 
therefore be able to work around these problems with their students.   It seems that the focus in 
past research on factors in the students’ lives external to school has been a way of shifting 
attention away from the role that schools have played in Latino students’ school failure.  It will 
therefore be most productive to shed light on the practices that are harmful to Latinos students’ 
educational opportunities, and the programs and practices which best facilitate their success. 
 
 In order to deduce this information, we must start with the most pressing problems facing 
Latinos in traditional (and alternative) schools currently.  The most commonly cited, as 
mentioned before, are factors in students’ lives which are related to their socioeconomic status.  

                                                
9 LaBelle, T. and C.R. Ward. “Multiculturalism and education: Historical development in the United 

States.” Multiculturalism and Education: Diveristy and Its Impact on Schools and Society. New York: State 
University of New York Press, 1994. 

10 Jordan, Will J., Julia Lara and James M. McPartland. “Exploring the Causes of Early Dropout among 
Race-Ethnic and Gender Groups.” Youth & Society. 28.1 (1996): 62-94. 

11 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 
and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 

May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 
Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 

See Tables 1a and 1b in this report, from Jordan, Will J., Julia Lara and James M. McPartland. “Exploring 
the Causes of Early Dropout among Race-Ethnic and Gender Groups.” Youth & Society. 28.1 (1996): 62-94. 

12 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 
Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
 



 

 

6 
These include needing to care for siblings, working full- or part-time outside of school, 

pregnancy, gang membership, living independently from parents, and parenthood, most of which 
do affect Latinos disproportionately to Whites.13  Although, as mentioned before, these are most 
often not the deciding factor for youth who drop out of school, they are all factors which occur 
more often in dropouts than in the rest of the student population, and are consequentially all 
factors which schools use to identify “at-risk” youth.  Both because of these factors’ actual 
impact then, and because schools often encourage, coerce, or force such “at-risk” students with 
these attributes into alternative schools14, alternative schools end up with a much higher 
percentage of students facing these issues than traditional schools do.  What schools do with this 
group of students, including their attitude and treatment of the students, the structure of the 
education they provide (schedule flexibility, class size, attendance policy), and services they 
offer (child care, counseling), can make all the difference in these students’ success.  Martinez et 
al. highlight both the importance of socioeconomic factors and the existence of many issues 
beyond socioeconomics in their observation that  

 
at the group level, high poverty, language issues, and recent immigration status have been 
shown to relate to higher drop-out rates for Latinos.  Yet, even with such variables 
controlled, Latinos still evidence higher drop-out rates than their non-Latino peers.  Thus, 
Latino Students face a greater risk of dropping out than other students regardless of their 
position in society.15  

 
 Brewster and Bowen provide one of many studies aimed at examining the role of school 
factors in the success and failure of its Latino students.  They discuss many pressing issues for 
Latinos in traditional schools, and provide many insightful recommendations as to how these 
problems can be addressed.  In their study entitled “Teacher Support and the School Engagement 
of Latino Middle and High School Students at Risk of Failure,”16 they highlight the importance 
of school engagement for all students, and the factors most important to keeping students 
engaged and motivated in their schooling.  By analyzing surveys which they administered to 
5016 total “at risk” students around the country, 699 of whom were Latino, they were able to 
determine some of the essential factors to keeping students engaged in school.  They focused 
particularly on the extent to which parental and teacher support impacted students’ feeling of 
belonging in school, their perceptions of school meaningfulness, and the level of problem 
behavior exhibited by students with more or less of what they termed “social capital.”   
 
 They found that although parent support is important to student success, teacher support 
had far more impact on students’ attitude towards and success in school, and that both had a 

                                                
13 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 

Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151. 
14 Paglin, Catherine and Jennifer Fager. “Alternative Schools: Approaches for Students at Risk.” Portland, 

OR: Information Services, Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1997. 
15 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 

Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151., emphasis added. 
16 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 

and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 



 

 

7 
greater impact than peer support.  They did mention that parent-child discussion, or the “extent 
to which parents and children regularly discuss education issues”17 was the most important 
impact that parents had on their children’s school success, above other factors, such as 
involvement with PTA, monitoring of their child’s behavior, or direct involvement with their 
child’s educational practices.  They cite that Latino families exercise a “strong effect on 
students’ pursuit of educational goals, though a lack of English or other knowledge may hinder 
some parents’ ability to help their children with schoolwork, regardless of attitude or desire.”18  
 
 More crucial to the focus of this paper, however, is their findings on teacher support and 
involvement.  They cite Stanton-Salazar’s assertion that “support from teachers and other adults 
at school becomes more important for the academic success of racial and ethnic minority 
students, because such support is considered harder to obtain.”19  They explain that this is 
possibly because of the high percentage of white teachers and staff in schools, and low presence 
of Latino teachers, relative to the population of students enrolled in these schools.   They also 
cite Ginorio & Huston’s argument that “teacher support may also be of greater importance to 
Latinos than to those from other racial or ethnic backgrounds, because White teachers may have 
less understanding of Latino culture.”20  They similarly thought that “students from poor and 
single-parent families may perceive their teachers as less supportive than students from middle 
class families, because discrepancies between students’ and teachers experiences can make it 
harder to connect.”   This is very relevant to the circumstance of Washington Latinos, since 
Washington’s total school personnel is 91% White and 3% Latino, while White and Latino 
students make up 74% and 10% of the student body in Washington, respectively (see Figures 6a 
and 6b).  They mention, however, that compared to the studies done on the effects of parent 
support, relatively little research has been done on teacher impact on student success, which is 
congruent with my general observation that more attention is placed on the factors outside of the 
school’s control than those which the schools are accountable for. 
 
 Their findings, discussion and recommendations were very helpful in setting the direction 
of my inquiries into my case studies.  They concluded that “as the level of student perceptions of 
teacher support increased, mean levels of problem behavior decreased and mean levels of 
perceived school meaningfulness increased, both beyond the influence of demographic controls 

                                                
17 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 

and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
18 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 

and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
 19 Stanton-Salazar, R. D. “A social capital framework for understanding the socialization of racial minority 

children and youths.” Harvard Educational Review. 67 (1997): 1-40., paraphrased in Brewster, Ann B. 
and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle and High School 
Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 

 20 Ginorio, A. & Huston, M. “¡Si, se puede! Yes, we can. Latinas in school. Washington, DC: AAUW 
Foundation, 2001., paraphrasded in Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the 
School Engagement of Latino Middle and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and 
Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
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and parental support.”21  Particularly important to my research was their conclusion that teacher 

support is most likely more important to students considered “at-risk” than for other students, 
since this is the population that most alternative students deal with.   
 
 They suggest that counselors in schools could help in providing this support.  They also 
recommend that “school professionals, including administrators, teachers and support staff, need 
to learn more about Latino cultures, specifically about practices and interventions that are 
effective for the educational achievement and attatinment of Latino youth.”22  This could help 
them develop a “strength-based perspective in their practice with Latino youth and their families, 
becoming aware of cultural or other stereotypes that may inhibit students’ academic success and 
emphasizing the strengths of different cultures.”  Policies and practices designed to incorporate 
cooperation among teachers, school social workers, administrators, students and parents, they 
conclude, can help create a network of social support and partnership that could be crucial to 
student success.  All of these recommendations will be particularly crucial to Latino students, 
since, as mentioned before, they are least likely to be receiving the support they need from 
teachers or their parents to begin with. 
 
 All of these findings and recommendations are supported and expanded upon by Luis 
Moll and Richard Ruiz’s work on Latinos in education, as presented in their article, “The 
Schooling of Latino Children.”23  In this article, they present their concept of educational 
sovereignty, after reviewing the historical context of Latinos’ experiences and issues with 
education in the US.  They stress that historically, and continuing on through today, Latino 
language and culture has been treated as a problem to get rid of as quickly as possible, rather 
than being utilized and respected.  They explain that this attitude and practice has been termed 
“subtractive schooling,” and argue that it “has become a major feature of the education of poor 
and working-class Latino students all over the country.”24  This practice “results in a distain for 
what one knows and what one is, influences children’s attitudes toward knowledge, and 
undermines their personal competence.”  A key component of their argument is that “these are 
not just isolated issues that coincide.  It is vital to recognize the organized political forces that 
guide these activities as part of a broader ideological coalition and an urgent agenda to control 
schools.”25  
 After examining these issues in the context of a case study in Los Angeles, another area 
with a strong influx of Latino immigrants over the past couple decades, they propose their 
concept of educational sovereignty as a solution and readjustment to this negative attitude 

                                                
21 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 

and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
22 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 

and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
23 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
24 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
25 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
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towards Latino culture and language.   Educational sovereignty is basically a strategy towards 
school that seeks to “challenge the arbitrary authority of the white power structure to determine 
the essence of education for Latino students.”26  They encourage agency for Latino students, and 
a school system that “respects and responds to the values of education possessed by Latino 
families,” and “builds on the culturally grounded resources of children, families and 
communities.” 
 
 The two main components of their proposed method of achieving this are through 
“mediating institutional arrangements,” and “activating cultural resources.”  By mediating 
institutional arrangements, they mean to “reorganize the school experience itself to mediate 
ingrained structural constraints.”  One example they gave of this was an un-tracking program 
which employed a two-part strategy in which all students were put into an academic track that 
would prepare them for college, and key “social scaffolds” were provided to ensure student 
success.  While I disagree with the idea of tracking all students towards college since the vast 
majority of students do not end up going to college (a subject I will return to later), the social 
scaffolds they discuss seem extremely beneficial, and are many of the same services and 
strategies often offered by alternative schools.  The examples they give for social scaffolds 
included rigorous, weekly academic tutoring with instruction on note taking, test taking, and 
study strategies, teacher advocacy on the student’s behalf, and adequate provision of the 
knowledge and procedures necessary to gain college admission.   Another example of mediating 
institutional arrangements that they discuss is dual-language programs, in which both Spanish 
and English is taught to all children within the program.27  
 
 Martinez et al. expand upon the challenges of Latino students even further in their 
discussion of structural barriers, discrimination, and the role of acculturation for Latino students.  
In an extensive survey of two different groups of students and a third group of parents, all of 
which were comprised of Latino and non-Latino members, they sought to examine the extent to 
which the experiences of Latino and non-Latino students differed in school, using Oregon as 
their case study.  Their results were disturbingly indicative of the barriers Latinos face in 
education.  They found that a considerable percent of Latino students had experienced direct 
discrimination for being Latino in school, and that Latinos in both student groups “reported 
experiencing more barriers to participation in school activities (e.g., not receiving information, 
not having time because of work, prohibitive fees, not feeling comfortable around school people) 
than non-Latino students.”28  They also listed low access to staff resources as another factor that 
impeded their progress at school. 
 

                                                
26 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
27 For more information on the state of bilingual education for Latinos in general, and on dual-language 

programs specifically, see Gándara, Patricia. “Learning English in California, Guideposts for the Nation.” “The 
Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 339-358. 

28 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 
Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151. 
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 Another important aspect of this study is its examination of the role of acculturation in 

school success.  They first cite that “the literature is replete with findings that show that greater 
levels of acculturation are related to worse adjustment outcomes (e.g., substance abuse, 
delinquency, deviant peer association) for Latino youngsters.  They then present their findings 
that in school, greater acculturation is associated with greater academic achievement.  This is 
obviously problematic, since, in order to do well in school, Latinos must not only discard their 
old culture, leading to the problems that Moll and Riuz discussed, but they must also place 
themselves at risk outside of school.  Although these conflicting outcomes appear confusing, 
Martinez et al. hypothesize that this  
 

may be a product of the cultural inflexibility of the educational system compared to other 
social systems.  In situations where a system is not flexible enough to accommodate a 
pluralistic and culturally heterogeneous student population, students learn that they must 
assimilate quickly to the demands of the system in order to succeed.29  

 
 Their recommendations for addressing this problem are very similar to the other authors 
that I have discussed.  They emphasize in particular that schools must become more culturally 
inclusive, including greater knowledge of diverse cultures and the challenges that their students 
face, and the creation of more culturally inclusive curriculum materials.  Since lack of trust and 
confidence in school personnel resulted in a “lack of help-seeking initiative and overall 
resignation to unsponsored self-reliance,”30 they also recommend more cooperative efforts that 
integrate family, community, and school efforts that “foster social skills and problem-solving 
styles, network building, role modeling, advocacy, and mobilization of resources across multiple 
sites.”31  Lastly, they highlight the fact that disruptive behavior can often result from the cultural 
alienation that Latinos face.  They point out that  

 
feelings such as quiet shame, confusion, and powerlessness are the accompanying 
sentiments of many low-status adolescents and were often masked by youthful bravado or 
stoicism.  Such cognitive orientations toward school and authority figures are often 
associated with individual and collective efforts to demonstrate contempt for the 
surrounding forces of social stratification.32 

 
This is especially important to take note of in examining students in alternative schools, since 
many students have been sent or recommended there as a result of truant behavior that could be 
avoided if these students were provided greater cultural inclusion and understanding. 

                                                
29 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 

Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151. 
30 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 

Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151. 
31 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 

Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151. 
32 Martinez, Charles R., David S. DeGarmo and J. Mark Eddy. “Promoting Academic Success in Latino 

Youth.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences. 26.2 (2004): 128-151. 
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 The authors in this section all had different focuses, but there was very little 
disagreement among them, and some basic themes and suggestions for educators can be 
extracted from them with little difficulty.  They generally center around the basic pillars of 
inclusion and respect, a theme which will come back in the Case Studies section.  In more 
specific terms, these recommendations can be summarized as follows: 
 

1. Strong teacher support and encouragement, preferably on an individual basis at least 
occationally. 

2. Increased effort towards understanding the cultural and historical contexts of all 
students. 

3. Provision of an adequate number of counselors to give the students an ally—someone 
who really knows them individually, who the student feels will care if they are doing 
badly, and will give them individual time and advice. 

4. Utilize the vast strength already present in Latino culture. 
5. Foster cooperative efforts among teachers, administrators, parents, community 

members, and students to work together towards student success. 
6. Along the lines of the previous two, provide culturally inclusive curriculum, which 

will engage rather than marginalize Latino students. 
7. Provide all students with advice and tutoring on study tips and the knowledge 

necessary to gain admittance (and I would add financial aid) from colleges. 
 
Alternative Schools Generally 
 
 As mentioned before, because there is so little academic literature on alternative schools, 
there is even less written about Latinos within alternative schools.  I will therefore first go over 
the literature on alternative schools, noting where this literature intersects with the 
recommendations and findings in the literature on Latinos, and then move on to what literature 
has been written on Latino students within these schools.  First, however, it will be useful to 
provide a definition for alternative schools.  This term is used in a variety of ways in different 
contexts, but I am primarily interested in schools and programs which are developed to help 
students who have dropped out of school, or have been identified by school personnel as “at-
risk” of dropping out.  The goals of these programs vary— some award degrees in their own 
name, others help students attain a degree in the name of a local traditional high school.  Schools 
may also aim to return students to their previous school (though this is rarely successful), attain a 
GED, or gain basic vocational skills to help them in procuring a job after program completion.  
Because Washington has many other types of alternative learning programs beyond those whose 
primary purpose is to help at-risk youth, which then affect state laws and policies for all 
alternative schools, I will sometimes refer to these as well, although when this is the case that 
will be stated explicitly. 
 
 Although most of the literature on alternative schools does not directly reference Latinos, 
however, most do acknowledge the important role that they serve for minority students in 
meeting needs that are not usually addressed in traditional schools.  May and Copeland, for 
example, note that “accessibility of public education for youth in the United States has been 
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controlled by social class, ethnicity, language, gender, disability, and the parents’ legal 

status.”33 They then mention that  
 

it has been projected that the student population within our public schools will continue 
to become more diverse with regard to language, learning styles, social experience, and 
culture.  Meeting the needs of diverse learners within a single, comprehensive high 
school environment is a challenge to current practice.  However, failing to meet these 
needs may result in an even larger number of high school dropouts and an increased 
stress upon the community.34 
 

 May and Copeland go on to explore alternative schools as a possible venue for addressing 
these need for diversity in educational methods.  Through a comparative study of alternative and 
conventional schools, they looked at what characteristics were associated with dropping out and 
attendance at alternative schools, and what alternative school characteristics were most likely to 
keep these students in school.  They concluded that “engagement in academic tasks and 
relationships with others at school seem to be vital in encouraging school attendance.”35  This is 
only one of many of their recommendations which was completely congruent with the 
recommendations for promoting academic success among Latinos.  Among others was the 
recommendation to promote the role of family through regular contact between family and 
school, both in alternative schools and in traditional schools for students at risk of failing.  They 
also specifically reference that involving mentors from the community of more diverse 
ethnicities might encourage Hispanic and other students’ success in school.  Lastly, they 
recommend providing on-site day-care for students with children, and strong vocational 
programming which would stress the long-term economic gain for skilled workers.  This last 
recommendation is also consistent with their finding that a connection with plans for the future 
was strongly associated with academic persistence.  
 
 Overall, May and Copeland’s analysis was positive towards alternative schools’ ability to 
address their students’ needs.  They report that their results indicate that “alternative students 
perceived their setting as significantly more responsive to socialization, self-esteem, and self-
actualization needs.”36  This is an encouraging prognosis for Latino students, since these again 
were many of the problems that Latinos found in traditional schools. 
 
 One negative point brought up by May and Copeland brought up, however, was the 
stigmatization of alternative schools by society at large, and their previous schools.  Much of the 

                                                
33 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 

Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
34 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 

Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
35 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 

Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
36 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 

Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
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research on alternative schools supports this observation.37  Throughout my interviews of both 
students and staff, I got the message that alternative schools were often a dumping ground for 
undesirable or problem students (and at times, teachers and administrators as well), and many of 
these students were not even given the option of staying in a traditional setting.  Although this 
will be discussed later in greater detail, it is important to note that this finding was consistent 
across literature, case studies and interviews.38  
 
 May and Copeland further discuss the role that alternative schools play as “safety 
valves,” which “serve a homeostasis function in allowing the traditional site to continue 
unchallenged in its practices”39 by expelling and transferring difficult students. This and other 
analyses which point to the flaws of zero-tolerance policies in traditional schools,40 along with 
the already-mentioned tendency to try to get rid of Latinos’ primary language rather than add to 
it, point to a disturbing trend of school avoidance of their perceived problems, rather than 
creative problem-solving to actually address them.  I found a sobering example of this in one of 
my interviews, in which a student told me “I just think that if WA High wouldn’t have expelled 
me … I think I would have a chance, but they threw me out and never tried to get me back. This 
trend needs to be addressed, as the job of the school is to provide a good education to all 
students, not just the easily successful ones.  I will return to this in the interview and case study 
sections; for now it is primarily important to note the implications of these trends for traditional 
school potential to provide an adequate and equitable education to all students. 
 
 Another extremely useful source for examining the potential of alternative schools is the 
report prepared by Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory entitled “Alternative Schools: 
Approaches for Students at Risk.”  This report did an examination of nine very successful 
alternative schools in the Northwest and noted trends of what made these schools as successful 
as they were, as well as the challenges that even successful schools commonly faced.  Among the 
characteristics they listed as important to successful alternative schools were a clear mission, 
small enrollment, a lower student to staff ratio, a more informal, personal relationship between 
teachers and students, and a committed staff who counsel, mentor and tutor their students.  They 

                                                
37 Reyes, Augustina H. Discipline, Achievement, and Race: Is Zero Tolerance the Answer? Lanham, 

Maryland, Rowman & Littlefield Education, 2006. 
Kelly, Deirdre M. Last Chance High: How Girls and Boys Drop In and Out of Alternative Schools. New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 
38 One such source was Juan Muñoz’s study of an alternative school in California, in which he argues that 

“in some districts, [alternative] programs have become the catch-all repository of behaviorally and emotionally 
disturbed children.” Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the 
Margins of Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 

 This is also supported by Lile Holland, executive director of Washington Association for Learning 
Alternatives.  In a brief history of alternative education in Washington  “nearly 30% of the schools in 1990 were 
referral programs. A high school referred the student to the alternative school– ie., if they wanted to stay in school, 
the only option was the alternative school.” 

39 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 
Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 

40 Reyes, Augustina H. Discipline, Achievement, and Race: Is Zero Tolerance the Answer? Lanham, 
Maryland, Rowman & Littlefield Education, 2006. 
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also listed clear, fair and consistent rules, high standards for performance, behavior and 

attendance, a “hands-on” or “applied” curriculum, a strong student voice in school operations, 
and a flexible schedule which allows students to work at their own pace.41  
 
 Although all of these seem very conducive to the actions recommended for facilitating 
Latino student achievement, one which particularly stands out is the need for high standards for 
academic achievement.  Both my interviews and other studies have indicated that a huge 
problem for Latinos in traditional schools and sometimes even alternative schools is the 
expectation of low academic achievement or failure.  Juan Muñoz in particular did one study on 
an alternative school in California that he claims had almost no standards at all, thereby letting 
already low-achieving students sink even lower.42  One flaw in Muñoz’s study, however, is his 
examination of only one alternative school, taken as a representation of all schools, when the 
reality of alternative schools is so incredibly diverse.  Some alternative schools are incredibly 
ineffective, but others demonstrate incredible creativity to overwhelming success, such as the 
ones mentioned in Paglin and Fager’s studies. 
 
Latinos in Alternative Schools 
 
 The literature on alternative schools suggests that there is great promise in the 
educational tactics used in these schools to address the concerns that these authors have about 
conventional schools’ practices with regard to Latinos.  The ability of alternative schools to 
accommodate Latinos is particularly important not only because of Latinos’ high dropout rate 
compared to that of White students, but because among dropouts, Latinos are more likely to 
attend an alternative school than any other race.43  This is reflected in Washington in the higher 
percentage of students in alternative schools that are Latino as compared to their representation 
in traditional schools.44  
 
 Walter Secada, the director of the Hispanic Dropout Project, one of the few authors I was 
able to locate who discussed Latinos in alternative education specifically, discusses alternative 
schools’ practices as being very beneficial to Latino students.45  He did have some 
recommendations and criticisms, but overall saw them as not only very positive for Latinos, but 
having a lot to teach conventional schools as well.  He explains that the alternative schools that 
he observed all over the country were more accommodating in scheduling classes, offered far 

                                                
41 Paglin, Catherine and Jennifer Fager. “Alternative Schools: Approaches for Students at Risk.” Portland, 

OR: Information Services, Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1997. 
42 Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins of 

Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 
43 Jordan, Will J., Julia Lara and James M. McPartland. “Exploring the Causes of Early Dropout among 

Race-Ethnic and Gender Groups.” Youth & Society. 28.1 (1996): 62-94.    
May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 

Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
44 See Figures 4a and 4b for exact figures for Washington State. 
45 Secada, Walter G. “Lessons Learned by the Hispanic Dropout Project.” The Clearing House. 73.2 

(1999): 93-97. 
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more individual attention, and better attended to students’ emotional and psychological needs 
than traditional schools.  The teachers in these programs tended to know more about their 
students’ lives and circumstances outside of school, and keep tabs on them if they began to have 
problems.  The anonymity that Latinos and other students often feel at larger schools was gone 
here, and students felt as if someone actually cared whether they succeeded or not.    
 
 Although he was skeptical of these schools’ abilities to provide academic instruction on 
par with traditional schools, it is important to recognize the difference in the groups of students 
that these schools work with, since most students at alternative schools would not be attending 
any school if these schools did not exist.  Contrary to May and Copeland’s research, he also 
criticizes alternative schools as being focused almost exclusively on basic skills remediation or 
vocational training, and not enough on college preparatory classes, but I have found this not to be 
true in Washington.  Not only is vocational training only one part of most alternative schools in 
Washington (or not a part at all), but some of the most successful schools that I read about were 
strong because of their provision of this type of education, since most of their students had no 
plans to go on to college.   In fact, the Washington Association of Learning Alternatives 
(WALA) cites skills training as one of the great strengths of alternative education, since even in 
conventional schools, only 32% of graduates actually go on to college.46  They argue, therefore, 
that conventional schools’ standards are not preparing 68% of students for their chosen careers 
after college. 
 
 Despite these criticisms however, Secada felt that there were a number of alternative 
school practices that traditional schools would be wise to adopt if they are to address the problem 
of Latino underachievement in their schools.  Among these were personalized student programs, 
which he listed as the most important thing that alternative schools offered their Latino students, 
smaller class sizes, a non-judgmental attitude towards their students, respectful treatment of 
students and their families, and a diverse teaching work force.  Although I would argue that 
meeting all of these only occurs in the most successful alternative programs, alternative schools 
are more likely to exhibit these traits, and are organized such that providing them is much easier 
than it is in conventional schools, due to the premise of alternative schools’ existence in the first 
place.  They are meant to accommodate the needs of students who for one reason or another were 
not successful in the traditional school environment.   
 
Synopsis of Recommendations 
 
 Although the central foci of the recommendations for Latinos and alternative schools are 
different since alternative schools deal more exclusively with at-risk youth, they strongly 
overlap, and rarely if ever contradict one another.  These two bodies of literature are extremely 
congruent with each other, making a synthesis fairly straightforward.  Working from the 
framework of the recommendations listed at the top of page 11, it is evident especially in the 
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory’s suggestions that numbers 1, 3, 5 and 6 are 
supported directly, and the rest rather implicitly.  The individual attention and attendance to 
                                                

46 “WALA Vision and Mission.” Washington Association of Learning Alternatives. 2004. 
<http://www.walakids.com/>. 
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emotional needs that Secada discusses, combined with the counseling and tutoring focus that 

the Research Laboratory recommends and the friendly relationships advocated by just about all 
of them, would easily facilitate the cultural sensitivity advocated by the authors in the first 
section. 
 
 The alternative education literature also contains a number of structural and practical 
recommendations that would seem to be extremely beneficial to Latino students, such as 
allowing for a flexible schedule, the provision of social support services, small school and class 
sizes, clear and fair rules and access for students to influence over school policy.  Even judging 
exclusively by the literature, it therefore appears that good alternative schools have a strong 
potential to facilitate Latino success.  As we will see, this case is made even stronger with the 
addition of the proceeding sections. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

 
 At the beginning of my study, I had not actually decided to focus on alternative education 
yet.  In fact, at the time, I did not even particularly know very much about alternative education.  
It was only in the course of researching Latino dropouts that I arrived at my final research 
questions.  In the initial stages of my research, I pursued research sources recommended to me 
through my community partners, Cindy Gregoire, Bilingual Coordinator of the Walla Walla  
public schools, and Diana Erickson, (title), and the reference librarians at Whitman College.   
 The most useful resource by far, and the source for most of my quantitative data, was the 
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) website.  This site enabled me to find data 
to place both the national and local research and data within Washington State’s specific context.  
It was very useful in providing state-wide compiled data on dropouts and graduation rates sorted 
by a number of useful factors, such as race, English proficiency, and economic status.  I could 
not, however, find quantitative information on alternative schools specifically anywhere in the 
website.  After a week of searching various sources for this information with no success, I called 
the president of the Washington Association for Learning Alternatives (WALA), Darlene Quayle 
to ask if she knew where I might find this information.  To my surprise, she said that this 
information was not kept or compiled, the reasons and implications of which I will discuss later.  
Eventually, I decided to compile this information myself, with the help of Whitman College 
Statistician Neal Christopherson.  I calculated the average dropout rate for alternative schools 
versus conventional schools in Washington, the dropout rate by race in alternative and 
conventional schools, and the racial makeup of both groups of schools. 
 
 After doing substantial research on the causes of school dropout for Latino students, I 
conducted two interviews that ultimately led me to look into alternative education.  Cindy and 
Diana connected me with two local Latino former students who had both dropped out of Walla 
Walla schools.  In interviewing them, I discovered that both had attended alternative schools for 
a period of time, to varying degrees of satisfaction.47  Since both had attended the Opportunity 
Program, this eventually became my local case study, starting me off to compile a variety of 
perspectives on the effectiveness of the Opportunity Program’s practices both for Latinos and the 
student population at large.   I subsequently visited the Opportunity Program and observed 
classes, talked with students, interviewed the lead teacher, and sat in on a staff meeting in which 
I asked general questions about the Opportunity Program to the entire staff, including the 
principal of the Opportunity Program. 
 
 My larger case study became Washington State itself as my project progressed, which 
provided me with a wealth of information on alternative schools to supplement the lack of 
literature on the subject.  Through the call I made to Darlene Quayle, I found out that WALA 
was holding a conference on current issues, speeches, ideas and seminars for alternative 
education in Washington, which I ended up attending.  Through the many events I sat in on at the 
conference (including a presentation by an OSPI official in which he opened the floor up to 
around 100 teachers and administrators for criticisms/questions about Washington state laws 

                                                
47 See interview section for details. 
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concerning alternative education— one of the most useful experiences of the weekend), and 

countless informal interviews with teachers, counselors and administrators throughout the state, I 
began to understand the comprehensive history of alternative education in Washington, including 
the most decisive and controversial laws and policies, and the most pressing issues facing 
alternative educators today.   I was also able to talk to a few teachers and principals who ran 
programs that provided services specifically geared towards Latinos, or whose population 
exceeded 90% Latinos.  They informed me of their perception of the struggles that Latinos face 
in educational setting as well as the advantages that alternative schools could provide for these 
students.  All of this information was crucial to the conclusions I came to in my final assessment 
of alternative education in Washington, and its potential to address the needs of Latino Students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

19 
DATA PRESENTATION 

 
National High School Completion Rates by Race/Ethnicity 

 

 
Figure 1.48 
 
 This figure demonstrates the disturbingly low national high school completion for 
Latinos in the United States.  I include it here to set a national context for the figures provided 
for Washington State specifically, presented in the next figure and elsewhere in the paper.  
Completion rates can in some ways be a more illuminating representation of success rates and 
inequality than dropout rates, since it shows how many students from a given class actually 
finish school, rather than just how many drop out per year.  Completion rates have their own 
problems in representation, however, which will be covered more extensively in the next figure 
and in my rationale to use drop out rates rather than completion rates for my own analysis of 
Washington alternative versus conventional schools (Figures 4a-6b). 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
48 Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, Districts, and Schools.” 

Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
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Washington State On-Time vs. Extended Graduation Rates by Race/Ethnicity 

 

 
Figure 2.49 
 
 This figure provides information on the racial inequalities in Washington State 
graduation rates specifically, and indicates the difference between on-time and extended 
graduation rates.  In my experience, most figures listed in literature and research refer 
exclusively to on-time graduation rates, so unless otherwise mentioned, these are the rates being 
referred to in this paper.  However, there are obviously a significant percentage of students added 
to the graduation rate in years subsequent to the expected graduation date, so the rates given are 
often not quite as dismal as they sound.  It is additionally important to notice that the disparity 
between Latino and white students is alleviated slightly when considering extended graduation 
rates as opposed to on-time graduation rates. 
 
 One final observation with which to contextualize Washington in a national setting is that 
while the disparity between Latinos and Whites is smaller in Washington than it is in the United 
States generally, this is due more to a much lower rate of White students’ high school completion 
in Washington than to higher Latino graduation rates, which is not exactly a positive sign for 
Washington education. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
49 Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, Districts, and Schools.” 

Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
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Washington State Public School October Minority Enrollment, 1971-2001 

 

 
Figure 3.50 
 
 As mentioned on page 1, this figure demonstrates the growing percentage of the student 
body that is Latino, illuminating the growing importance of addressing the barriers to Latino 
students’ achievement in school.  The Latino student population has multiplied almost tenfold 
over the last 30 years, while the population of Black students, for example, has grown by only 
about 150%.  Regardless of their representation in schools, of course, it is important to address 
the needs of all students; this graph just demonstrates that the structural barriers discussed in this 
paper are impacting an increasingly large percentage of students.  It is also think about this figure 
in context of Lile Holland’s discussion of the racial and ethnic makeup of staff on page 40.  He 
talks about the difficulty in hiring personnel whose racial makeup matches that of students’ when 
migration speeds exceed the turnover  and training time for teaching positions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

50 Bergeson, Terry. “School Enrollment Summary: Washington State School Districts School Year 2001-
2002. Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2002. 



 

 

22 
Frequency of Affirmative Responses to Reasons for Dropping Out, 934 Participants 

(A response by one participant= 1; the total number for each  
response is then divided by the number of participants) 

 

 
Table 1a.51 
 
 This table was part of Jordan et al.’s analysis of the reasons behind high school dropout.  
In this fairly extensive list, it is evident that school factors, such as “I couldn’t get along with my 
teachers,” or “I didn’t like school” are cited far more frequently than family or economic factors.  
While it is tempting to look at these individuals simply as defiant or as blowing school off, it is 
important to remember that the reason many students dislike school, particularly minority 
students, is that they feel unwelcome or disenfranchised in them.52   
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
51 Jordan, Will J., Julia Lara and James M. McPartland. “Exploring the Causes of Early Dropout among 

Race-Ethnic and Gender Groups.” Youth & Society. 28.1 (1996): 62-94. 
 52 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 
and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
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Grouped Frequency of Affirmative Responses to Reasons for Dropping Out,  

by Race and Gender, 934 Participants 
 

 
Table 1b.53 

 
 This table presents a categorized version of the questions in Table 1a, divided out by 
race/ethnicity and gender to demonstrate the different problems faced by different groups.  Many 
intriguing trends can be inferred from this data, but one of the most relevant for this study is that 
school factors are higher than any other factor for every combination of racial/ethnic and gender 
groupings.  It is also important to notice that “FAMFEM,” or family issues relating only to 
females (primarily pregnancy), was the second-highest cited reason for leaving school for every 
group except White females, indicating a strong need to more adequately address these problems 
in all schools, but particularly in alternative schools, where there are much higher percentages of 
girls who are pregnant.54  The high rate of suspensions for males similarly demonstrates the need 
to more effectively address this problem, as I discuss on page 12.  Jobs are also high on the lists 
for both men and women, and across all races, indicating the need for the kind of schedule 
flexibility that alternative schools provide. 
 

                                                
53 Jordan, Will J., Julia Lara and James M. McPartland. “Exploring the Causes of Early Dropout among 

Race-Ethnic and Gender Groups.” Youth & Society. 28.1 (1996): 62-94. 
54 I never actually saw any literature that stated this explicitly, but every interview I did supports this 

statement.  Tom Porter, the lead teacher at Opportunity Program where I did my local case study, was extremely 
concerned about his students’ high rate of teen pregnancy, whereas Brett Cox, the assistant principal at Walla Walla 
High School, was barely aware that it was a problem (Having been informed of the high pregnancy rate at 
Opportunity however (most of whom transferred from WWHS), he immediately started brainstorming possible 
prevention and assistance efforts). 
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Washington 

 
 
 

Figure 4a.55 
 
 As is referenced multiple times throughout this report, there is a significantly higher 
percentage of minority students (except Asian students)— particularly Latinos—in alternative 
schools than there are in conventional schools (see Figure 4b for comparison).  This indicates 
first of all that under current circumstances, alternative schools should be paying particular 
attention to the needs of their minority students.  However, it also demonstrates the achievement 
gap between White and Asian students, and Native American, Black and Latino students, since 
the latter group’s higher enrollment in alternative schools indicates the higher percentage of 
these students who are labeled at-risk in the first place.  In this sense, these two figures 
demonstrate the even higher emphasis that conventional schools need to place on addressing the 
needs of their minority students. 
 
                                                

55 Numbers compiled and analyzed by Liz Oberhausen.  Individual school enrollment figures for the school 
year 2005-2006 obtained from Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, 
Districts, and Schools.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
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Washington 

 
Figure 4b.56 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
56 Numbers compiled and analyzed by Liz Oberhausen.  Individual school enrollment figures for the school 

year 2005-2006  obtained from Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, 
Districts, and Schools.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
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Enrollment and Dropout Figures for Alternative and Conventional 

Schools in Washington by Race, 2004-2005. 

 
Table 2.57 

Washington 

 
 
Figure 5a.58 
                                                

57 Numbers compiled and analyzed by Liz Oberhausen.  Individual school dropout and enrollment figures 
for the school year 2005-2006 obtained from Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s 
Counties, Districts, and Schools.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 

 Conventional Schools  Alternative Schools 
        

 
Total 

Served Dropouts 
Dropout 

Rate  
Total 

Served Dropouts 
Dropout 

Rate 
White 214,286 6,621 3.09%  16,997 3570 21.00% 
Latino 28,299 1,780 6.29%  3,187 838 26.29% 
Black 14,397 750 5.21%  1,983 393 19.82% 
Asian 24,031 607 2.53%  1,105 213 19.28% 
Native 
American 7,126 532 7.47%  1,386 336 24.24% 
Total 288,139 10,290 3.57%  24,658 5,350 21.70% 
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Washington 

 
Figure 5b.59 
 
 Table 2 and Figures 5a and 5b are all the product of the data compilation and analysis 
mentioned earlier.  As such they need a bit more defending than the rest of the figures and tables 
in this section.  I gathered this information after discovering its absence anywhere else.  As I will 
discuss in more depth in the case study section, OSPI pays frustratingly little attention to the 
outcomes of alternative schools, and absolutely none to Latino students within them.  
Surprisingly, not even WALA compiles this data, although there are some understandable 
hesitations from doing so that many people have expressed to me.  First of all, many alternative 
programs are housed within a larger conventional school, the concern being that one would end 
up counting what is primarily a traditional school as an alternative school in the attempt to 
collect any statewide data.  While I understand the concern, I would argue that any school with 
an alternative program is bound to receive substantial benefits from having an alternative school 
in their building, since many students who may otherwise have dropped out will be referred to 

                                                
58 Numbers compiled and analyzed by Liz Oberhausen.  Individual school dropout and enrollment figures 

for the school year 2005-2006 obtained from Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s 
Counties, Districts, and Schools.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 

59 Numbers compiled and analyzed by Liz Oberhausen.  Individual school dropout and enrollment figures 
for the school year 2005-2006 obtained from Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s 
Counties, Districts, and Schools.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
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the alternative program, and thus many less students are likely to drop out than in a school 

without an alternative program.   
 
 There is also a concern with trying to collect graduation rate data, since many 
“successful” students from alternative schools do not graduate from the alternative school, but 
transfer to a Running Start program, or back to their original school (or they were only part-time 
enrolled in order to catch up on some credits in the first place).  This is why I chose to use 
dropout rates to measure the relative success of alternative versus conventional schools.  
Dropping out, for the most part, demonstrates a failure to achieve any of the goals—graduation 
or otherwise—of alternative schools (transfer to another alternative program, credit-retrieval, 
graduation, transfer back to the original school).  The only one it does not address is GED 
acquisition, which is still counted as a dropout, but I expect that this affects all racial groups 
relatively equally, and am thus proceeding with the knowledge that this representation could be a 
little bit skewed.  The difference between alternative and conventional schools is so drastic, 
however, that I do not believe that this discounts the results, although more research into this 
area would be strongly welcomed. 
 
 My methods in conducting this research was to take the dropout rates by race/ethnicity 
for each school, which were contained in Appendix A of OSPI’s “Graduation and Dropout 
Statistics for Washington’s Counties, Districts and Schools”60 report, and then, using the list of 
alternative schools found on OSPI’s alternative school section,61 separate the data by alternative 
and conventional schools.  The schools on this list were those who self-identified as alternative 
for the school year 2005-2006.  After compiling this list, I calculated the percentage dropout rate 
by race for each type of school (this is also where I compiled the information on the racial 
makeup of alternative versus conventional schools found in Figures 4a and 4b). 
 
 My conclusion for this analysis is that while alternative schools still have some progress 
to make in equalizing the dropout rates of different races, they are doing a far better job than 
conventional schools are.62  The dropout rates are relatively much closer to each other in Figure 
5b than they are in 5a.  In conventional schools, for example, the dropout rate for Latinos is more 
than twice the dropout rate of White students.  In alternative schools, however, the Latino 
dropout rate is only 1.25 times the size of the White dropout rate.  This is a pretty incredible 
difference, considering that if the pattern in the conventional schools was to be transferred to the 
alternative schools, you might expect a White dropout rate of 21% and a Latino dropout rate of 
42%!  The difference for Black and Native American students is even more incredible.  Though 

                                                
60 Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, Districts, and Schools.” 

Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
61 Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction.  “Alternative Education: Resources.” 

<http://www.k12.wa.us/AlternativeEd/resources.aspx.> 
62 I am not concerned with the large difference in average dropout rate for alternative schools, because the 

two types deal with completely different sets of students—alternative schools deal with a population that for the 
most part (aside from programs like Parent Partnership Programs and some Distance Learning Programs), has 
already been labeled at risk, and thus is much more prone to dropping out. That the average rate is as low as 21.70% 
is therefore impressive. 
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the dropout rate for Black students in conventional schools is 69% higher than that of White 
students, the dropout rate for Black students in alternative schools is actually lower than the 
dropout rate for White students.  Very similar numbers are evident in Native American figures 
relative to White students.  In conventional schools, Native American students’ dropout rates are 
140% higher than White students, but in alternative schools, this number is reduced to 15%. 
 
 Overall, though the benefit appears to be higher for Native American and Black students 
than for Latino students, this data appears to indicate that alternative schools provide a more 
equal educational opportunity to minority students than conventional schools do, presumably as 
a result of the factors which have been discussed throughout this report—smaller class sizes, 
more individualized attention in which students do not feel anonymous or ignored, a more 
flexible schedule, more social service, particularly counseling provision, and an opportunity to 
pursue a greater variety of educational routes, such as vocational programs. 
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Washington 

 
Figure 6a.63 
 
 This figure, along with Figure 6b, demonstrates the dramatically different racial makeup 
of Washington students as compared to their schools’ personnel.  As is referred to throughout 
this paper, this has a significant impact on both student role models, and the staff’s ability to 
understand and relate to their students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
63 Numbers compiled and analyzed by Liz Oberhausen.  Individual school enrollment figures for the school 

year 2005-2006  obtained from Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, 
Districts, and Schools.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
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                                                      Washington 

 
Figure 6b.64 
 
 As large as this difference looks already, the trend reflected in these two figures is further 
inflated when broken down by position.  The four job areas containing the highest percentages of 
Latino personnel, for example, are that of “service worker,” “office/clerical,” “professional,” 
“classroom aid” and, interestingly, “elementary vice-principal.”65  Though the last listing is a 
positive sign as far as influence over school policy and role modeling goes, four of these five 
positions do not actually see the students in class or interact with them at all regularly.  By 
contrast, Latinos represent only 2.1% of secondary teachers. 
 

 
 
                                                

64 Personnel race/ethnicity information obtained from the “Data and Reports” section of the OSPI website: 
< http://www.k12.wa.us/DataAdmin/default.aspx>, in the “Personnel— Position and Ethnicity” section. 2005-2006 
data. 

65 Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. “Data and Reports”: “Personnel—Position and 
Ethnicity.” < http://www.k12.wa.us/DataAdmin/default.aspx>. 2005-2006. 
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CASE STUDIES 

 
 As mentioned previously, Washington State in a broad sense, and the Opportunity 
Program more specifically provided the case study basis on which I base many of my later 
recommendations for alternative and traditional education in Washington State.  It was extremely 
helpful to structure my study this way, since I could put together a big-picture view from my 
study of the state-wide system that would have been impossible to grasp otherwise, and had 
greater confidence of the context within which to place my local study.  The Opportunity 
Program, however, offered me a depth of detail and insight into the day-to-day operations of an 
alternative program that I did not get in my state-wide case study, so they complimented each 
other very effectively. 
 
 My inquiry into alternative education through case studies retained the same questions as 
in my overall report, and my approach was very similar here as it had been to the literature.  I 
wanted to get at whether Washington alternative schools were addressing the needs of Latino 
students adequately, and how that compared with the conventional schools.  I again faced the 
problem, however, that most alternative educators are not explicitly focused on addressing 
Latinos’ needs, so much of this information had to be again deduced through the synthesis of 
multiple questions.  My questions in the pursuit of this information were very similar to those 
referenced in my introduction: What are Latinos’ problems in conventional and alternative 
settings?  What are the strengths and weakness of alternative schools generally in Washington? 
What is the historical context of Washington alternative schools, and how are they continuing to 
evolve today?  How could these schools improve their programs to better suit the needs of their 
Latino students? And, as before, how could conventional schools be learning from the practices 
of alternative schools? 
 
 I pursued many angles to obtaining this knowledge.  For the Washington case study, I 
began by reading OSPI reports on alternative schools and high school dropouts, keeping in mind 
the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory’s evaluation and recommendations on 
Northwest and Washington alternative schools.  I also attended the fall 2006 WALA conference 
in Lake Chelan, where I sat in on speeches, discussions, workshops and meetings in order to best 
understand the current issues in Washington alternative schools.  This also allowed me to talk to 
several teachers with a lot of experience with Latinos in alternative schools, who were 
introduced to me by Marianna Hanefeld and Lile Holland, who guided me through the 
conference, making introductions, references and generally accommodating any desire for 
information that I had.66  I also interviewed a former counselor and a former teacher from Paine 
alternative school, which is also located in Walla Walla, though I did not collect enough 
information on Paine specifically to really call it another case study.  This, along with my 
Opportunity case study, however, did provide an enlightening local case study to illustrate many 
of the issues illuminated for me at the WALA conference.  Finally, finding this data lacking 
anywhere else, I compiled the dropout rates by race for alternative versus conventional schools 
                                                

66 Marianna Hanefeld is the Committee Chair of the Parent Partnership Programs, and Lile Holland is the 
Executive Director of WALA.  I owe a great deal of thanks to both of them for their open hospitality and untiring 
responses to my endless questions.   
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in Washington for 2004-2005, in order to statistically ascertain the effectiveness of alternative 
schools versus conventional schools in Washington. 
 
 For the Opportunity Program case study, I visited the program and sat in on a staff 
meeting in which I got to ask all the teachers questions, and an algebra and a pottery class, and 
interviewed the lead teacher, Tom Porter and a school secretary.  I also talked to two students 
about their evaluation of the program, one of whom was a Latino male and the other a White 
female.  I also reviewed the Opportunity Program website to get a sense its purpose, goals, and 
perceied successes.  To place both this study and the information I had gained on Paine school in 
the context of the conventional high school available in Walla Walla, as well as to gain an 
alternative perspective on their efforts towards at-risk and Latino students, I also interviewed 
Walla Walla High School assistant principal Brett Cox. 
 
Washington as a case study: 
 
 Alternative education in Washington has been an ever-changing process of negotiations 
between innovative, creative educators and the Washington state legislature.  There are currently 
many proposals to better address the needs of students and clarify the laws in alternative 
education, but to understand any of this, we must first take a look at the context in which the 
current laws have been adopted. 
 
 Despite the large proportion of the alternative school student body they make up,67 there 
seems to be little state-wide attention by the state legislature, OSPI, or WALA to the experiences 
of minority students specifically within alternative programs, but there are many individual 
programs throughout the state that make strong efforts to consider and address Latinos’ specific 
needs.  As mentioned before, many of the steps taken by schools to address the at-risk population 
in general are also very congruent to the needs of Latinos, so as a whole, they seem to be serving 
the Latino student population much better than conventional schools are.68  
 
 Although much of the history of alternative schools has little to do specifically with 
Latinos, the following events have all been instrumental in shaping the context of alternative 
education in Washington today.   
 

Setting the context: Alternative Education in Washington 
 
 Alternative education has existed longer in Washington than anywhere else in the 
country.69  Additionally, as would logically follow, WALA is the longest-running association of 

                                                
67 See Figures 4a and 4b. 
68 See other Figures 5a and 5b. 
69 Unless otherwise noted, all information on the history of alternative schools in Washington comes from 

emails and discussions with Lile Holland, the executive director of WALA, as well as information from 
presentations and packets I received at the WALA conference.  Lile also sent me a PowerPoint presentation 
covering much of the history of alternative schools in Washington.  Some of this information can be found on the 
website for WALA, at walakids.com.  I never found another source that covered the history of alternative schools as 
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alternative educators in the United States.70  This makes Washington an ideal case study for 

examining the practices and effectiveness of alternative schools, given that they have been 
refining their strategies and techniques for over 70 years.  As in conventional schools, however, 
there remain many discontents among teachers, students and administrators, so the system is 
continuously changing and evolving. 
 
 For a long time in Washington, alternative schools were largely the result of individual 
innovative educators, rather than any kind of institutionalized system.  Joseph Jantsch began the 
first alternative program in 1934, a one-room alternate option in Spokane’s Lewis & Clark High 
School.  Then in 1959, the first alternative elementary school was started in Bellevue.  By the 
early 60’s, Washington still had a total of only 13 alternative schools.  The idea was significantly 
picking up by 1974, by which time there were 47 programs.  Up until the early 1990’s, programs 
focused almost exclusively on at-risk youth— students who were pregnant, behind on credits, 
had been expelled, or other factors that are still very common in alternative schools today. 
 
 The legislative history of alternative education is much shorter than its actual existence in 
Washington, however.  Alternative school legislation is primarily carried out through funding 
laws, which set rules for determining Full Time Equivelancy (FTE) status for students, which in 
turn determines how much funding schools can claim for students.  The funding legislation rules 
for alternative schools has always been set out in WAC (Washington Administrative Code) 392-
121-182, but the contents of this code has changed dramatically over time.  Once the legislature 
has decided on the funding laws, it is then up to OSPI to set the rules for academic rules and 
standards.  OSPI is also partially bound by national education laws such as President Bush’s No 
Child Left Behind Act, but for the most part these laws are minimal, since education has always 
been considered primarily the domain of the state (cite).  Within the criteria and rules set up by 
OSPI, it is then up to the local school board to approve curriculum, new alternative schools, and 
any other local variations in education, as long as it fits within the guidelines of the legislature 
and OSPI.71  
 
 In 1988, Washington law, under WAC 392-121-182, first allowed the operation of 
alternative schools for grades 10-12.  Previous to this time, most schools operated under a 
combination of grants, donations, and whatever other funding they could find.  This is still the 
case today in the initial start-up period for many alternative schools, before they have proved 
themselves effective.72 In 1991, the WAC changed the funding formula for counting credits to 
determine FTE status.  It also authorized local school boards to run alternative programs and 
seek funding through this model.  The law change in which became effective in January 1995, 

                                                
comprehensively and extensively as this combination of sources did, further demonstrating the extreme lack of 
monitering and information from any kind of state or academic actor.  Some of the sources of Lile’s information did 
come from OSPI, but OSPI, as will be covered later, still keeps very little records on alternative schools specifically. 

70 John Anderson, OSPI.  Quoted in a PowerPoint presentation sent to me by Lile Holland. 
71 I was informed of this step in the process by Brad Sprague, an alternative school principal and member 

on the Board of Curriculum Construction and Assessment for his local school board for 21 years. 
72 Paglin, Catherine and Jennifer Fager. “Alternative Schools: Approaches for Students at Risk.” Portland, 

OR: Information Services, Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1997. 
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however, represented one of the biggest changes to alternative education yet in Washington.  It 
allowed alternative schools to include students in Kindergarten through 8th grade, mandated that 
at least 70% of the funds generated by the students in alternative schools had to be spent on the 
alternative program, and changed the requirements for FTE again.   
 
 At this point, FTE became based on the student performing at least 25 hours per week, 
with at least one hour of face-to-face contact time with a teacher.  This allowed for distance 
learning, which has facilitated all kinds of new programs since this time.  It has for example 
allowed for Parent Partnership Programs, a method of supporting home-schooled students. (Fill 
in more)  This does not impact Latinos much, however, since they are an extremely small 
percentage of these students, since their parents most often do not have the time outside of work 
to instruct them.  More important to Latinos has been schools’ ability since this time to work 
around student work schedules.  The 70% aspect of the law was also very important.  Essentially, 
each full time student generates a certain amount of funding for their distract, some of which 
goes directly to their school, and some of which is used by the school administration for 
essentially overhead costs, like rent, electricity and other maintenance things.  This law specified 
that those costs could not account for more than 30% of these costs for alternative schools.  This 
was very helpful to schools, as it provided the funding for many of the programs which are 
strongly recommended for alternative schools, but which they often could not afford before this 
time.   
 
 The combination of these three changes had a mushrooming affect on the number of 
alternative programs in Washington.  A survey and report on alternative schools carried out by 
OSPI in 1999 observed that between 1995 and 1998, the total enrollment of alternative learning 
experience (ALE) programs73 increased from 5,547 students to 13,380, while the number of ALE 
programs increased from 52 to 136.74  
 
 Lile Holland played a pioneering role in the progression of alternative programs leading 
up to these changes.  In 1988, he was running an interim school for 7-12th grade students who 
had been suspended for 11-90 days.  He helped them keep up with their work and be in a 
position to graduate.  In 1989, he approached his district about starting an alternative program for 
junior high students as well.  They began a full-time program under an alternative funding 
source, since junior high programs were had not yet been authorized.  His program at this time 
was primarily for at-risk youth.  In 1990, he was approached by several home school families 
wishing to take one or two classes from him, and through a bending of the Off-Campus WAC, he 
was able to start a program for K-8 students.  Within three months, he had 105 K-8 students, and 
his program began to be emulated by other districts and state agencies.  In 1994, OSPI finally 

                                                
73 ALE schools are schools that use WAC 392-121-182 to claim funding from the state.  There are many 

other programs which are also counted as alternative programs because of their alternative presentation of 
instruction, schedule, etc, but they do not need to claim alternative funding because these students are required to be 
in class for 6 hours/day, 5 days/week just like in conventional schools.  Therefore, the above-referenced numbers do 
not reflect the total enrollment of students in alternative schools, just those under the WAC method of funding. 

74 Johansson, Jan-Olov. “Report on Alternative Learning Experience Programs.” Olympia, WA: Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, 1999. 
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took notice of these programs, and, rather than in any way condemning them, finally helped 

bring it into law, in the previously mentioned revision which took effect in 1995.  As mentioned 
before, by this time there were already over 5,000 students involved in such programs, though 
many could not qualify for state funding at the time, so there was already a clearly demonstrated 
need for such a program. 
 
 The next major push in alternative education was to allow distance learning, where 
students’ one contact hour with a teacher could be conducted over the phone or internet so that 
they did not ever have to actually go to the school in person.  Though this bill was suggested 
multiple times, it did not pass, due to allegations that some of the money in Parent Partner 
Programs was being spent inappropriately, such as on religious materials which cannot be 
purchased through government funding.  In 2003, the issue was turned over to the Joint 
Legislative Audit Review Committee (JLARC).  Following this, a bill was finally passed in 1995 
to allow distance learning, and the one hour of face-to-face contact time was removed.  Because 
of the misuse of funds previously, however, the 70% spending law was removed.  According to 
many teachers I talked to, this was very disruptive to their funding plans, since ever after that (as 
well as before the law was initiated in the first place), school districts have often given schools 
well below 70% of their funding, while spending far less than the rest of it on overhead for the 
school.  There is apparently often no system of accountability of the school administrations to the 
actual schools to demonstrate where all of the money generated by alternative students is going, 
making it very easy to spend much of the alternative school’s money on other parts of the 
district. 
 
WALA: History and Functions 
 
 WALA meanwhile has existed in various forms and under different names since 1968, 
when alternative school administrators began meeting informally to share new ideas and assist 
new schools in opening.  They finally became an official 501 (c) (3) non-profit organization in 
1980.  They have had large conferences like the one that I attended every year since 1973, and 
began doing bi-annual conferences in 2001. As I found out in a discussion with the secretary of 
WALA, they also participate in legislative activism and provide scholarships to both alternative 
schools and individual students. Throughout the year, they interact through holding regional 
sports events, regional meetings, a Knowledge Bowl, and many other informal interactions 
between students, teachers and administrators. At the WALA conference, for example, I attended 
the regional meeting for Walla Walla’s region, and listened and participated in introductions, 
idea sharing, updates for cooperative events and plans for future meetings and cooperation.   
 
 WALA’s emphasis on non-academic school activities is congruent with Paglin and 
Fager’s description of a very successful Montana alternative school that did many of the same 
things.  Both they and the school’s principal attributed much of the school’s success to creating 
an identity of its own that the students could feel proud of, through establishing school colors, 
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extracurricular activities and its own graduation ceremony. This tactic addresses Kelly’s 
concern that students at these schools often feel isolated and stigmatized as “bad kids.”75 
 
Strengths of Washington Alternative Schools  
 
 Most alternative educators that I talked to at the conference and elsewhere have stated 
benefits to alternative education very similar to those in the literature review section– most 
commonly, small class sizes, individual attention to students, a more relaxed, friendly and 
understanding atmosphere, and more varied curriculum, such as vocational, cultural, or life skills 
classes.  There were, however, a few things brought up that I had never come across in literature.  
One strength which I thought would be particularly beneficial was the ability to respond quickly 
to the needs of students without much bureaucratic processes.  Lile first pointed this out to me, 
explaining that if the staff at an alternative school wants to change the way things are run (within 
the approved rules of the local school board), they can decide to do so over coffee before school 
starts.  Because most alternative schools are very small with a small amount of total staff, 
building consensus and alerting the rest of their coworkers to new issues is quick and efficient, 
and a decision can be made more quickly than in large schools.  The funny part of this to me was 
that in my visit to Opportunity I saw exactly that dynamic in operation– I sat in on a staff 
meeting in the morning which had all the teachers in the school, discussing the issues of the day, 
essentially.  From my experience, that therefore seemed very possible, and a good way to 
maintain flexibility and responsiveness to student needs.  
 
Lessons to Conventional Schools Thus Far 
 
 When I mentioned to Lile that part of my interest was to see how conventional schools 
could benefit from the practices and techniques of alternative schools, he pointed out that they 
already have, in many substantial ways.  This is only logical, considering that alternative schools 
are based on innovation and creativity towards assisting at-risk students.  Traditional schools 
have other students to focus on as well, and thus do not have as much exclusive time to 
brainstorm on ways to help at-risk students.  Additionally, by the very nature of alternative 
versus conventional schools, alternative schools are allowed a level of flexibility that is not 
available to traditional schools, at least until alternative schools have proved the practices 
effective. 
 
 One main theme that conventional schools seem to have taken from alternative schools is 
the idea of providing various social services in schools.  According to Lile, student day cares 
used to only be found in alternative schools, but they are now becoming common in traditional 
schools as well.  Another service idea adopted from alternative schools are to house social 
service centers within the school, including food stamp programs, public health, and WIC 
(women, infants and children) offices.  Other aspects that have been transferred over to 
traditional schools have more to do with the structure and operation of the school itself.  The 
small school sizes tested by alternative schools were what originally led to the research on school 
                                                

75 Kelly, Deirdre M. Last Chance High: How Girls and Boys Drop In and Out of Alternative Schools. New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 
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size.  An example very specific to Washington has been Individualized Instructional Plans.  

They started as a requirement exclusively for alternative schools, but they are now required in 
traditional schools for students that fail to pass the 4th, 7th or 10th grade WASL test.  Finally, Lile 
attributed the increasing flexibility of traditional schools towards their scheduling as a practice 
that came originally from alternative schools.  A few examples that he cited wer that traditional 
schools now allow students to take a “zero hour” course, or take only 4 or five classes to 
accomodate a job.  Interestingly, this was one of the things the assistant principal of Walla Walla 
High School mentioned when I asked him what practices they had to accomodate at-risk 
students. 
 
Educators Speak: Likes and Dislikes of Alternative School Laws 
  
 One strong function that WALA’s conferences serve, which incidentally was extremely 
useful to me, is in finding both the statewide innovative trends and the discontents in current 
laws.  I attended one discussion session where an OSPI official explained some of the newest 
policies, and then opened the floor to discuss what was and was not working about current OSPI 
rules and policies.  This gave both him and me a very good sense of the extent of various 
problems, a welcome change from the individual interviews I hade done previously, where I was 
not sure if teachers’ critiques were unique to the individual or more widespread.  Here, when one 
person voiced a complaint, it would either be answered by two or three other people giving 
advice or clarification on the law, or it would be followed by grumbling agreements resonating 
through the room.   Another telling aspect of this discussion was that despite the fact that there 
were 5 other sessions going on simultaneously, this room was filled to capacity, holding about 
half the people at the conference. 
 
 Martin Mueller, the OSPI representative, began by asking teachers what they liked about 
the changes over the last couple of years.  One of the most unanimous answers was that they 
liked that student evaluations are now carried out monthly, giving teachers and students a 
monthly opportunity to revisit the students’ personalized learning plans and see what was 
working and what was not.  Previously, evaluations had been held much more infrequently.  
They stressed that this also let the student know exactly how they were doing, and what they 
might need to do to improve.  They also liked that the new rules focused more on goals than on 
time spent in class. 
 
 There were however, as is to be expected, many discontents.  Many teachers felt that they 
were still being asked to fit into very “normal” expectations, and did not have enough flexability 
to use curriculum that they felt was appropriate to the level of their students.  One of the causes 
of this was the rigid set of standards required for graduation.  They felt that they were being 
given students that for whatever reason were already struggling, and then having the same 
standards applied to them as kids who went through school effortlessly.  A strong contributor to 
this problem is the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL), which will become an 
even bigger problem next year when it will become required for high school graduation.  One 
teacher asked, “where will these students go, when they’ve already dropped out of the regular 
schools and the alternative schools ask them to do the same thing they just failed at in their old 
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school.  Einstein’s definition of insanity is doing the same thing twice and expecting different 
results.  We need to be able to use different strategies with these kids.”  This sentiment, and in 
fact this exact quote were referenced repeatedly throughout the conference.  Teachers felt that 
they were not given enough creative freedom to really address the needs of their students.  When 
Martin said at one point that they have a real math problem in Washington, Lile answered, “We 
have a WASL math problem,” to much approving laughter from the teachers. 
 
 They also claimed that many conventional schools would not take their students back if 
they did not feel that they would pass the WASL, because of the threat that the No Child Left 
Behind Act serves to schools labeled as “failing.”  As I heard both throughout the conference and 
in interviews in Opportunity, this meant that teachers often took thigns into their own hands.  
One teacher told me that No Child Left Behind’s main result had been to make administrators 
more talent in reporting statistics to their advantage.  Another teacher who I had lunch with at the 
conference told me that another teacher had reported most of his failing students as “transfers,” 
after which they effectively disappeared out of the system.  While I do not want to put too much 
weight on so much hearsay, this sentiment was repeated so many times in different ways, and 
also seems such a logical response to unattainable standards that it seems worth at least 
mentioning.  The general consensus was that the various officials and legislators creating the 
standards and rules for alternative schools did not understand the level that these students often 
entered at, the challenges they faced outside of school, or the creativity required to effectively 
engage these students. 
 
 This was also a phenomenon addressed by Lile in his discussion with me about 
alternative education.  He said that alternative school teachers must often seek to address social 
needs and stability before any teaching can be accomplished, but that this has become more and 
more difficult with the increasing focus on standards and accountability.  He said that alternative 
teachers used to be able to just sit and talk with students about their lives, and be a counselor and 
friend as much as a teacher, but many of the best teachers of that time are now having trouble 
trying to balance their kids’ social needs with their academic requirements. 
 
Current Movements and Proposed Solutions  
 
 Preceding any recommendations that I make, there are already suggestions and 
movements among alternative educators to address some of the issues raised above.  Many of 
these were pointed out during the session with Martin after the accompanying complaint had 
been voiced.  One of these was the re-instatement of the 70% law, with a possibility of changing 
it to a 90% law, as has been done in some districts and states.  This would allow for many of the 
programs that people would like to initiate to increase their capacity to assist students, but lack 
the funding for.  They also expressed the need for OSPI to be better acquainted with alternative 
programs, in order to better understand the operations and issues of these programs when 
drafting bills that affect them. 
 
  There is also a proposal being headed by Larry Johnson of the Darrington School 
District to create a tiered diploma system, in which students could pursue different diplomas 
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based on their aspirations after school.  Those who wanted to go on to college could get an 

Honors Diploma, which would include all the required classes for college, and the tests required 
for college entrance.  There would also be a basic level diploma though, for students who did not 
intend on attending college.  This is based off of the premise that currently, a vast majority of 
students are not going on to college, despite being required to prepare for college.76  For the 
students who do not plan to go to college, their time might be better spent in areas that will be 
actually be relevant to their lives after high school.  There is actually a strong emphasis options 
beyond college at Walla Walla High School,77 the only traditional school I looked at personally 
for this study, but I have not gotten the impression from the literature on Washington alternative 
schools that this is very common.  According to Lile, this suggestion has met strong resistance in 
superintendent and principals’ organizations, but he expects this attitude to change when more 
students begin failing as a result of the new WASL requirement for graduation. 
 
Latinos in Washington Alternative Schools 
  
 Throughout the WALA conference, there was a complete absence of discussion around 
issues concerning minority students, let alone Latinos, despite the acknowledged fact that 
alternative schools have a larger proportion of minority students than conventional schools do.78  
While this does not in any way mean that they have not discussed such issues in years past, or 
that they do not plan to do so in the future, this lack of attention was troubling, as it marks a lost 
opportunity to discuss a very important issue to alternative educators.79  Though the various 
WALA members that were hosting me graciously spent a considerable amount of time talking to 
me about Latino students and referring me to teachers with programs that were particularly 
relevant to my study, I want to note that the following information was deliberately sought out, 
not just stumbled across through the course of the conference. 
 
 Mark Brundage had been mentioned to me by a number of people I talked to as a good 
person to talk to for my project.  He is the head teacher at an evening bilingual alternative 
education program that serves 100% Latino students.  He mentioned that many Latino students 
are behind enough in English that in order to be progressing academically, they really needed to 
be learning in Spanish, but the only programs available had previously been in the conventional 
schools, which were not conducive to these students’ work schedules.  Therefore, to accomodate 
both their scheduling and language needs, the Chelan Preparatory High School program was 
started, which serves a primarily immigrant population and operates using “sheltered English.”  

                                                
76 “WALA Vision and Mission.” Washington Association of Learning Alternatives. 2004. 

<http://www.walakids.com/>. 
77 “Walla Walla High School Course Catalog 2006-2007: A guide to higher achievement.” Walla Walla 

High School, Walla Walla, WA. 2006. 
78 See Figures 4a and 4b. 
79 While I did not attend all three days of the conference, the schedule did not indicate any discussions, 

sessions, or presentations on the topic of race, minorities or Latinos for the days that I did not attend.  However, 
there were “Roundtable Topics of Interest” scheduled for the day before I attended whose topics were not pre-
planned, so this could have been discussed on that day in one of the groups.  No one mentioned such a discussion to 
me, but for the sake of accuracy I thought I should mention the possibility. 
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The staff are all bilingual, and provide courses for basic graduation requirements as well as 
vocational and ESL (English as a Second Language) classes.  This part of the program operates 
in conjunction with the day time alternative school, which serves the same population.   
 
 This program comprises a number of innovative and creative components to best suit 
their students’ needs, all very fitting with the recommendations made by Moll and Ruiz, Paglin 
and Fager, Brewster and Bowen and Secada.  In accordance with Washington State alternative 
school law, all students are required to have an individualized Learning Plan for all students.  
Here, however, they also include a high school and education plan, in which they plan out their 
high school studies and present their plans for the year following graduation.  This keeps 
students goal-oriented, and creates a portfolio of their current school achievements.  The day 
program also uses follows the advice of Moll and Ruiz80 in using culturally inclusive curriculum, 
with their “Multi-Cultural Literature” class.  Also interesting is their program brochure’s 
comment that the program name itself was selected by the students.  Although I saw this only 
after talking to Mark, and thus did not have the opportunity to ask about it, this implies a level of 
student participation and voice in the operation of the school which is unusual, but highly 
recommended by Paglin and Fager as conducive to students’ feeling of agency and engagement 
with school, which, as Brewster and Bower point out, are both crucial to school success.81  
Lastly, the evening program is very accomodating of financial needs.  They serve an evening 
meal, which low-income students do not have to pay for, and provide night time bussing to 
ensure that students get home safely, since most students do not have a car and cannot afford 
public transportation. 
 
 Reya Whitcomb, another alternative school teacher in Washington, also shared many 
insights with me as to the challenges Latinos face in all schooling situations.  95% of her 
students are Latino, and she learned Spanish from her five children, whom she adopted from 
Mexico, so she has a depth of understanding and connection to her Latino students that far 
surpasses most of the teachers that I talked to.  Having thought about the issue very thoroughly 
before, she had a lot to tell me about both problems and recommendations for Latino students.  
She stressed the fact that students are unique, and their education should reflect that, which she 
feels alternative schools allow for more than conventional schools.  This is especially important 
for Latino students, who are less likely to fit the one-size-fits-all mold of traditional schools.   
 
 When I asked her about the challenges Latino students face in Washington, she began by 
clarifying that students of different generations of immigrant status have differing needs.  For the 
first generation, the primary need is to support the family, neccesitating the flexibility to work 
around work schedules.  The second generation has an advantage in that their legal status 
protects them from many of the concerns of their parents, but they still do not have many good 
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educational role-models or support at home, since their parents most likely did not finish 

school.  She said that both first and second generation students have the problem that their 
families came to the US with the aim of getting a good job, so she finds that these students 
usually have not even considered college as an option.  Another problem she mentioned was that 
many have one foot in each country (the US and Mexico), as many of them travel to Mexico 
over the winter with their families, and maintain much of Mexican culture even in the US.  This 
results in a culture clash, since in Mexico, it is more acceptable to leave school early to get 
married.  She believes that a combination of these factors leave Latinos in a cycle of poverty. 
 
 Interestingly, it was not until she started to discuss solutions that she brought up the 
school factors related to Latinos’ struggles in school.  She said that while some factors of her 
Latino students’ circumstances and culture inhibited school success, other factors would be 
incredible assets if their teachers were more aware of them.  Respect and family, she said, are the 
cornerstones of Mexican culture.  With a staff that is over 90% white in Washington, most 
teachers did not realize what assets these were.  She said that if you get to know students’ 
families by involving them in their students’ educations, while maintaining a relationship of 
respect with the students, they will flourish in school.  In her view, many teachers humiliated 
them over their lack of English skills or other issues, rather than respecting the knowledge that 
had and building onto that.  Her main recommendations to all schools, but particularly 
conventional schools, was to decrease class size, emphasize dignity and respect, offer classes at 
night for students who worked during the day, and allow for a flexible schedule.  Like most 
teachers I talked to, she also believed that a “state diploma,” or tiered diploma system, would be 
a huge asset to kids who had no intention of going to college.  By state law, she said, only 19 
credits were required for graduation, but most schools, hers included, required 27 or more credits 
for their highschool degree.  Her final recommendation was to emphasize home visits, so that 
teachers and parents would know each other and each felt comfortable approaching the other to 
work together for the student’s benefit.  Loving these kids, and really knowing them and their 
lives, she said, was the most important requirement for the success and enjoyment of everyone 
involved.   
 
 Reya’s attitude towards teaching was evident before I even interviewed her.  While I was 
sitting in on the regional meeting, someone was mentioning how long many of them had been 
working, and she smiled, and chucked “Thirty years teaching, but I’m not retiring.  I don’t want 
to retire, I’m having too much fun!”  This attitude is a huge asset in any teacher, but particularly 
in alternative schools, since students need the enthusiasm and passion of the teacher so much 
more.  I heard similar comments throughout the conference.  I was asking a couple of teachers 
about the qualifications for teaching in alternative schools, and they said that to succeed you 
have to want to be there.  Many alternative school teachers, they said, moved to alternative 
schools only after gaining experience in conventional schools.  “I prefer these kids though,” one 
said.  “You may have to work a little harder to earn their trust, but they’re honest, and they’ll tell 
you straight out if they don’t like what you’re doing, and they’ll also share their whole life story 
with you.”  Unfortunately, I also heard many stories of teachers or principals who were 
transferred to an alternative school unwillingly when their old school did not want them there, 
which seems an obvious recipe for disaster. 
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 The last input I got on Latino students specifically was again from Lile.  He had many of 
the same insights as others had mentioned, but added another point that had not occurred to me 
before.  When I asked about the extremely high percentage of staff who were white, and asked 
whether there was any attempt being made to change that, he said that schools recognized the 
value in a diverse staff, particularly in bilingual staff, but that the demographics have changed so 
quickly in Washington that the teacher representation is still lagging behind.  As is evident in 
Figure 3, the Latino student population in Washington has more than doubled in the last ten 
years, but most teachers work far longer than that.  So even though the need for a more diverse 
teaching staff is recognized, in small towns with one highschool and very little teacher turnover, 
it would be an awkward matter to ask long-time teachers to leave because they are white when 
demographics shift.  This can be even worse in the very short-term, when a change in the local 
job market can create mass movements in and out of a region.  As an example, he referenced the 
fact that as Japan has largely taken over the market for apples, the price of apples has 
plummeted, so in Chelan and other regions in Washington which used to grow apples, the main 
crop is now vineyards.  Vineyards need dramatically less workers to harvest, as much of it is 
done by machine, so much of the Latino population from Chelan has moved to the bigger cities 
in the Eastern side of the state.  This changes the demographics and overall number of students 
dramatially in both Chelan and the destination cities, where the schools will again be unprepared 
to respond quickly in shifting the focus and training of their staff. 
 
OSPI and its (In)attention to Alternative Schools and Latino Students 
 
 OSPI, which, as covered previously, is in charge of creating policies and standards to fit 
the laws passed by the legislature, appears to pay disturbingly little attention to the operations or 
outcomes of alternative schools, which is odd considering its website’s frequent emphasis on 
accountability.82  Martin Mueller, the OSPI representative who spoke at the conference, was the 
only OSPI member who had any regular contact with WALA, and he announced at the 
conference that he had just been promoted, and thus would not be able to spend even the little 
time he used to on alternative school issues.  He said that at this point, they did not intend to hire 
anyone into his old position, so WALA just lost its biggest access to OSPI.  Although there are 
many reports and research on OSPI’s website on dropout prevention and dropout statistics, there 
is only one report specifically pertaining to alternative schools, and it was published in 1999, 
before any of the most recent revisions took place.83  Even this document, as the author 
acknowledges in the conclusion, is “descriptive, not evaluative.”84  The report covered only very 
basic information about alternative schools, such as what populations they serve (but not how 
best to serve them), descriptions of different models of alternative learning experiences (Parent 
Partnership Programs, At-Risk Programs, etc), and descriptions of their staff and funding 
methods.  This surprised me, as I had expected that this would be information they would keep 
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regularly, rather than having to do a special, one-time report just to find out what these 

programs were.   
 
 The only thing I found covering how these schools were doing was the JLARC report 
mentioned above, but this was also a one-time examination resulting mainly from complaints 
about alleged inappropriate uses of funds, and focused primarily on online courses and Parent 
Partnership Programs, not programs for at-risk youth.  It did make some important observations, 
however, including the acknowledgment that  
 

There has been little centralized control or oversight of ALE programs, due to the lack of 
statutory authorization and to the fact that OSPI has not viewed it as their role to provide 
such oversight. Control and oversight has thus been left to the individual school districts. 
In some cases, however, this has been insufficient, as the SAO found a significant level of 
non-compliance with program rules.85  

 
Some of the new 2005 laws have made progress towards improving this, by requiring monthly 
assessments, periodic program self-evaluations, and annual reviews of programs, but the JLARC 
report remained concerned that this would not be adequate.86  Rather than individual program 
compliance to existing laws, however, my concern is that there is no state-level effort to evaluate 
which tactics are most effective for alternative students and create incentives, laws and 
recommendations to better utilize these strategies.  The JLARC report made comments on 
“Quality Assurance” as well, but their focus was again mostly on Parent Partnership Programs, 
and their measure of success seemed primarily to rest on test results, congruent with the current 
nation-wide emphasis on standardized tests to measure success.  When I asked Lile about the 
lack of attention and oversight of alternative programs, he nodded, quipping that alternative 
schools did not even get a button on the OSPI website until recently.  “That’s probably the best 
and worst thing about alternative schools– no one’s watching,” said one of the teachers I 
interviewed, going on to explain that it allowed creative, passionate teachers to really respond to 
their students’ needs without worrying about whether their tactics complied with OSPI’s rules, 
but it also allowed bad teaching to continue without correction.  It seems that the best response 
then would be to increase oversight to make sure programs are really helping their students 
achieve the goals of the program (program goals vary from GED attainment to graduation to 
transferring back to the regular high school, so success would have to be measured according to 
program goals), while still allowing the flexibility to respond to the particular needs of the 
students in each program.  
 
 There is similarly little attention paid by OSPI to the experiences of Latino students.  
Although their statistics very commonly distinguish results such as dropout rates by race, there is 
almost no analysis carried out on the meaning of the disparities indicated by them.  After a fairly 
exhaustive search of their website, I was able to find two main areas where they addressed 
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specific Latino needs: there is a page of external links addressing “Special Populations,” a few 
of which deal with diversity or Bilingual Education,87 and one report in the research section of 
the website entitled “Addressing the Achievement Gap,”88 written in 2002.  The report on the 
achievement gap is actually pretty incredible– it very thoroughly and thoughtfully runs through 
the challenges facing different racial groups in Washington, recommending many of the same 
actions and citing the same problems as I do here.  It clearly states that schools’ actions have as 
big of an impact on success as do the students’ external circumstances, contrary to the traditional 
approach to the subject.  It also lists various actions that were either already in motion or planned 
for Washington, many of which were very encouraging.  Four years later, however, there does 
not appear to have been much of any follow-up on the report, and very few of the 
recommendations made in it have been adopted at a state-wide level. 
 
 The lack of attention given to the effectiveness of alternative schools, particularly in their 
ability to serve Latino students, was what led me to pursue the data I compiled and analyzed in 
Table 2 and Figures 4a, 4b, 5a, 5b, 6a and 6b.  As mentioned under the figures, although the state 
kept record of the dropout rates by race for all schools in Washington, there was no compiled 
comparison of the dropout rates in alternative schools versus regular schools or in the dropout 
rates by race in alternative versus regular schools.  Thus, both in order to understand how well 
alternative schools were doing in addressing the challenges of Latino students, and to 
contextualize my local case study in reference to the average dropout rate for Washington 
alternative schools, I decided to compile and analyze this data myself.  As is evident in these 
figures, this solidified my hypothesis that although there are still definite improvements to be 
made in both, on average, the techniques used by alternative schools were more conducive to 
Latino student success than those used by conventional schools in Washington. 
 
Local Case Study: Opportunity Program and Walla Walla, Washington 
 
 As previously mentioned, my local case study was the Opportunity Program in Walla 
Walla, Washington, but I interviewed former personnel from Paine Alternative School and Walla 
Walla High School as well, which are both in Walla Walla.  The addition of Paine gave me an 
idea of the variation that can be present just in one city, while Walla Walla High School provided 
a conventional school to compare the alternative programs with. 
 
Opportunity Program 
 
 Opportunity Program is a small alternative school located in Walla Walla.  It utilizes the 
ALE rules enabling students to do much of their work at home, with the required hour of contact 
with a teacher, and additional requirements to attend teacher-monitored study halls.  Students 
who complete the program receive a Walla Walla High School diploma.  Many students transfer 
to other alternative programs, but according to the lead teacher, Tom Powers, very few ever 
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transfer back to Walla Walla High School.  In 2002, the latest data set I could find on OSPI’s 

website that broke down student populations by race/ethnicity, the Opportunity Program was 
21% Latino, compared to 33% at Paine Alternative School and 21% at Walla Walla High 
School.89  Relative to the state level then, all three schools have a higher percentage of Latinos 
than is typical, making it that much more important that they accommodate the needs of Latino 
students. 
 
 As mentioned in the Research Methods section, I observed a number of everyday 
activities at Opportunity, and talked with students, teachers and other personnel.  This was a very 
interesting experience, as I could observe many of the benefits and setbacks that I had read about 
in literature and discussed in interviews prior to my visit.  On the positive side, Opportunity had 
a number of very obviously caring staff, and the classes that I saw were comprised of 1-7 
students, consistent with recommendations summarized at the end of the Literature Review 
section.  There was a very informal and friendly atmosphere to the classes as well.  Contrary to 
what I expected from a former student’s description of the attendance policy, the policy 
described to me seemed very accommodating.  If students had to miss a class for any reason, 
they needed to call in and reschedule their meeting to another day in that week.  If they still 
missed class on three different weeks in a semester, then they failed the class.  This seemed to 
create adequate incentive to attend, while allowing for students with work and family obligations 
to attend to them without suffering in school.   
 
 When I asked teachers about the benefits of alternative schools as compared to traditional 
schools, one of the things they mentioned was individual attention, which they said allowed them 
to get to know students and their individual circumstances better than is possible with the large 
class sizes in Walla Walla High School.  Another benefit to this relationship is that the teachers 
can be individual advocates for their students in changing the policies for their benefit.  This last 
comment was in response to my question on whether the students had any input into the policies 
at the school such as a student counsel, as is advocated by Paglin and Fager.90 There was no such 
attempt, although I got the sense in Paglin and Fagler’s report that while this was a very 
successful strategy, it was not a very widely practiced one among alternative schools. 
 
 On the downside, when I talked to students, they seemed fairly apathetic about the 
education they were receiving at Opportunity.  When I asked a couple of students how they liked 
Opportunity’s program and policies, both shrugged and said that it was “alright.”  They both 
seemed to have little sense for the school’s program policies, as neither said they were aware that 
they were supposed to be doing work at home and recording the time spent on it.  Additionally, 
there was a deliberate attempt not to allow students any time or space to socialize, lest it distract 
them.  While I do not really have enough experience to judge whether or not this should be 
successful, it goes against Paglin and Fager’s recommendations to create social activities in order 
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to foster a sense of connection and engagement with the school.91 There is also little to no 
contact with parents after the initial enrollment interview, going against the recommendation of 
every study I read on alternative schools or Latino students. Also concerning is the fact that the 
disparity between the racial/ethnic makeup of the staff and the students was huge, as (as far as I 
could tell by looks), there were no non-White staff.  As mentioned before, Latino staff are not 
essential to the feeling of cultural understanding and empathy for Latino students, but it helps 
dramatically, and provides role models for students to aspire to that was lacking here.92  As seen 
in Figures 6a and 6b, a slightly lower disparity is very common in Washington Schools, although 
with a staff of only 11, it is not really a large enough sample to draw many conclusions from.  
Finally, though it is no fault of theirs, they lack any kind of social service provision for their 
students, although they do have relationships with several social service providers in town that 
they can recommend students to, which the teachers I talked to said was fairly adequate.  The 
secretary I talked to said that they would love to provide those types of services, particularly 
child care, since they have an extremely large percent of students with children, but they do not 
have the time or funding for it.  Tom Porter echoed this sentiment, informing me that since the 
repeal of the 70% law, they have had to pick and choose among the services they provide.  
 
 The most important thing this visit gave me was a sense of the pragmatics involved in 
running any kind of program.  Logically, there will always be good and bad aspects to a school, 
and there is always a desire to do more for the students than is actually feasible, given time and 
resource constraints.  It seems that the restoration of the 70% law would help immensely, as well 
as more research, recommendations and training from the state as to effective practices for at-
risk and Latino students. 
 
Paine Alternative School 
 
 For a variety of reasons, I never got to actually visit Paine school, but I interviewed both 
a former teacher and a former counselor from the school.  I did not come close to understanding 
the school in the kind of depth that I did the Opportunity Program, but it still provided a valuable 
local comparison.  Paine is what is usually called a more “traditional” alternative school, as 
much of an oxymoron as that sounds.  This refers to the fact that the school has a more fixed 
schedule, with all of the requisite hours being fulfilled in the classroom.  According to Brian 
Gabbard, a former Paine teacher who now works at a different alternative school in Milton 
Freewater, it used to be a much more experimental school, utilizing creative and varied 
curriculum techniques, but in recent years, it has turned towards a number of policies meant to 
bring the school’s average test scores and general reputation up.  In Brian’s eyes, this will mean 
leaving behind a lot of the kids that used to be their focus.  I did not get to talk to any Paine 
students other than hearing about Lucy’s brief attempt to enroll there discussed in the next 
section, but the students that I talked to at Opportunity had a fairly negative view of the school.  
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They said that the friends they had there said there was very little support, they had students 

go to class and hoped they would do well, almost just like a regular school. 
 
 The former counselor had a fairly positive evaluation of Paine overall, and interestingly, 
when I asked if there was anything she thought could be changed to make it better, her only 
response was to increase funding to the point that they could hire enough counselors to really 
give each student an individual ear.  It is difficult to draw many conclusions from such limited 
information, but it sounds as if the restored 70% law could really help Paine as well, though a 
return to a generally more flexible and supportive attitude may be needed to really utilize that 
kind of funding effectively. 
  
Walla Walla High School 
 
 One complete surprise to me, after all of the negative literature I had read about 
traditional schools, was the innovation and sensitivity Walla Walla High School is currently 
using to help its Latino population.  They utilize practically all of the recommendations in the 
literature on Latino students, and many of the recommendations on alternative schools as well.  
They translate just about all of the school publications into Spanish, they have a substantial 
amount of Spanish-speaking staff, and hired a secretary who could speak Spanish to ensure that 
there would always be a Spanish-speaker at the front desk.  Brett Cox, the assistant principal I 
talked to, was bilingual himself, and had spent extensive time traveling throughout Central and 
South America.   
 
 They also have a Hispanic Community Night, which they instituted a number of years 
ago, but due to low attendance, they have decided to change it this year to really make it a family 
event.  As every year, the Latino Club will get together on a Saturday to call all the Latino 
families in the school and invite them, but this year, they plan to invite a mariachi band and a 
local taco truck to the event.  Here, the Spanish-speaking staff and the Community Laison will 
introduce the families to the school and school policy, and inform them of the events coming up 
and invite them to participate with or contact the school at any time.  They are thus instituting the 
kind of cooperative approach advocated by Moll and Ruiz. 
 
 The two other most encouraging-looking programs are a new online teaching program 
called CONEVyT which is carried out entirely in Spanish, and their Gear-Up academic support 
program.  This program provides grant money for many very positive sub-programs, such as 
after school tutoring, study skills classes and field trips to colleges.  These services are available 
to all students, but are particularly beneficial to at-risk students.  CONVEyT is a very dynamic 
tool developed by the Mexican Board of Education which can be used to supplement/tutor school 
classes for students who are beyond ESL classes but still struggling with English, work for 
credit, help parents to a Mexican High School Diploma, or teach parenting or vocational classes. 
  
 Although I have not gotten the impression that from the literature I have read that this is 
very common, it is extremely encouraging.  Most of these programs were only implemented a 
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few years ago, or are still in the planning stages, so it is too soon to tell what kind of effects 
these approaches will have, but it looks very encouraging. 
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INTERVIEW DISCUSSION 

 
 The many interviews I conducted were essential to this project, as they often filled in 
gaps in knowledge and understanding which no other method had been able to illuminate, and 
provided individual human faces and personalities to the many issues I had read about in studies.  
I conducted two main types of interviews– one to students, and the other to administrators, 
teachers and other school staff.  Both were invaluable to this project. 
 
 I felt that the interviews of Latino students who had dropped out and then attended 
alternative schools was especially important, since these are exactly the voices that are typically 
marginalized both in state and other studies on alternative education93, and in the day-to-day 
operations of their schools.  It was therefore essential to hear first-hand what issues they 
experienced in both the traditional and alternative schools.  Their answers were illustrative of 
exactly the kinds of issues that I had read about, and the practices and policies that helped or 
hindered them fit right in the much of the literature of what does and does not foster a 
supportive, welcoming school environment in which Latino students can be successful. 
 
 My first interview was with Lucy Luis, who, though she felt school was extremely 
important, faced many family barriers to attending school.  Her father had been deported to 
Mexico, and her mother now lives in California, so she lives on her own, which is difficult since 
she is not 18 yet, and so cannot sign many legal documents.  She also has a 2-year old daughter, 
so she and her boyfriend both work full time jobs to support her.  Lucy actually dropped out in 
middle school due to issues with her parents, and did not try to re-enroll for some time for fear 
that the school would report her as a runaway.  By the time she was ready to go back, her job and 
daughter made attending a conventional school difficult, so she at first looked into Paine 
Campus, one of the other alternative schools in Walla Walla.  She found their staff so judgmental 
of her circumstances, however, that she left before ever enrolling.  Next, she tried Opportunity 
program, where at first, she had much more success. 
 
 Attending Opportunity was difficult, since she felt they did not want students to bring 
their children to school with them, so when her boyfriend had to work, she could not attend 
school.  She said that if students were absent three days, they failed the class, which killed any 

                                                
93 All of these articles made claims about alternative schools and practices or dropouts, without actually 

interviewing or surveying any students: 
Johansson, Jan-Olov. “Report on Alternative Learning Experience Programs.” Olympia, WA: Office of 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, 1999. 
Paglin, Catherine and Jennifer Fager. “Alternative Schools: Approaches for Students at Risk.” Portland, 

OR: Information Services, Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1997. 
Bergeson, Terry. “School Enrollment Summary: Washington State School Districts School Year 2001-

2002.” Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2002. 
Ireland, Lisa. “Graduation and Dropout Statistics for Washington’s Counties, Districts, and Schools.” 

Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2006. 
 

 
 



 

 

51 
motivation to continue to attend, despite the fact there was nothing she could do about it.94  
Still, she managed to attend, and did well in her first class, with the help of a very supportive 
teacher.  When she moved on to the next subject, however, she encountered trouble.  She studied 
extremely hard for a history test, since it was an essential test to pass the class, but when the 
teacher graded it, she said he barely looked at it and gave her a failing grade, 7/20.  She started 
crying, and he said that she should have studied harder, and that he had no sympathy.  She went 
to work still very upset, where fortunately, her boss had been a history major.  He looked at the 
test to go over it with her, and said to her surprise that she had actually gotten 17 out of the 20 
correct.  When her boss called the teacher, he said that he must have been in a rush, but that he 
did not think that it was really that important.  Lucy never went back to Opportunity again. 
 
 When I asked her what she felt schools could do to better facilitate her success, she at 
first stuck very closely to that particular incident.  She told me repeatedly that she had really 
wanted an education, and felt it was very important, and had just wanted him to grade the test 
fairly.  When I asked her if there was anything more general than that one incident that either 
alternative or regular schools could be doing, she answered, “try to get to know anything about 
my life, try to understand, and care.  They just assume I’m normal like everyone else, they don’t 
know how hard I tried, how much I want to go to school.  It’s not that I wanted to drop out, I 
didn’t mean for that to happen.  And I have to get a diploma for my daughter.  I can’t be an 
embarrassment to my daughter.”95  She repeated a very similar frustration a short time later: 
“When I saw that the name of the school was ‘Opportunity,’ I thought it was gonna be that– that 
they were gonna understand why we couldn’t go to regular school and really work with us.  They 
didn’t try to understand, they just thought I was like everybody else.”   
 
 While most of the issues she brought up are exactly what I had read about, she brought up 
one thing that I had never thought of, nor have I read about it in any of the literature I have 
found.  She said that a big issues for Latino students is that for illegal immigrants, a high school 
degree will not bring the raise in income that it does to citizens, because the jobs available to 
people without papers are the same with or without a high school diploma.  
 
 The problems Lucy has had with both the regular and alternative systems supports 
everything I have read on the types of problems that Latinos typically face– socioeconomic 
concerns which are exacerbated by discrimination and lack of understanding– as well as the 
recommendations on what types of policies and programs are most conducive to student 
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with that of the teachers and staff at the school, because the staff said that although they do not like students to bring 
their children to class if they can help it, if they absolutely have to, they can.  Though they did report the same 
attendance policy as Lucy had mentioned, they said that if students had to miss school for any reason they could 
reschedule their appointment for some time during that week, and it would not count as an absence.  This makes it 
difficult to evaluate the effects of the policies of the program, since I am unsure whether the practices do not actually 
match the promise of the policies, or whether Lucy did not completely understand the policy.  

95 Due to technical difficulties, I did not actually get to record the exact words of Lucy’s interview.  I took 
notes on the particularly pertinent points though, and tried to record those quotes word for word of what I could 
remember the moment the interview was finished.  Therefore, though these should not be taken as the exact words 
she said, they are very close, and have much closer to their original effect when recorded in first person. 
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learning.  There are obviously many discrepancies between her story and the one that I heard 

from the staff, which is understandable.  Even without knowing which is more accurate, 
however, there is a lot to be learned from each person’s perception both of themselves and of 
others, and the gap between their stories.   
 
 The most important thing that jumped out at me about Lucy’s story was her feeling of 
being judged, and that school personnel did not try to understand her circumstances.  Through 
her contrasting of her two teachers at Opportunity, it is clear that their variant approaches 
towards her had a huge impact on her ability to succeed.  This further supports the argument 
which I have read and heard in interviews repeatedly: that in alternative schools in particular, but 
in education generally, the teacher makes or breaks the education for their students.  The actions 
of the history professor had nothing to do with the policy of the school; it appears, although I can 
not be sure without talking to him as well, to be the result of a serious lack of concern for his 
students, and possibly outright prejudice against them.  Her math teacher, however, was very 
supportive, got to know her well, and she felt that he really cared whether she succeeded, which 
made her want to do well.  This hails back particularly to Brewster and Bowen’s work on the 
importance of teacher support to student engagement and success, but to virtually every other 
author in my literature review as well, when they emphasized the importance of becoming 
knowledgeable and involved with both the students’ life outside of school and the culture and 
circumstances of the students.96  
 
 The other very important thing to note however, is the perception of the school personnel 
that I talked with that they provided exactly the things which seem to have been lacking.  Then 
again, I do not think that I talked to the teacher she mentioned, and it may have been an 
individual problem of his, while the rest of the teachers were much more understanding, but she 
made it sound more universal than the one teacher.  The teachers who I talked to though knew 
that many of their students had children, and did not seem judgmental in the way they discussed 
these students.  This may demonstrate that even when teachers believe that they are being 
understanding, it may take additional support to really create trust in their students, and prove 
their good intentions to students that, as discussed before, already feel stigmatized by their 
school and other factors.  If this is the case, it may be useful to provide training on becoming 
more effective in demonstrating concern and understanding, as well as on cultural understanding 
and sensitivity.  I will return to this, however, in the last section. 
 
 The second formal interview that I did of a student,97 which is transcribed in Appendix A, 
supported many of the same insights.  Junior Gonzales felt pretty neutral about the Opportunity 
Program, much like the students that I talked with in their class, but he had had an incredible 

                                                
96 Moll, Luis C. and Richard Ruiz. “The Schooling of Latino Children.” Latinos Remaking America. Ed. 

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco and Mariela M. Páez. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 362-374. 
Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins of 

Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 
97 As mentioned in the case study section, I also talked briefly with a few of the students in their classes at 

Opportunity, but since the main findings of those were discussed there, I will limit this discussion to the longer, 
more in-depth interviews that I conducted. 
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experience at the Skill Source program in Wenatchee, Washington.  He felt that the individual 
attention and support that they provided there was far superior to anything he had ever 
experienced in a conventional school, and that they really cared whether he did well or not.   He 
places this in sharp contrast to the way he feels he was treated at Walla Walla High School: 
 

That’s what was motivation to stay in that school because they (Skill Source) were so 
nice and really tried to help you out, like even though they see me as a struggling kid you 
know with a family and everything they try to do their best to help you out. And it was 
like totally opposite from WA High. WA High sees me as a struggling kid and threw me 
out because they thought I would infect pretty much the whole school or something. 

 
 He went on to explain that at traditional schools throughout his life, he felt that most 
teachers had just given up on him, and did not really care whether he succeeded or not.  This was 
a complete contrast to Skill Source, where they had individual counselors who knew everything 
about them, and were there for them as advocates, mentors and advisors to oversee their 
education.  So although the classes were not one-on-one, he received the kind of support, and 
more importantly, caring, that he needed from the one-on-one meetings with the counselor.  
Importantly, he also brings up one memorable teacher who did believe him, and kept him 
motivated for quite some time: 
 

My PE teacher was the main one motivating me getting me to stay in school, I was gonna 
be a track star and all, that’s probably why, haha. I used to run a lot and he was a really 
good motivation for me to stay in school and that’s why I tried to get back into school in 
10th grade but WA High wouldn’t let me in. 

 
 Another important thing which came out of this interview was the circumstances of his 
initial dropout from Walla Walla High School.  He was expelled twice from Walla Walla High 
School, each time in the fall, shortly after the beginning of the school year.  Although he 
deliberately pointed out that he understands his accountability for fighting and gang membership, 
he believes that the school dealt with the issue very poorly.  Similar to May and Copeland’s 
critique that traditional schools just pass off “problem” students to alternative schools,98 As is 
evident in the above quote, Junior felt that they treated him as a problem to be disposed of, rather 
than extending any effort to help him.  This is consistent with Muñoz’s observation that “Among 
urban teachers and administrators, there is a prevailing opinion that students with a history of 
behavioral or truancy problems represent a direct threat to the learning of other students.”99  It 
also supports Kelly’s critique that schools’ “zero-tolerance” policies only serve to alienate and 
further marginalize delinquent students.100 
 

                                                
98 May, Holly E. and Ellis P. Copeland. “Academic Persistence and Alternative High Schools: Student and 

Site Characteristics.” The Highschool Journal. 81.4 (1998): 199-208. 
99 Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins of 

Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 
 100 Kelly, Deirdre M. Last Chance High: How Girls and Boys Drop In and Out of Alternative Schools. 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 
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 In addition to the unhelpful and insulting nature of the expulsion, as Junior points out, 

it was also completely illogical.  “I did get in a fight and it was my bad, you know. I’d take the 
consequences but being expelled for the whole school year is like, what do they expect a 9th 
grader to do, you know? . . . the only thing I could do is go on the streets.”  He also said that he 
received no trial or opportunity to challenge the decision to expel him, and they never tried to 
contact his parents about his behavior expelling him.  This complete disregard for students’ 
circumstances and challenges stands in stark contrast to the actions at policies at Skills Source, 
where he thrived until a complex law essentially invalidated all the progress which he had made 
so far.  That was the point where he dropped out again, saying that it just “punctured [his] spirit.” 
 
 The rest of the interviews I did were primarily to gain information that pertains more 
directly to other sections of the report, so the concepts from these interviews have been contained 
fairly thoroughly throughout.  I will therefore proceed to the main conclusions and 
recommendations which I have ascertained from this project. 
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CONCLUSION: RESULTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 On the whole, my study of alternative schools in Washington was very encouraging in 
both the potential and reality of their ability to serve their Latino (and other) students.  Although 
there is a lot of room for improvement, it also has a lot to teach conventional schools, although 
judging by the examples I saw in Walla Walla of Paine and Walla Walla High School, 
alternative schools should keep an open mind to advice from the other direction as well.  
Innovation and creativity can come from anywhere— it is just a matter of finding the time, 
resources and motivation to accomplish them. 
 
 On the state-wide level, I see a lot of potential for improvement, but in existing laws and 
in the way these laws are formulated in the first place.  Additionally, OSPI needs to change its 
attitude towards alternative schools, to see them as an incredibly valuable resource both in 
helping minority students and as a wealth of great ideas. 
 
 Before I get too far into research, I want to thoroughly acknowledge the limitations of my 
study as very short, with very limited resources and time.  This is an extremely important issue to 
thousands of students across the state, so I invite anyone to follow up on my study and agree, 
disagree, or expand, as long as it contributes to the knowledge on this very under-researched 
topic. 
 
 Regardless of the limitations, however, there are a number of recommendations that are 
too overwhelmingly supported to ignore.  The synthesized recommendations laid out in the end 
of the Scholarly Literature Section have proven themselves individually in multiple studies, and 
would make for a school with incredible power for change if taken all together.  Beginning with 
the literature and continuing through the interviews, case studies and data, these strategies 
proved consistently to be beneficial not just to Latinos, but to all students.  Particularly essential 
is the provision of some sort of individual attention— be it from a teacher, counselor or tutor—
that really knows the student, so that the student feels engaged, cared for, and believed in and 
respected.  This was one of the strongest trends I saw throughout my study, in both Junior and 
Lucy’s interview, Brewster and Bowen’s article,101 and in countless interviews and presentations. 
 
 Crucial to enabling schools to pursue this and the other recommendations from the 
Literature Review section will be the reinstatement of the 70% law.  Although its removal was 
not directly associated with this mentality, Muñoz makes a very worrisome observation that there 
is an attitude that “scarce resources should not be wasted on students who are unlikely to take 
advantage of, or benefit from these services.”102  Secada also comments that every alternative 
school he saw was “always under-funded and many times [was] on the chopping block for the 

                                                
 101 Brewster, Ann B. and Gary L. Bowen. “Teacher Support and the School Engagement of Latino Middle 
and High School Students at Risk of Failure.” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal. 21.1 (2004): 47-64. 
 102 Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins 
of Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 
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coming fiscal year.”103  This should not be allowed to happen in Washington, where these 

schools are such an important resource to at-risk students.  The stigma of alternative education as 
for “bad kids,” and thus unimportant, is unacceptable when the whole purpose of public 
education is to provide a good education to everyone.  One of the most disturbing commentaries 
I heard was that alternative education could and sometimes does function as a form of modern 
segregation, in which “undesirable” students are separated out from the rest and then provided 
unequal opportunity and resources.  This view was expressed to me by teachers in multiple 
interviews, and I found many supporting arguments among Muñoz104 and Kelly in particular, but 
other authors as well.  It was also the view expressed to me by Junior in my interview of him.  
Though this is a serious concern, I believe it can be adjusted with an attitude adjustment as to the 
importance of these schools, beginning with ensuring the money generated by alternative school 
students is not being diverted from them to provide conventional schools with a disproportionate 
amount of funding. 70% is almost exactly equivalent to the average amount of money spent in-
schools statewide last year105, so the reinstatement of this law would only ensure that alternative 
schools receive their fair share for the programs that could so obviously benefit from it. 
 
 Additionally, OSPI should dedicate at least one full-time staff member to monitoring the 
practices and outcomes of alternative schools to provide laws created from a complete 
understanding of these programs’ strengths and weaknesses.  Hopefully, this person could find a 
way to reach more student voices, since as I have mentioned, they are often the most 
marginalized in school policy.  Another piece of this job should be the frequent gathering and 
analyzing of alternative school data both to monitor and publicize the outcomes of these 
programs.  If, as in my report, the outcomes are good, this data may make for good persuasion to 
put more money into the program, especially if explained in context of studies which link 
heightened education levels of everyone in society to lower crime rates, for the greater benefit of 
everyone. 
 
 I also believe that the proposed idea for a tiered diploma is an extremely good one, that 
should be adopted as quickly as possible to best facilitate all students, not just the college-bound.  
If not this idea, some change must be made to the graduation requirements to make them more 
attainable to students of all circumstances and backgrounds. 
 
 There also needs to be more required training for all teachers, alternative and 
conventional, as to the best approaches to teaching at-risk students and students from different 
cultural and economic backgrounds.  I began tossing this idea around in my head at the WALA 

                                                
 103 Secada, Walter G. “Lessons Learned by the Hispanic Dropout Project.” The Clearing House. 73.2 
(1999): 93-97. 

104 Muñoz, Juan Sanchez. “The Social Construction of Alternative Education: Re-examining the Margins 
of Public Education for At-Risk Chicano/a Students.” The Highschool Journal. 88.2 (2005): 3-22. 
 Kelly, Deirdre M. Last Chance High: How Girls and Boys Drop In and Out of Alternative Schools. New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 
 105 “Washington State Report Card,” Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. 
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conference, where I asked a number of teachers if they had any additional training 
requirements as a result of the more difficult student population they had to work with, and all of 
them said no.  My first thought was therefore to recommend increased training requirements of 
this sort for all alternative school teachers. However, since the lack of the kind of support that 
training would provide is often the reason that students end up in alternative schools in the first 
place, it would be best for all teachers to be sensitive and knowledgeable about these issues. 
 
 Most of these policies are very easily attainable if given more attention.  If instituted, 
they could help alternative education to reach its full potential in providing adequate educational 
opportunity for all students.  Horrace Mann, a famously passionate advocate of public education, 
asserted that education, “beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of the 
conditions of men—the balance-wheel of the social machinery.”  This has rarely been true in the 
course of American history.  But it is a dream well worth pursuing, and alternative education and 
the adoption of its practices in traditional schools could prove paramount to achieving it. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
 Although I prepared questions for all of my interviews, I rarely ended up actually using 
more than the first question verbatim.  I would ask the first question, and the answer would then 
progress into a conversation.  I kept my questions for reference throughout the interviews 
though, to make sure that I covered all of the information that I intended to cover. 
 
 Another thing to note is that I conducted this interview while I was still focusing broadly 
on at-risk Latinos generally, so the questions are not directed specifically towards alternative 
schools.  Since Junior has attended two alternative schools though, this was inevitably where the 
conversation went.  This interview was actually one of the primary reasons that I ended up 
researching and eventually focusing on alternative schools.  The following, however, was my 
plan going into the interview: 
 
– Start by explaining the project, introducing myself, letting him ask any questions and 
establishing a mutual understanding on confidentiality and quotations. 
 
– Begin with basic questions: 
 
 1.  How long has your family been in the US? Were you born in the US? 
 
 2.  What language(s) did you grow up speaking at home? 
 
– Then, actually get at the main details regarding what led to his dropping out of school: 
 

3.  When did you drop out of school? More importantly, why?  (This actually ended up 
being the question I started with, which led to addressing the rest of the questions). 

 
4.  Have you had any siblings or friends drop out of school?  From what you know, were 
their reasons similar to yours? 

 
 5.  How do you see dropping out as having affected you (socially, economically, etc)? 
 

6.  What have you been doing since you dropped out?  Have you pursued any alternate 
route to a highschool diploma or equivalent? 

 
 7.  Do you see dropping out as a bigger problem for Latino students than for others? If so, 
why? 

 
8.  Did you ever have any trouble in school that was related to being Latino 
(Discrimination, lack of understanding, etc)? 

 
 9.  Is there anything else that I didn’t ask you about that you think is important for me to 
consider in this project? 
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 10.  Are there any things that you think I should change about my questions for future 
interviews? 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 
 
Interviewee: Junior Gonzalez 
Location: Walla Walla, WA. 
Date: October 16, 2006 
 
Interview Participants: 
Junior Gonzales— J 
Liz Oberhausen (me)— L 
 
L: So I mean, one of the most important questions then is why you dropped out, or why you 
stopped going to school? 
 
J: Okay, um, pretty much, I was going to school, all the way till 10th grade, in Walla Walla high 
school here in WW- at that time, I was uhh, I don’t know, rebellious teenager, that wasn’t really 
into school, wanted just to hang out a lot, um, started gettin into trouble a lot when I was 
younger, mainly just, I don’t know, just it was little things like just hangin out, like skippin 
school, stuff like that.  After that, I just, it was in 98 when I finally dropped out, I’d be in 10th 
grade, I went to school, got a fight with one kid and the school, I was there for two months and 
they just expelled me, for that one fight, so after that I started going to uh, that little school, 
umm, it’s called Opportunity Program, I was uhh. 
 
L: And you could go there during that year? 
 
J: Yeah, yeah, cuz they expelled me from WA High.   
 
L: Yeah 
 
J: So I just started going there, and um, I was still kinda rebellious and everything, started to get 
in a trouble a lot too, hangin out with um, you know, bad people I guess . . . I mean, that’s what 
they say I guess (chuckles). Hangin out with people so I just started getting in trouble so I 
decided to move to Wenatchee in 98 and I moved out to Wenatchee, um, I started going to go to 
school at Skill Source there, and I was uh taking a bunch of my GED tests, and I was studying a 
lot, I was going to Skill Source for more than a year and I was studying and studying really hard 
to actually pass my GED test and they sent me to um take my GED test, they paid for you right 
there. 
 
L: Mhmm 
 
J: And I took three of them– I  passed the writing... reading... and the social studies one.  The 
only one I really had left is the math, and . . . another one . . . I don’t know which one it was. 
 
L: Yeah, I don’t remember.  I had like 5 or 6 friends do that instead of graduate, but I can’t 
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remember either. 
 
J: Yeah and so um, and that year, when I took the GED test that year they passed a new law, 
saying that they were changing the GED test to a harder level and if you didn’t get it done by 
2000 that they were just going to erase all your scores 
 
L: Whoa, and what year was it that you ... 
 
J: 2000 I believe, or it was in 2001 or 2000 . . . I think it was in 2000 or 2001 that they passed the 
bill.  They made the GED test harder for the next year, so that if you didn’t pass it by the year-
end, that all your tests that you had done were gonna be taken off, and you had to do the test all 
over again.  And that was in November and December when I had just barely gotten my third 
test, I passed it, and then New Years they erased all my scores, and wanted me to take every 
single test over again, so I was like ....no. hahhaa. 
 
L: Oh man, that’s ridiculous! 
 
J: So I was like No, and after that I just never went back to school.   
 
L: Yeah 
 
J: It kind of upset me, cuz really I tried my hardest cuz I had a lot of problems with the essay 
tests you know? 
 
L: Mhmm 
 
J: I was really bad with that. So I was studied for like more than 4 months just to get the essay 
right, and I went and passed, passed with you know flying colors and everything, I passed 
everything, cuz you know when you take the GED test and as long as you pass it, a little bit 
more, you can use the extra points that you have for other tests.  
 
L: Really? 
 
J: So yeah if you fail the math test, but you pass all the other tests with flying colors, they use 
points from that, to throw on to your math, so you know, but.. . So I had a lot of points left over, 
cuz I’m not really good at math so I wanna take math last, haha 
 
L: Yeah, haha. 
 
J: Cuz I knew I could pass all the other tests, but I just knew I wasn’t really good at my math. 
And so I passed all with flying colors, and at the end, they took away my test scores, and they 
wanted, they asked me to take it over again and I just, I didn’t want to, I refused to. I said No. 
Because it was just like, it seemed like all my troubles that I went through to actually finally do 
what I had to do, you know, and try to get all the points and study, it just seemed like they threw 
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that away you know like they didn’t really care, so . . .  

 
L: Yeah.  That’s so weird cuz like, when high schools get new standards, it’s not like they’re like 
okay everyone who graduated from this high school before doesn’t have a diploma anymore . . . 
 
J: Yeah, like, they passed I don’t know what law it was, it was just the GED test, and they were 
just saying by year’s end if you didn’t pass you had to just do it all over again. 
 
L: So who told you about that law? 
 
J: School, Skill Source.  
 
L: Oh, ok, the one in Wenatchee? 
 
J: Yeah that’s in Wenatchee. 
 
L: Oh cool, another of our partners is in Wenatchee, so that’d be interesting to call him and take 
a look at that. 
 
J: Yeah, so they told me, but I went, I tried to go back about 2004, was gonna move back up 
there for a while, but then I was trying to go back but then I got in a car wreck, so that’s when I 
moved back up here, so then ever since then I’ve just been working, I was at the car wash 
detailing cars for them, and um, just , so then I started working up here for the college pro 
painters, so I’ve just been working all the time lately, so I just, I was thinking about trying to take 
the winter quarter here, you know, try to do something about it, but then I just  
 
L: At the community college, or ...? 
 
J: Yeah, at the community college, just to keep my school up, cuz I’m really interested in getting 
my school done, it’s just, when they took my test away, just you know, it, like, I don’t know, it 
like . . . just punctures your spirit I guess, you know what I mean?  
 
L: Yeah 
 
J: To work so hard at something and they you know . . . 
 
L: and then just have it not mean anything 
 
J: Yeah, take it away from you.  And so, that’s why I didn’t finish school, hahaha. 
 
L: Yeah.  So when did you, or why did you move from opportunity to Wenatchee? 
 
J: I just, I moved from Walla Walla pretty much. 
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L: Oh ok 
 
J: and I had friends up there and, I was getting in trouble here a lot, so I just decided to move and 
get out of town you know, leave everything behind and start a new, I had a daughter up there, I 
got a 5 year old daughter up there–  
 
L: Oh cool. 
 
J: she’s with her mom right now.  Yep and so, I just went up there and met her, and we were 
together for 5 years up there, and then we broke up and I decided to move back here. And WE 
just share custody.  Right now she has her until Thanksgiving, then I’ll have her for a couple 
months, so  
 
L: Oh cool 
 
J: Yeah, So, that’s pretty much, I stayed up there in Wenatchee, went to school , went to work, 
you know, try pass my tests. After that they just took them away, so ever since then I’ve been 
working. I’ve been working a lot. School just hasn’t really been the biggest priority, you know. 
 
L: Yeah, that makes sense. But, so it wasn’t any problems with the schools here particularly?  
 
J: No, I always had problems with school, just the school and disciplinary problems, little things 
you know, but it was never like bad teachers, it was mainly my decision in the end because of 
what they did to me with my GED test. 
 
L: Yeah. How was the disciplinary process for you, I mean in Opportunity and WA High? 
 
J: I thought WA High was very unfair, disciplinary-wise I guess. I realized that if you do get in a 
fight you are going to be disciplined and everything and you are gonna.. its… it was no problem 
for me you know, but I thought they were pretty harsh in the punishment, with throwing me out 
of school, with only one month into school you know, they did it both years 
 
L: Both years? 
 
J: 9th grade they kicked me out, they expelled me, I don’t even know what it was for. And then I 
came back in 10th grade and they expelled me again, so I just… they said that it was because at 
the time I was, they said I was into gangs and all that other stuff and it was just, I don’t know, I 
thought it was very unfair. Just in the way that they kicked me out of school both years. I think it 
was more a… I just don’t think they like me there. haha 
  
L: Because that’s what my friend is finding, like another one of my friends in class is doing gang 
prevention and juvenile detention, and she’s been finding that people that have the slightest 
problem in high school they send them to the juvenile detention center. 
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J: I was never in… I was in juvenile, but it was juvenile because I did, you know, bad things 

and got arrested for it. I started stealing a bit from stores and stuff, and … but at that time I was 
just a rebellious teenager. Having my daughter changed me a lot, you know. Because it was in 
2000, been five almost six years since I have my daughter and I haven’t been in jail for almost 
four years now. But ever since then I’ve just been taking care of my daughter, I moved to 
Wenatchee about a year ago. My daughter was down here with me all summer and she was just 
here a couple of weeks ago, so everything is pretty good with me but I have just never gone back 
to school. 
 
L: Do you think it will help when you finish at all? 
 
J: I think it’ll be a big accomplishment, oh yeah, of course. It’s like any job you try to get now 
days, they all want your high school diploma or some kind of education. So it would help, I think 
it would help a lot for me to go back to school and finish. Because I know so many trades I know 
detailing, I know landscape, I know irrigation, I know it all, fencing I know… you know. I know 
how to paint houses from top to bottom, I ca almost run my own business. I got so much 
experience in everything. 
 
L: You just have to look legitimate or whatever by, like, finishing. 
 
J: Yeah, I’ve worked at Applebee’s too, so I know how to cook and everything. I know it all. 
You know, just my lack of education over the years has pretty much stopped me from becoming 
what I want to. A lot of it has been working minimum wage, but now that I start working 
painting and you know detailing I have started going up to ten dollars, eleven dollars an hour. 
But I think that with my school, with a little bit more education I would be able to take the next 
step to, you know, a better financial future for me and my daughter. That’s where pretty much 
my life went from school, you know, from 2001 when they took my GED test away, from there I 
gave up on it, you know. A lot of it had to do with WA High expelling me for two years, twice, 
and at the beginning of the school year you can’t really do too much. I was expecting, you know 
I did get in a fight and it was my bad, you know. I’d take the consequences but being expelled 
for the whole school year is like, what do they expect a 9th grader to do, you know? 
 
L: Yeah, its kind of weird, its like you are not doing.. 
 
J: Yeah, 9th grade, the only thing I could do is go on the streets, you know 
 
L: Yeah, it’s an odd way of trying to prevent any kind of gangs or whatever, just send people to 
the street. 
 
J: They passed that law, no kid left behind but that was just a couple of years ago. If they would 
have had it back then I might have been able to get back into school. Cause I tried to get back 
into WA High they just didn’t let me. 
 
L: Is that a part of no child left behind? Being able to go back? 
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J: I think so, I just know that they try really hard to get the kids to pass and they work better with 
the parents also. That’s why they started sending parents to jail also, if the kids started missing 
school, yeah, you can go to jail. And juveniles can go to jail for missing school now. its part of 
that act that they passed. Other than that I just think that if WA High wouldn’t have expelled me 
for both those years at the beginning of the school year I think I would have a chance, but they 
threw me out and never tried to get me back. 
 
L: Yeah, that was going to be one of my questions its just like… 
 
J: They never even came by my mom and asked her, and stuff like that. They expelled me and 
had my mom pick me up and that was it. 
 
L: Wow, just like the day you had your fight they were like that’s it, you’re done? 
 
J: Yea 
 
L: You didn’t get to have any kind of appeal? I thought there was more of a process. 
 
J: No, that’s what I thought too, there just wasn’t nothing, they just threw me out of school and 
never let me come back. I even tried to go back to WA High, that’s why I went back on 10th 
grade but then they, when I went back in 10th grade they had me taking 9th grade classes, cause I 
hadn’t passed no 9th grade. And then just a couple of months later they, I don’t know if I stopped 
10th grade or I just kept going, cause I know they expelled me 9th grade and 10th grade they had 
me taking 9th grade classes and I only went for two months and then I was gone. After that I 
started going to Opportunity Program and I tried to do that for a while, but that program is so 
weird, they make you go to school for an hour a week and then they make you take all your stuff 
home, you gotta do it all at your own pace and your own time. But for a kid, and being young, 
and like rebellious and like doesn’t even like school in the first place,  
 
L: Yeah, that takes a lot of motivation by yourself.  
 
J: That was never gonna work, and so after that I just stopped working. 
 
L: Yeah, I talked with another girl that had big problems at opportunity and Paine, and she tried 
opportunity and then she tried Paine. 
 
J: I never tried Paine, that was all… it seems like they send all the bad teenagers over there, that 
was like juvenile for schools. They send all the trouble kids over there, it was all trouble kids 
back there. I just didn’t want to go on that route.  
 
L: Yeah, she had a kid…  
 
J: Yeah it’s hard when you have a kid, at first when I was going to school and all that I had my 
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fiancé at the time, helping me, she would take care of my daughter, I was working two jobs 

and going to school. And that’s why it frustrated me so much the year that they took my school 
away and all my tests because at the time I was working for a car wash and detailing up in 
Wenatchee from 8 in the morning to noon, it was just part time, through the school, through the 
skill source cause they give you a job and everything, and from 1 to 4 I would go to school and 
from 5 to 2 in the morning I would go back to work to the fruit plant that I was working at. So I 
was working in the day and working during the night and going to school. And trying to juggle 
my daughter and my wife in the middle. 
 
L: So sat Skill Source, you actually went there and they helped you prepare for the GED? 
 
J: Yeah, they helped me prepare for the GED and they paid for GED classes, they pay you to go 
to school— every booklet you get done is 10 dollars. And then since that’s how I learned a lot of 
my traits like in that school’s skill source, that’s a really good school. They, say you wanted to 
get into cosmetology, like you never knew nothing about hair, they would put you in 
cosmetology and train you for 6 months and pay you, pay training like the whole 6 months. if 
you had a job and the job you get hired to do doesn’t pay you, the school pays you, Its all 
training, its all training to learn a new trait that you want. And at the end of those 6 months or 
280 hours, your boss that you are working for has the choice to keep you, keep you working. 
he’ll hire you on full time and he’ll start paying you or he’ll say, no, its not gonna work out 
another 6 months then they’ll put you on another job. So they help you get jobs, they help you 
get work clothes, they buy them for you and all, all shoes and if you were a mechanic they buy 
you all your tools if you need it, like if you have a car they repair it all for you. The school was 
awesome. Every Friday you’d get an incentive if you did all your work and got all your points 
for school you’d get pizza. So that was pretty cool. That was a lot better than regular school. 
That’s what was motivation to stay in that school because they were so nice and really tried to 
help you out, like even thought they see me as a struggling kid you know with a family and 
everything they try to do their best to help you out. And it was like totally opposite from WA 
High. WA High see me as a struggling kid and threw me out because they thought I would infect 
pretty much the whole school or something, haha. With my bad behavior, and its just, I, that’s 
what… WA High just never helped at all. And at school, like at first the school, we were treated 
like, it seemed like a lot of my teachers would give up on me too.  

I was really into sports, really into track and everything. My PE teacher was the main one 
motivating me getting me to stay in school, I was gonna be a track star and all, that’s probably 
why, haha. I used to run a lot and he was a really good motivation for me to stay in school and 
that’s why I tried to get back into school in 10th grade but WA High wouldn’t let me in. Any 
other school I didn’t think was gonna give me even close to what even WA High  could provide. 
You know what I mean? 
 
L: As far as?  
 
J: As far as education. 
 
L: Oh yeah, like getting a good education there?  
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J: Everybody wants a good education they just, you know, just … the Opportunity Program and 
everything, just didn’t seem like, for me that they would help you too much. They would send 
you home and make you come to school once a week for an hour, you know? 
 
L: Yeah. But the Skills program? 
 
J: Yeah, the skills program happens every day, besides Friday, Friday it’s from 1 to 4, its 3 hours 
and you get pizza. From 1 to 4 on Thursday it was all like school and then Friday you just come 
and get pizza. But they really helped you, a lot of my teachers there, like, after them, they gave 
me references for like all my other jobs that I was dealing with. So they help you get jobs and 
after that they help you after that for references. And like I took a computer class through there 
and like I took a, I’m in a class to get jobs, you know, like for when you’re unemployed, you 
know fill out applications. The writing that needs to go into applications and all, so they were 
really good help and all.  
 


