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ALTERNAT IVE  E DUCAT ION 
OVERVIEW
Most states and districts offer alternative education 
programs, or schools and programs outside 
of the traditional K-12 curriculum, though the 
programming offered and population served 
vary widely (Lange & Sletten, 2002). Alternative 
education programs and schools provide students 
who are struggling the opportunity to achieve 
in a new setting and use creative, individualized 
learning strategies. Thus, alternative education 
settings can help ensure students at risk of 
dropping out of traditional schools receive the 
guidance and additional supports needed to 
complete coursework and remain �on track� 
to graduate. While in the past many students 
were referred to alternative schools for chronic 
absenteeism, disciplinary concerns, and credit 
recovery, according to the National Dropout 
Prevention Center, the de�nition of an alternative 
school is becoming broader and goes beyond 
students who are struggling in the classroom 
(Cash, 2004). Alternative settings can range from 
magnet programs, dual enrollment or college-
based programs, schools focused on serving 
students with unique interests or learning 
disabilities, education programs providing 
support for teen mothers, street academies 
serving homeless students, charter schools, and 
programs for youth involved with the juvenile 
justice system. Although there are many different 
kinds of alternative schools and programs, most 
are characterized by smaller student-to-teacher 
ratios; �exible scheduling; personalized learning; 
relevant, career-oriented themes; and innovative 

curricula. High-quality alternative programs and 
schools focus on reengaging students in their 
education and moving them forward academically 
(Martin & Brand, 2006). As such, the existence of 
strong alternative education options can help a 
district ensure equity and prospects for students 
who might have �fallen through the cracks� in 
more traditional school settings.

In Kentucky, state legislation de�nes an 
�alternative education program� as �a program 
that exists to meet student needs that cannot be 
addressed in a traditional classroom setting� 
and that is �designed to remediate academic 
performance, improve behavior, or provide an 
enhanced learning experience� in alternative 
classrooms, centers, or campuses. Alternative 
education programs, which do not include 
career or technical centers or departments, 
serve students in all grades, vary in length of 
enrollment, and vary in size. While historically 
alternative education has been associated 
primarily with �at-risk� students, Kentucky 
Department of Education (KDE) clearly indicates 
that these programs can also serve students who: 
have special needs, are gifted and talented, are 
adjudicated, have been abused and neglected, 
are differently abled, or could bene�t from a 
non-traditional environment. In Kentucky, four 
types of alternative programs serve a wide range 
of students:

1.	 District-operated programs on-site 
within a traditional school;
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2.	 District-operated programs in a separate 
facility, including a range of programs, 
such as gifted and talented, behavior-
focused, teen pregnancy, online, and 
specialized programming for immigrant 
and refugee students (A5);

3.	 Programs for students in the care of a 
state agency, such as juvenile detention 
centers, treatment facilities, residential 
group homes (A6); and

4.	 Blended A5/A6 programs. 

In the 2017-2018 school year, a total of 23,288 
students were enrolled in 181 A5 and A6 
alternative programs in Kentucky. These 
programs were operating in 90 (52%) of the 

Commonwealth�s 173 school districts. Districts 
vary widely in terms of the number 

of alternative programs 
offered, with 

nearly half offering no such programs, many 
offering only one alternative program and, 
at the high end, one district offering 38 
alternative programs serving both in- and 
out-of-district students. 

Because traditional schools are not an appropriate 
�t for all students, it can be helpful for districts to 
offer a range of schools and programs to meet the 
needs of a diverse group of learners. Furthermore, 
the very existence of high-quality alternative 
schools and programs can expand and improve 
education options for all students, including those 
in traditional schools. Strong alternative programs 
and schools develop expertise in what works 
with students who are struggling in school and 
are engaged in testing the ef�cacy of a range 
of pathways to high school success. As such, 
alternative education programs, both those offered 
within and those offered alongside traditional 
public schools, should be seen as a critical tool 
in districts� efforts to increase persistence to high 

school graduation.
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WESTERN MENTAL HEALTH DAY TREATMENT 
JEFFERSON COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS  �   LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

CA S E  E X A M P L E  # 1

T he Western Mental Health Day Treatment Program1 (Western Day), 
a collaboration between Jefferson County Public Schools (JCPS) and 
Centerstone, a non-pro�t behavioral health organization, provides children 
with severe emotional disturbances in kindergarten through grade �ve with 

intensive therapeutic services alongside academic instruction. The program, which 
students generally attend for six months to a year, is meant for children in need of a 
more restrictive environment than a traditional public school and offers coordinated 
services, including academic instruction; individual, family, and group therapy; 
psychiatric services; and a variety of assessments. With a maximum enrollment of 
eight students in four classrooms, Western Day offers a small, personalized learning 
environment with extensive therapeutic offerings and a high level of coordination 
among staff, an intensive program that helps many students gain the skills they need 
to successfully attend a traditional public school. The program follows the JCPS 
academic calendar with an additional summer session. 

Students are considered for the program when a child�s therapist makes a referral that 
includes information about a student�s current school placement and interventions 
as well as documentation of a student�s dif�culty functioning in various environments 
(school, family, self-care, self-direction, and interpersonal relations). To determine 
program appropriateness, Western Day staff conduct an intensive screening 
assessment which they present to the treatment team. 

Western Day pays particular attention to student transitions into and out of the 
program. The program�s case manager meets with home school staff when a 
student enters and exits the program. Upon exit from the program, a student has a 
pro�le sheet that follows them to their next school. This sheet identi�es the student�s 
strengths, areas for growth, and MAP (Measures of Academic Progress) scores. 
This ensures that students experience continuity of their education program and 
therapeutic services as they move across educational settings. Students and families 
are thoroughly prepared for transition from Western Day. For example, prior to 
exiting the program, each student attends a meeting with staff from the school they 
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CA S E  E X A M P L E  # 2

O pportunity Middle College2 (OMC) is a dual-enrollment program located on 
the Cooper campus of Bluegrass Community and Technical College (BCTC). 
The program�s 100 high school juniors and seniors take a mix of high school 
and college courses on a college campus, getting exposure to postsecondary 

education, while also ensuring they complete the credits they need to graduate high 
school. The majority of OMC students are low-income (75%), racial minority (70%), 
and/or �rst generation to attend college (70%). Opportunity Middle College operates 
with an instructional staff of three teachers, two of whom are part-time, a part-time 
counselor, and a part-time principal. 

Admission to OMC is by application with primary criteria being work ethic, maturity, 
attendance, and behavior as opposed to past academic performance. Juniors begin 
with two college courses in their �rst semester. As long as they maintain a �B� 
average, they may take three college courses in their second semester, four courses 
in the fall of senior year, and �ve courses in the spring of senior year (for a total of 
about 45 college credit hours while still in high school). All college courses count 
toward high school graduation requirements as well.

Opportunity Middle College staff closely monitor student performance and have 
the �exibility to move students into and pull students back from college courses, 
depending on their success. If a student is struggling in college courses, OMC 
moves them to high school courses for a semester before having them try college 
courses again. Program staff work hard to help all OMC students succeed and have 
only sent �ve students back to their home school in ten years of operation, usually for 
attendance or behavior issues. Frank LaBoone, OMC Principal, notes that the chance 
to take college courses is a big motivator for students:

We�ve talked to traditional high schools about having trouble getting students 
motivated to take the ACT that wonder how our students get such high scores. We 
have the kids who�ve �gured out it matters, so they put forth more effort.

Most OMC students who attend the program for two years graduate high school 
with about one year�s worth of college credits (though OMC has had three students 

O 

OPPORTUNITY MIDDLE COLLEGE
FAYETTE COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS  �   LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY
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MCCRACKEN REGIONAL SCHOOL
MCCRACKEN COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS  �   PADUCAH, KENTUCKY

M cCracken Regional School3 (McCracken or MRS) is a short-term residential 
detention facility for juvenile delinquents pre- and post-adjudication, prior 
to placement, run in partnership by McCracken County Public Schools 
(MCPS) and the Kentucky Department of Juvenile Justice. One of eight 

detention facilities in Kentucky, McCracken serves 18 counties in the far western 
portion of the state.

Since the average student stay is 20 days, teachers at McCracken work hard to make 
sure students enter the educational program rapidly. Upon placement in the facility, 
a student is assessed to determine whether he or she is on-track to graduate and is 
assigned classes. Because student records are housed in the In�nite Campus system, 
this process is quick; and within a handful of hours, new students are in a classroom. 
�These students have lost instructional time already, and we can�t afford to lose more,� 
explains one of McCracken�s teachers. 

Education and corrections staff members maintain a building-wide focus on education, 
and the district ensures the school is staffed with highly skilled teachers. (Two of the 
school�s three full-time teachers are National Board Certi�ed). For students likely to be 
in the juvenile justice system until age 18 or beyond, the focus is on helping them to 
graduate, which usually means accelerating their program. For those who are on-track 
and may return home, there is less need for acceleration. Brian Bowland, Director of Pupil 
Personnel for the district explains:

We take kids who are traditionally not engaged, who succeed in our program! Our 
students do not feel they are being punished by their teachers. McCracken teachers 
walk in and they are focused on giving instruction to those students. Students are 
getting their consequences elsewhere.

McCracken teachers are proud of their focus on education with students who have 
not always experienced success in school in the past, explains one teacher:

Kids come back after being in other facilities and tell us they weren�t academically 
relevant or challenging. We throw hard stuff at the kids. A lot of alternative programs 
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NEWCOMER ACADEMY
JEFFERSON COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS  �   LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

N ewcomer Academy5 (Newcomer) is a Jefferson County Public Schools (JCPS) 
middle and high school for recent arrivals to the United States up to age 
21 who are not native English speakers. Now in its 14th year of operation, 
the school focuses on helping students develop English language skills 

quickly while progressing (or catching up) in all school subjects. Most of Newcomer 
Academy�s students attend for one to two years, with students departing at the end 
of the school year so they can move to a comprehensive school at the beginning of 
the year. Because Newcomer accepts new students at any time, the program begins 
the year with about 350 students and swells to more than 700 by the end of the year. 
Newcomer�s students hail from more than 45 different countries, and speak more 
than 30 languages. The program works to diversify classes with students from various 
backgrounds. Newcomer is a trauma-informed program that intentionally takes 
into consideration the background of students and seeks to build social emotional 
capacity and resiliency for future academic success. 

New students, who are welcomed at Newcomer all year long, are quickly oriented and 
placed in classes. All of the program�s teachers are dual-certi�ed in English as a Second 
Language (ESL) and their teaching content area. Thus, students receive intensive ESL 
instruction and interaction in English in all of their courses. For the approximately one-
�fth of Newcomer students who have experienced signi�cant interruptions in their 
formal education (e.g., due to lack of access, war), the program offers extra time in core 
areas of literacy and numeracy. Students who arrive prior to the spring are generally 
ready to transition to a traditional school by the end of the school year. Those who 
arrive later in the year may stay a second school year if not yet prepared. Outside of the 
classroom Newcomer Academy offers students and their families extended supports, 
including mental health services; an adolescent English Learner (EL) library �lled 
with high-interest, easy to read books; a free clothing boutique; connections to partner 
community-based organizations and refugee agencies; a volunteer mentor program; 
and parent outreach activities such as open houses and adult education. Newcomer 
Academy students leave the school ready to take part in comprehensive classrooms 
with understanding and con�dence. 

N
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1	� Information for this case example obtained from telephone interview with Nodler, Lori. (2018, 
September 5) and site visit to Western Mental Health Day Treatment. (2018, October 1). 

2	� Information for this case example obtained from telephone interview with LaBoone, Frank. 
(2018, August 31) and site visit to Opportunity Middle College. (2018, October 2). 

3	� Information for this case example obtained from telephone interview with Bowland, Brian. 
(2018, September 4) and site visit to McCracken Regional School. (2018, October 4). 

4	� Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) is a term used to describe all types of abuse, 
neglect, and other traumatic experiences occurring to young people before age 18. ACEs 
have been linked to chronic health conditions, low life potential, early death, and risky health 
behaviors. As the number of ACEs goes up, the risk of these adverse outcomes increases. 
Positive experiences can help protect against the negative outcomes of ACEs (Centers 
for Disease Control. About ACEs.) The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention offers 
helpful ACEs prevention tools and resources at: https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/
childabuseandneglect/acestudy/resources.html

5	� Information for this case example obtained from telephone interview with Snow, Gwen. (2018, 
October 31) and site visit to Newcomer Academy. (2018, October 1). 

6	� Information for this case example obtained from telephone interview with Stevenson, Tina and 
Ridd, Eric. (2018, September 6) and site visit to STEAM Academy. (2018, November 13). 

ENDNOTES
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