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Incorporating school reform, non-traditional approaches to 

education, and an emphasis on the student as an individual,

educational alternatives are being offered to at-risk youth in

urban, suburban, and rural communities in Indiana.

Alternative education might also be called an educational  alternative…or

education option…or opportunity education…or perhaps, best practice

education. It offers opportunities to many students – and not just those on the

verge of failing, being expelled, or dropping out of school. Alternative education

programs offer renewed hope for youth who are facing their adult lives

unable to read, underemployed or unemployable, in need of

public support, dependent on alcohol or drugs, or falling into

our criminal justice system. Communities that invest in educational alternatives

to meet the changing needs of their student population are investing in

prevention and intervention. Such investment not only offers hope for the future

to distressed students themselves, but helps counter the ever

growing costs of

unmet needs and unsolved

problems throughout their

adult lives.

Published by Indiana State University



According to the Indiana Department of Education,

71 percent of Indiana school corporations offer

some form of alternative education for students who

are not successful in traditional education settings.

However, according to recent surveys conducted by

Indiana University and Indiana State University,

only 37 percent of Indiana residents are aware

that such programs exist.

But taxpayers do believe that alternative education opportunities are

important for students who have been suspended or expelled, need to

work, have family obligations, or have some other difficulty succeeding in

traditional classrooms. Most residents also believe that alternative education

provides an important opportunity to remain in school – perhaps the only one for

students who might otherwise drop out. Although the reasons some students are at

risk of school failure are not always obvious or easily understood, the public

perception is that offering education in a variety

of ways provides both short and long term

benefits to individuals and communities. 

The surveys also revealed a fairly negative view 

of students who attend alternative education

programs. Respondents had very specific images 

of students in alternative

education programs, including:

troublemakers, bad school citizens,

criminals, and people who are disrespectful of others. Nearly 70 percent believed that, most

commonly, these students are high school aged males.

The surveys also found that school

board members, legislators,

and the general public

associate alternative

education with students

who have behavior problems,

are disruptive, or are failing.

Responding to questions about why alternative

education is needed, they said it is a place to send students who do not fit in traditional classrooms.

It also keeps troublemakers out of the classrooms so that the rest can learn and it

keeps troublemakers off the streets.
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High school graduates, on the average,  
earn $6,415 more per year than high

school dropouts.
(Bureau of the Census, 1994).



Contrary to the stereotypes, there is no “typical” alternative education student. They

are, in fact, a diverse group of students from grades 6 through 12. Many students come

to alternative programs because they are considering dropping out of school or have

already done so, are pregnant or parenting and unable to attend traditional programs,

or their employment interferes with a regular instructional day. The majority are enrolled because of

academic failure and/or behavior problems. The reasons youth fail or do not behave in traditional school

settings, however, are varied, complex, and often interrelated. While some factors may be attributed

primarily to a student’s own personality, most are associated with the home and community, and even the

school itself. Poverty, dysfunctional family environments, frequent moves,

lack of good role models, and learning disabilities are

among the most important factors placing youth at risk of failure. Additionally,

traditional schools are

not designed or prepared to teach

and help students who typically

occupy the back row in the

classroom or fall completely through

the cracks of the system.

So, what happens? The troublemakers are

expelled. The failures drop out. The “square ones” who don’t fit into the “round holes” try for as long as they

can, and then they leave too. And then what do they do? They usually try to enter the workforce. But

because changing workplaces are using more complex technology and are demanding more sophisticated

workers with higher skill levels, applicants without high school diplomas are

literally unemployable for most jobs. Business and industry do not want at-risk youth.

The military once offered skill training and other opportunities for high school dropouts, but now it sets a

high school diploma as a minimum entry requirement. Unfortunately, the age-old

American Dream – that hard work, even with little or no formal

education, will enable one to achieve the financial comforts of the

middle class, to raise a family, and to live the good life – no longer

applies. Education has become the key to success – and even a high school diploma may not be

enough to “get ahead.”
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A NeedThe facts are staggering. Each year, Indiana schools report high numbers of

students who have been expelled or suspended. Research confirms that

suspended students often become expelled students, who then become dropouts. When students drop out

or are pushed out of school, they miss meaningful educational opportunities and are more likely to fail if they

do return. Students who drop out of school or do not earn a GED are much more likely to suffer from limited

employment opportunities, poverty, non-marital

parenthood, and poor health. They are also more

at risk for substance abuse and involvement with

the criminal justice system. When young

people do not succeed in 

school, the social and 

economic consequences 

for both the individual and

society are alarming.
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Each year’s class of dropouts will cost the country 
over $200 billion during their lifetimes in lost 

earnings and unrealized tax revenue.
(Catterall, 1985)
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Indiana’s Response
Indiana established the School Alternative Program Study Committee in 1997 “to address

issues relating to the education of young people.” The committee recommended legislation

that would provide funding to encourage the state’s school

corporations to offer educational alternatives to Hoosier students.

The legislature enacted IC 20-10.1-4.6 which defined alternative

education, established student eligibility, and created a 

funding formula.

The Indiana Department of Education assigned administrative duties to a newly formed

Division of Alternative Education and Learning Opportunities. An application process was

established and implemented for the first time during the 1997-1998 school year. Before

alternative education funds were available, there were approximately 50 alternative

education programs in 50 school corporations.

During the 1997-1998 school year alone, the

number of programs increased to 206 and served

nearly 31,000 students. Currently more than 250

programs serve students in over 200 school

corporations. Because they focus on individual

goals and positive results, alternative education programs 

have demonstrated extremely high levels of success. 

Well over 80 percent of the students

enrolled either attain or make

satisfactory progress toward meeting

their goals each year. Teachers report that most 

of their students would have dropped out, had it not been for 

the opportunity to participate in an alternative education option.

Teachers also indicate that they expect 94 percent of their

students to complete high school because of these programs. 

People with lower levels

of educational attainment

are more likely to be

unemployed than those

with higher levels of

educational attainment.

The 1999 unemployment

rate for adults (25 years

old and over) who had not

completed high school

was 6.7 percent compared

with 3.5 percent for those

with four years of high

school and 1.8 percent for

those with a bachelor’s

degree or higher.

(Digest of Education Statistics, 2001)

In October of 1989, The U.S. government reported that   
35 percent of those who had dropped out of school 

were not employed and only about one-half of those 
who had dropped out in the previous twelve months 

were employed.
(OERI, 1991)

82 percent of America’s prisoners are
high school dropouts.

(The demographics of school reform, 1990)

Year 1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 Average

Number of programs that operated 206 232 278 259 251 245.2

Number of School Corps. offering programs 96 216 195 209 203 183.8

Number of students enrolled 30,825 36,715 36,995 31,410 30,011 33,183

Alternative Education Program Statistics

Remained in school

84%
Withdrew prior to completion

16%

Student Outcomes
5 Year Average (1997-2002)



my interaction with students often was on

the punitive side and it wasn’t fun. Now, 

I find myself working with many of the same

students that I was forced to discipline and 

it is a joy. Here, I am able to teach these

students in ways that I knew they needed 

to be taught. Here, I can incorporate the

principles in which I believe-learning can 

and should be fun, all students can be

successful if given the framework in which 

to grow, students must be taught to read no

matter what their age or grade, students

want and need structure as well as choices

and responsibility, and students need a

nurturing environment (no matter what the

age or grade) where they know people truly

care about them, know them by name and

not a number, and will like and love them

regardless of how many mistakes they make.

We believe our students all learn in different

ways and that all ways must be understood,

respected, and valued. The learner must be

the focus of all activity. Continuous growth 

is an expectation. The “I cans” will be 

louder than the “I can’ts.”

Even though our students face a myriad of

personal and social problems, I see them

grow, I see them becoming more confident, 

I watch them turn into real students producing

quality work. I see them take on challenges

that they never thought possible, and I am

watching them graduate each year when 

they thought they would never make it. I am

seeing many of them pursue higher education

when originally they had planned to drop out

of high school. I see kids with bright minds

who had F’s on their report cards now smile

widely and are pleased and proud to take

home their report cards. Some parents have

informed me, with tears in their eyes, that

their kids came home for the first time in

years and wanted them to put their report

cards or some special assignment on the

refrigerator like they used to in grade school.

Many parents report that they are thrilled

because their kids are coming home and

talking about school again. This makes it all

worth it. Hope has been restored to both

students and parents.

We laughingly call our school the “intensive

care” unit because that is what we do. We

mend a lot of broken hopes and dreams. 

We do a lot of listening, care taking, therapy,

counseling, and encouraging. We provide

help, assistance, and support whenever

needed until our kids are well enough to be

flying on their own again with confidence,

purpose, and a plan for their lives. Then we

release them to follow their dreams.

This has been the most fun and most

rewarding assignment in my 36 years as both

a teacher and an administrator. I now go to

school where each and every day there are

interesting experiences, responsibilities,

challenges, much laughter, tears sometimes,

and a group of students once thought of as

“throwaway kids” succeeding in a way they

had given up on a long time ago.

Dixie Robinson
Teacher, Find Center Alternative School 
Richmond Community Schools 

In Indiana’s communities with alternative education programs,

the buildings may be different, the curricula may vary, and the

size and support for programs may be unequal. What the

programs share, however, is the passion and devotion of the

teachers and administrators, the extraordinary focus on the

worth and potential of each student, and the commitment and

resolution of so many of the students to succeed – and to change their lives forever.

Alternative education is truly education at its best. Small classes, individualized

courses of study, personalized attention to each student’s needs and abilities, and dedicated teachers lead

to a remarkable success rate with students who, for the most part, had already been

discarded by the system. People are constantly amazed to learn that there are no behavior

problems in these programs. In these supportive environments, students no longer feel

disenfranchised or frustrated by a system that

doesn’t work for them. 

When they learn that the consequences of their behavior 

can be positive as well as negative, they are able 

to assume responsibility for their own

success. They set goals and focus on

achievement, putting themselves on course to earn 

a high school diploma.

“Even though our

students face a myriad of

personal and social

problems, I see them

grow, I see them

becoming more

confident, I watch them

turn into real students

producing quality work.”

What is an Alternative
Instructional Environment? When I was a middle

school principal,

T e s t i m o n i a l

In October 2000, some 3.8 million young adults were not enrolled in
a high school program and had not completed high school.

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2000)



The Metropolitan School District of Warren Township in 

Indianapolis offers two integrated alternative education 

programs. The Renaissance School is a short-term behavioral intervention

program that serves at-risk youth in grades 6 through 12. The Renaissance

School Education Resource Center (ERC) is the corporation’s long-

term school continuation program. The ERC was developed in partnership with the Simon

Youth Foundation and Washington Square Mall – the first such facility in Indiana, and only

the third mall-based school in the nation. Both programs have shortened school

days, more compact periods, low pupil-teacher ratios, and

individualized instruction. The ERC offers the additional flexibility of self-paced competency-

based instruction, a student-driven curriculum, and open hours. ERC students have access to a variety of

multimedia instructional tools based on their individual learning styles and preferences. As partners in

education with the tenants of Washington Square Mall and other local businesses, half of the Renaissance

students gain employment through an on-site work-study program. Through additional partnerships with 

Make-A-Wish Foundation, the Warren Township Fire Department, and Lighthouse Mission, all students have

opportunities to volunteer service to others.

Four school corporations in northwest Indiana have collaborated to form the

Ensweiler Academy for students who have failed to thrive in

conventional classroom settings. The learning program individualizes both the

curriculum and class schedules. In addition to academic

courses, students are encouraged to earn work-

training credits through volunteer service or paid

employment. The English program is writing-intensive and encourages

Diverse Learners:
Diverse Programs

Students may choose technology-

driven classes, teacher facilitated

instruction, or a combination of both.

reading for success. Building a solar powered vehicle and using

an outdoor environmental lab provide experiential opportunities

to learn about science. Students become computer-literate

through developing websites, producing PowerPoint

presentations, and completing online simulations. Academy

students have earned recognition at competitive events such as

the Calumet Regional Science Fair and the Indiana Math Science

Technology Education Association.

With strong support from the school board, administration, and 

the community-at-large, Richmond Community

Schools Alternative Education Program

meets individual student needs and helps insure success for its

high school graduates. The program emphasizes building trust and responsibility through instructional

strategies that include relevant, individualized, cooperative, self-paced, computer-assisted learning. 

In addition, students build social skills such as leadership, decision-making, communication, and 

conflict management.

An extensive data and tracking system has documented the effectiveness of the program.

Professionalism and commitment to continued improvement have

produced better attendance, higher reading, mathematics, and

language arts scores, and an increased graduation rate. The program 

also benefits from a student advocate who connects students with needed social services.

Vigo County boasts two exemplary programs: McLean Education Center and Washington High School.

McLean Education Center provides positive educational experiences for students who have

not been successful in traditional school settings. The high school program operates on a twelve-week

During 2000, there were

8,253 public school student

dropouts in Indiana

compared to 17,827 in 1990.

(Indiana Youth Institute, Kids Count 2001)



Alternative education programs incorporate 

several components that have

demonstrated success: reduced class

sizes, individualized courses of study,

and a balance between academic

requirements and job and life 

skills training.

Student enrollment, however, is limited by funding for

staff support. For these programs to be successful, the

teacher/student ratio must be kept low. Most programs

are half-day, with students attending either mornings or

afternoons, allowing them to hold jobs. Some programs

offer courses that meet basic education and graduation

requirements, while others provide electives. All

programs work with individual students to evaluate strengths

and areas of weakness and to help them experience 

a sense of accomplishment. Academic courses combine

teacher-facilitated instruction with self-paced, computer-

assisted learning.

trimester schedule. Students may choose technology-driven classes, teacher-facilitated instruction, 

or a combination of both. McLean has expanded its counseling service and strengthened its academic 

offerings through strategic collaborations with community partners. The success of this

exceptionally supportive environment is reflected in rising ISTEP+

scores and growing numbers of students reaching graduation.

Students find success at McLean because they come to share the school’s vision 

and high expectations for their academic and interpersonal behaviors.

Washington High School provides a supportive alternative educational

environment for pregnant, parenting, and other at-risk teens. The school’s objective is

to help ensure that students earn high school diplomas. Admission to the school is

subject to approval by school officials and academic requirements are the same as any high school.

Because the students at Washington High School are not only at risk of leaving school before graduation,

but also facing compromised future life styles, the program includes: job skills training; post-high school

education counseling; career counseling; individual and group counseling; prenatal, neonatal, and parenting

education referral services, and on-site childcare during school hours for children of students.

The Evansville-Vanderburgh School Corporation opened the Stanley Hall Enrichment

Center in 1988. The program encourages students to earn high school diplomas and to develop attitudes

that will help them remain lifelong learners while becoming productive community members. Stanley Hall

operates as an open-concept alternative education program using self-paced curricula, computer lessons, a

student-operated branch bank, job shadowing, internships, service learning, and pilot programs to meet the

needs of diverse learners. Teaching staff members are licensed in two areas and act as facilitators, mentors,

and student advocates. In addition, the school employs a certified counselor. Throughout its long history,

Stanley Hall has been very successful in securing grants and developing partnerships with the business

community. Each year, this program helps more than 80 percent of its

high school seniors earn diplomas.

Best Practice Education:
Programs that Work

School to Work:
Creating the Link
A major component of all programs is training 

in job and life skills. Dr. Christopher
Chalker, director of Warren
Township’s Renaissance
Alternative Education Programs,
developed a three-dimensional School-to-Work-

to-Life Transition Program that incorporates

character education, service learning, and work-

study. According to Dr. Chalker, this transition

program is a means by which students of any

age can prepare for future transition from

school to the world of work and life in general.

“Our program at Renaissance 1 is for sixth

through twelfth graders – although the middle

school and high school are separated in

different wings of our building. This particular

program is not a program of choice – our

students are here because they are required to

be. Warren Central High School has over 3,000

students, and if you have risk factors, you can

get lost very easily there. Our high school

program, Renaissance 2 ERC is designed to

encourage our students to work, and we

accommodate their schedules – mornings or

afternoons – depending on when they must 

be at work. We have a full-time work-study

coordinator who teaches classes in career

development – a virtual software-based

program-and work readiness skills and job

placement. This class not only provides an 

up-to-date list of potential employers, the

instructor helps the students with applications

and interview techniques. Renaissance 1

students are not required to work, but it is

required that they take these school-to-work

classes before they graduate. Since so much 

of productive living revolves around work and

responsible citizenship, creating a link
between school, work, and life 
is a comprehensive means of
developing a well-rounded 
and prepared citizen.

In 1999, 14.1 percent of children ages 0 to 17 lived in poverty.

(Indiana Youth Institute, Kids Count 2002)
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and the achievements of our students are

certainly the result of hard work. Planning,

preparation, organization, and implementation

are essential components of an effective

program. However, from an administrator’s

point of view, the key ingredient to our

program’s success is our teaching staff. 

I am blessed to have three of the most

caring and dedicated people in the

classroom. An effective alternative program

must have teachers who want to be there-

not merely to teach, but to listen with

empathy and compassion and to help in 

any way they can. Because the instruction

is so non-traditional, the commitment to

fulfill the students’ needs must come from

the heart. Student learning seems to flow

easily once the bonds of trust and respect

are cemented. 

If teachers are in any
way resistant to the
non-traditional structure
and operation of an
alternative program,
then they shouldn’t be
there. The program
won’t work. Ask students 

who have found success in an alternative

program. They will always say something

positive about their teacher. At this point in

my professional educational career – now

that I’ve seen so many students experience

success who would have otherwise been

dropouts – there is no way I could survive

in the traditional school structure. Together,

teachers and staff, we make a difference in

students’ lives everyday. I go home each

day feeling proud of what I do and look

forward to another day.

Cheryl M. Amos, Coordinator
Adult & Alternative Education
Richmond Community Schools

Our remarkable, 
successful program

T e s t i m o n i a l

My mom and dad and two brothers and two

sisters moved around a lot. I went to almost

every elementary school in Terre Haute. My

mom and dad fought a lot and were always in

and out of jail. I was put in foster care when I

was six years old for almost three months

because my mom and dad both got arrested at

the same time.

When my mom and

dad were released,

we all moved back in

together and things

started getting

worse. My dad

would beat my mom

if she couldn’t get

the drugs he wanted. Then he was arrested

again for possession of drugs and was

sentenced to two years. My mom divorced him

while he was in jail. That was in 1995. She met

a new boyfriend and married him after being

together for only four months. 

Mom and I had a really good relationship when

my dad was gone and even in the beginning of

her new marriage. She was so happy, and we

moved into a nice house and everything was

going O.K.– or that’s how it seemed. Her new

husband seemed really nice at first, until about

two months after they were married. Then he

started getting violent with us when my mom

wasn’t around. I started missing a lot of school-

over half the school year.

When my dad was released from prison, I

moved in with him. He got a house, and I

started going to school. My older sister moved

in, and we got along really well. I was only

thirteen, and I started going out with a guy

who was twenty years old. I started missing 

a lot of school again. I was placed in a group

home and was there for about six months

when I found out I was pregnant. I was

released to my mom on probation.

A couple months later I had a little boy, Joseph.

My mom was not excited about the baby at first,

but he grew on her. She wanted to take him

everywhere and told people he was her baby.

When my son was about seven months old, 

my mom sent me to the store to buy baby

formula. We were planning on taking a trip 

to Texas so my stepdad could see his brother.

The store was only a couple blocks away, but 

by the time I returned, they had left and taken

my son with them.

I was so confused and didn’t know what to do.

My mom was gone, and my dad was back in

jail. I had nowhere to stay. She took my little

brother and sister and dropped them off with 

an aunt in Tennessee. When I finally found my

aunt, about two months later, she gave me the

address where my mom was living in Texas. 

I got the money from friends and rode the

Greyhound bus to Texas to find out why she 

did this to me and how she could just leave 

me with nothing.

I had enough money to get to Texas and back. 

I went to my mom’s apartment and was scared

to walk up there. It was about three o’clock in

the morning, so I knew they were all in bed. I

walked up to the door. It was unlocked. I found

my son lying on a pile of dirty clothes and my

mom drunk and passed out on the floor. There

were dirty needles and alcohol bottles all over. 

I woke her up and told her I was taking my son

and walked out the door. She tried chasing me,

but she was so drunk she could barely walk.

When I got back to Indiana, I stayed with some

friends. I was not going to school and hadn’t

been for a long time. I talked to my probation

officer. He told me that if I didn’t turn myself in, 

I could get arrested and would go to Girls’

School. My son would be taken away from me. 

I waited a couple days and was so scared that 

I would be arrested. I finally turned myself in. 

I stayed at the Juvenile Center for six days 

and then I was placed in foster care. 

I was nervous and frightened that they’d put

me with a mean foster parent, but that’s not

how it turned out. I enrolled at Washington

High School and was able to bring my son to

school with me. I got a job. My foster family

and I get along fine and I really like living

there. I’ve been with them for a little over two

years and things are going good. I will

graduate in March. My mom is in prison now

for drugs. She writes every once in a while, but

we really have no relationship and I don’t have

one with my dad either. 

I’m really glad things happened the way they

did. If they hadn’t, I wouldn’t be graduating and 

I wouldn’t be looking forward to a better life for

me and my son. Everyone at Washington has

helped me find my way.

Jessie
Senior, Washington High School
Terre Haute, Indiana
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Young people come to alternative schools and programs for a variety of reasons – they

are about to be expelled and this is their last chance; the judge requires it; they cannot

handle the social or academic pressures of traditional school; they hate school and

want to quit; they need to work. The list of reasons is long, but these students have something in common:

they are failing in the system and the system is failing them. What are the

issues that affect alternative education students? For most, their personal stories are not pleasant. Their

lives have not been easy and often have been made more difficult by poverty or family

dysfunction. Many come from homes with only one parent who must work two jobs to

make ends meet or deal with serious personal problems of their own. They may have

moved many times, or might even be homeless. Often, they may have been neglected or

abused. They may have learning disabilities and/or emotional problems. They are still

children, but have had to grow up far beyond their years. They find themselves

responsible for brothers and sisters or babies of their own, when they don’t yet know

how to be responsible for themselves. They are troubled and

frightened. They are angry. They often feel alone,

useless, unworthy, and unloved. They have been told 

so often and by so many that they are losers, they have

come to believe it. Entry into

many alternative education programs

is voluntary – the students choose to

be there and they stay because they

Finding Purpose:
Aiming Higher

want to stay. However, when they begin a program,

many may not see it

that way. They feel

that the school system

or their parents or the

judicial system didn’t

give them much

choice. Many of the students younger than age

sixteen come to alternative

programs grudgingly – waiting

for the time when they will be

free to leave. Most stay until 

they graduate.

Upon entry, students 

are required to 

work with their

parents, teachers, 

and school

administrators to

develop an

educational plan.

This plan often takes the form of a

contract, with the rights and responsibilities of each

party spelled out in detail. There are requirements to

Before I went to McLean Education Center, I

attended a very large school (2000 students) and I

had become lost in the crowd. When I walked

through the halls, I felt like I knew no one. It was

so hard to get out of bed in the morning that most

of the time I didn’t. 

The first time I walked into this “alternative” school

I was a little scared that the other students would

be nothing like me and I would once again be lost.

My mom went with me to meet the principal and

see the school. Mr. Blake walked up to us and

invited us to come into his office. We talked about

the school and how I would do there. Before we

knew it, we had talked for two hours to Mr. Blake.

I hadn’t ever even gotten a hello from the principal

at the school that I had been at before. As soon as

mom and I left, I withdrew from my previous school

and enrolled at McLean. I knew McLean was the

place for me to be. 

Mr. Blake didn’t care about whether I had been in

trouble at school or not; he cared about getting me

to a place that would help me grow. He saw that I

needed McLean and I am so thankful for that. After

being there for a few months, I got to know

everyone pretty well. McLean was a second chance

for most of the students, including myself. 

Since my graduation, I have realized just how

much McLean helped me. I now attend Saint

Mary-of-the-Woods College and will be an

elementary school teacher. I am the vice

president of my class and I am earning a 3.5 GPA. 

Billie Jo Wilson
Graduate, McLean Education Center
Terre Haute, Indiana



be met and a time frame for completing them. Although plans are different for each student, all incorporate

strategies and resources that will bring students from their entry-level social and academic functioning to

the much higher standard articulated in their plans.

For most students, the initial goal of simply “hanging in there” until they reach age 16 and 

can leave school, changes to one of completing high school and earning a diploma. Most

also want to learn the skills needed to secure a good job

with a future, and an impressive number go on to college 

or technical schools. Regardless of what the future holds for these students, an

undeniable fact remains – because of the alternative education program, they believe they 

have a future, and they have learned to set goals and develop

the commitment needed to attain them. Their self-

esteem improves; confidence in their

own abilities to succeed

multiplies, and they look

forward to the rest of their 

lives with anticipation.

T e s t i m o n i a l

I began as a counselor and recently

became the Dean for Student Services. 

In these past few years, I have seen the

extremes of human drama played out on

a daily basis with our students and their 

families. Most people 
have no idea what the
young people in our
program experience
on a daily basis. We have

kids who are addicted to drugs and

alcohol, pregnant teens or parents, kids

running in gangs, and others who run

from gunfire every night of their lives just

to survive. Many have little money and

not enough to eat; some are dirty with no

winter clothes; others are just forgotten

and feel betrayed by their parents and the

adult world around them. Some are angry

and some have gotten to the point where

they just don’t care because it hurts too

much. We have it all – kids with two

parents, kids from broken homes, and kids

with no homes at all.

You add all of this up and people wonder

why these kids can’t pass their classes or

even a simple test. We consider ourselves

lucky to even get them to walk in the

door. The amazing thing is that if they do

walk in the door, we can help. Our focus

is on getting their coping skills to a level

where they can survive and function in the

world whether or not everything else

around them is working. We take them

where they are academically and begin to

build on what they already know. So many

of our kids have failed for so long that

they don’t know what success feels like. 

We celebrate the small victories each day

and deal with the inevitable setbacks,

hoping that our students not only have 

the skills to complete their diploma

requirements, but that they will also have

a future to look forward to. We can’t

change their surroundings, but we can

help them change how they perceive it

and teach them ways to break the cycle

and get out.

Laura Pickell
Dean for Student Services
Renaissance School 

I have worked with the Renaissance 
Alternative Education Program in Warren
Township, Indianapolis for four years.



T e s t i m o n i a l

My story started years ago, when I was only

a little boy. I was always a shy kid who was

afraid to be the center of attention, the one

who was afraid to show that I was special. 

I was the student who kept to himself,

wishing upon wishes, that I wouldn’t be

noticed and put down. I guess I always had 

a low self esteem, because everyone

surrounding me always made me feel like I

was useless, like I would never accomplish

any dreams, like they were better than me. 

School continued to
seem like torture for
me – not because I
was afraid of school
work, but because I
was so uncomfortable
in the environment.
Students didn’t seem to have respect for me; 

teachers didn’t seem to have a passion for

teaching or an interest in my succeeding.

Going to school wasn’t a learning

experience; it was a chore. 

“Just a few more years and it will all be over

with! I will be finished, and I won’t have to

tolerate school any longer!” That’s what I

would say to myself. I would say these

words every day, every class, and every

student lecture to get me through. Although 

I didn’t realize it at the time, I thought of

school as a place of hatred and dislike, not

learning. These are not healthy thoughts for

a student who is trying to build a strong

foundation for his future. Then finally, before

I knew it, I was a freshman in high school.

Only four more years to go and this daily

ritual of torment would be over with! My

outlook on school was more negative than

ever, and my parents decided that it was

time for me to do something about these

problems. That’s when I was introduced to

the Find Center Alternative School.

For anyone who doesn’t know, the

Alternative School isn’t a place where 

‘bad’ students go just because it’s their last

option before failure. It isn’t a place where

students are looking for an easy way out. 

It isn’t a place where the teachers don’t 

care and the students don’t have respect.

Instead, the Alternative School is a

place to come and learn, to be cared for

by teachers, and to be respected by

fellow students. The Alternative school

is a place where students are given

trust and responsibility. My alternative

school is quite simply the best school 

I could have ever experienced.

All my negative school experiences were

changed by three teachers, three classrooms,

and one heck of an awesome program.

School is no longer 
a dread. It’s fun! 
Teachers are no longer nonchalant and 

uncompassionate. They’re caring!

Classrooms are no longer filled with too

many students. They’re much smaller! 

And I’ve never been harassed or disliked 

by a single student. The Alternative School

has given me hope that I can achieve my

goals and fulfill my dreams. I have more

self-esteem and self-respect than I could

ever possibly have imagined. I’ve not only

benefited from an exemplary educational

program, but also a program that taught 

me to have faith in myself and showed 

me that it’s possible for others to care. 

I came here nervous, anxious, and afraid. 

I am graduating in a few months proud,

motivated, and supported.

Kenny Napier
Senior, Find Center Alternative School
Richmond, Indiana

I’m seventeen, and I will be graduating school midterm.

Although each of Indiana’s programs is unique, they all

share the common element of extraordinarily qualified

teachers and staff who bring care and devotion to the

work they do. They view students for their promise 

and special talents, not for their previous failures and

losses. They are committed to providing each student

with an opportunity to succeed and to reach his or 

her fullest potential.

Credentials and Heart



Life
I’m ragged and dirty

leaning against this fence post
just leaning here

thinking where I’ll end up.
It seems the more I try to get ahead
the farther I get behind.

But as I stare out into the horizon
I see my path start to straighten.

Greg Bays
Graduate, Washington High School

Terre Haute, Indiana

Success...one student at a time.

Alternative education programs in Indiana are

achieving success by helping one student at a time. The students,

teachers, school systems, and communities that experience these successes

know that each student who stays in school and graduates is an achievement to be valued and celebrated.

With a thirty year history of alternative education and more than

200 school corporations offering various programs, Indiana is

committed to alternative education.

Our goal now should be to expand

this commitment so all Indiana

school corporations offer these

extraordinary programs to all

students who need them.
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For more information about alternative education
programs in Indiana, contact:

Indiana Department of Education
Division of Alternative Education and Learning Opportunities

Room 229, State House 
Indianapolis, IN 46204
Phone: 317-232-0590

Fax: 317-233-9293

My Second Home
As I walk into school
I feel that I am worth something
People care about me so much
They’re pushing me so hard

All I’m doing is pushing them away from me.
I feel like giving up.

Nobody here will let me.
The school is so warm.

Outside of school
I’m always upset and stressed

But school is a happy place to be.
Nicole Marshall

Graduate, Washington High School
Terre Haute, Indiana


