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"You can't fit a square peg in a round hole!" Yet that riculum to meet student needs. Now it may seem that the 
is exactly how many students feel. As an assistant prin- students are not getting what they need for future success 
cipal working with students around various disciplinary if the curriculum consist of the most basic parts of a cur-
issues, I too often heard from the student, "I feel dumb." riculum, but ask yourself the following question. "If a stu-
lt's easy to see the problem - why would you want to go dent becomes frustrated, starts to have F's on his/her report 
to a class where you feel dumb on a daily basis? Adults card and transcript and eventually gets so far behind that 
would not stay in a profession long if every day they went he/she gives up and withdraws from school, wouldn't it be 
to work they felt "dumb," and who could blame them? better to have that student learn 70 percent of the mate-
With this in mind it seems clear that often the answer to rial as opposed to 0 percent?" As one teacher aptly put it, 
student disciplinary issues is not only the suspensions and "For students who can't sustain in a traditional classroom 
Saturday detentions. Rather, we need to create programs the program increases self-esteem because it allows the 
and opportunities where these students can feel "smart." students to feel successful, which for them translates into 
Two such programs, the Alternative Education Program, feeling "smart". 
and the Freshman Academy have made differences in our Another key component of the program deals with 
school. experiential education. This enables us to address cur-

It was very clear at our school that if we were going ricular issues while encouraging student growth. For ex-
to reach our struggling students and have a positive impact ample, one activity within the program is that the students 
on their educational experiences we were going to have to learn how to do white-water kayaking. In this exercise they 
become more creative in terms of how we offered curricu- perform a few physical science experiments that involve 
lum and structured the students' day. learning about forces, vectors, and calculating accelera-

Though some students in our school may "feel dumb," tion. At the same time however, another valuable lesson 
they are definitely not. However, they expressed to us that is taught. One of the challenges our students face is a fear 
they did not "feel that they "belonged" in the building and of the unknown, a fear to try new things because "I might 
their attendance was sporadic at best. They had no place fail." We have had great success with saying to our stu-
that they could call their own. Of all the different groups dents, "You were afraid to get in the kayak but you did it 
within the school, these students did not feel that they and you were successful. You can apply that same cour-
could fit in anywhere. So how did we create the programs age to trying the tough math or writing that poem." As 
that addressed the frustrations of these students while at one instructor noted, "The students learn more from the 
the same time delivering meaningful curriculum? The an- methodology of theory mixed with hands-on experience. 
swer to this became the Alternative Education Program. However, for these students the hands-on part really has 
What are the goals of this program? First and foremost to be more than looking through a microscope, it has to 
we deliver to the students the curriculum in such a manner be going out into the field, finding the specimen, and then 
that they will be successful, and in a way that they will looking at it. This is true no matter what subject they are 
see the value in learning the material. Second, and almost studying." 
as important, we created a program in r- I 
the building to which they can feel that I It was very clear at our school that if we were going to reach I 
they belong. In. short w~ gave the stu- our struggling students and have a positive impact on their ed-
dents a connection to their school. • • • 

'T' t th ucatwnal experiences we were gomg to have to become more 
.i o se up e program we as a 

school looked at which classes in grades creative in terms of how we offered curriculum and structured 
nine and ten, these students often had the students' days. 
the most trouble in or outright failed. 
With this information we examined the 
curriculum presented in those classes. By changing in
structional strategies and focusing on key concepts about 
biology or algebra for example, we redesigned our cur-
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Is the program working? The answer to that question 
is perhaps best answered by a student participant who said 
simply, "The program has kept me from quitting school." 
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The students in the program have virtually no discipline 
referrals for skipping class. Their attendance rate is excel
lent, averaging about 92 percent. In addition, they have 
started to explore other educational avenues as they articu
late their goals about future study. Many of the students 
in the program have enrolled in the vocational-technical 
school that our district has a partnership with and the re
maining students have started to enter classes that hap
pen outside of the alternative education program. In those 
classes they are being successful. One pa1ticipant noted, "I 
never thought about going to college, but because of this 
program I am looking at forestry schools." 

A second area of concern for us as a school is the 
number of freshmen who do not transition well into their 
first year of high school. We have tried the usual meth
odologies for introducing new freshmen to the building, 
including a I ~ freshman orienta-
tion and an "The program eighth grade par-
ents' night. Both events are 
successful has kept me from in that they supply 
a great deal quitting school." of information to 
parents and students and they 
help to create a familiarity with the building and some of 
the staff members. However, these two events do not stand 
out as the most important part of a smooth transition to a 
students' freshman year - a successful academic experi
ence. To deal with this issue we have instituted a Freshman 
Academy program. The teachers of the core subjects have 
common planning time, providing them with opportunities 
to plan cross-curriculum lessons as well as discuss how to 
help/meet the needs of the students within their team. 

The goals of the program are simple: I) Decrease the 
number of freshmen failing courses during their first year 
of high school, 2) Decrease the number of freshmen dis
cipline issues, and 3) Decrease the stress felt by the in
coming freshman class as they transition to a new building 
with new academic expectations. 

The program is set up into two teams of teachers that 
serve approximately half of the freshman class. Each team 
has a math, science, English, social studies, and special 
education teacher on it. The regular education teachers 
spend time each week in the special education study skills 
classes tutoring the students on their team. In addition to 
the goals outlined above, along with the academic success 
of the students, one of the driving factors behind the pro
gram is to foster a sense of community within the build-

educators looking out for their best interests and who were 
interested in them as people as opposed to only as students. 
A sense of community between and among the classes has 
increased. It is clear that the freshmen feel connected to 
their school and as such take a share of the responsibility 
in making it the best school possible. Students also apply 
skills learned during the Freshman Academy experience 
to future learning tasks. As one sophomore said to incom
ing students this year, "You might think they're (teachers/ 
staff) are on your case, but you will be happy because all 
the writing we had to do last year has helped me a lot this 
year. It helped me even though at the time I hated it." 

It is very interesting to note that upperclassmen who 
initially said that they would not be interested in having a 
Freshman Academy program are now expressing that they 
wish they had had some of the same opportunities when 
they were freshmen that they see the freshmen having 
now. 

Designing programs that meet the needs of students is 
a constant challenge for school personnel. There are bud
get, time, and human resources constraints. However, tack
ling these problems and solving them will reap rewards for 
students that go well beyond the classroom. 
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