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ABSTRACT 

This study focused on the perceptions of certain educationally mar

ginal students regarding their relationships in traditional school and subse

quently in an alternative school program. It also investigated the history and 

operation of that alternative program which featured a theory of personal 

processes. 

The investigator sought answers to the following questions regard

ing the above educationally marginal students: (1) What is the social

educational background of each student? (2) How does each student perceive 

hiS/her social-educational relationships within the school program? and 

(3) What are the perceptions of a teacher participant observer regarding each 

student's social-educational relationships within the program? 

A review of rela.ted literature suggested that a concept of margin

ality would be appropriate in referring to students who had experienced diffi

culty in traditional schools and had dropped out. The literature, moreover, 

indicated that there were alternative school programs which offered new oppor

tunities for students' re-entry into the educational process. Finally, the back

ground literature on the theory of personal processes was reviewed. A con

ceptual framework to organize, conduct, and report the study was developed 

from the theory of personal processes. 

ix 



x 

The investigator functioned as a participant observer ill the alterna

tive program under scrutiny. Twenty-seven alternative school students were 

observed and interviewed. Six case studies were documented. Additionally, 

the perceptions of the remaining 21 students were presented, together with the 

observations of the participant observer. 

Some of the more significant findings were: (1) students became 

educationally marginal through a process of self-definition and through being 

labeled by teachers and others; (2) marginal students tended to perceive them

selves as not being treated equally by their teachers. They saw themselves as 

having poor relationships with their teachers; (3) marginal students tended to 

dissipate their marginality by developing a new social-educational reality for 

themselves through group association, participation, and involvement in the 

alternative school program; and (4) the theory of personal processes, which 

was designed to promote warm and personal relationships in the classroom, 

was found to be most productive with the marginal students who came to this 

alternative program. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In recent years within the United States, an alternative school move-

ment has developed (Fantini 1976, p. 3; Duke 1978). The educational programs 

in this movement, both public and private, tend to reflect both a dissatisfaction 

with traditional schools, and a changing social and economic climate within the 

country (Fantini 1976, pp. 4-5; Carnegie Council 1979, pp. 153-154). What-

ever the reasons, the development of the concept of alternative education for 

youth has had an important impact (Fantini 1976). DeTurk (1974, p. 39) noted 

that the needs of all individuals must be served and that alternative programs 

may be important in this regard: 

The alternative school is one hope, perhaps the last hope, of pro
viding all young people with a reasonable education. This is not 
because the alternative school provides all students with superior 
learning, but because the alternative school concept stands as a 
symbolic challenge for all schools-public or private-to meet the 
neads of all individuals. 

The majority of research that has been conducted in alternative 

programs has been limited to: (1) comparisons with traditional schools; 

(2) studies of student academic performance; (3) implementation and evalua-

tion of program structures; and (4) examination of subject matter methodolo-

gies (Dunn 1978; Klaff and Doherty 1975; Gold 1978; Ruedi and West 1973; 

Fantini 1976). 

1 
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There is a lacuna in existing research on alternative educational 

programs (Arnove and strout 1978). Little specific information is available 

in the literature detailing what the needs mentioned in the foregoing DeTurk 

quotation are. It would appear that one approach to the identification of stu

dents' personal needs could be that of consulting with the students themselves. 

Although some investigation has been undertaken regarding the perceptions of 

students in alternative school programs (Ghory and Sinclair 1978; Hall 1979; 

Reichle 1978), much more descriptive information is needed. Specifically, 

the qualities of students' everyday lives in the alternative programs, as well 

as background information, is needed. 

In the alternative program which was the subject of this investiga

tion, the staff chose to structure the program and its operation through a 

"theory of personal processes" (Barnes and Tidwell 1972). This theory is 

concerned with the equality of personal relationships experienced by the stu

dents and teachers and emphasizes close, personal, and productive interper

sonal experiences. 

Students who find their way into alternative school programs tend to 

differ somewhat from those experiencing success in more traditional programs 

(Fantini 1976, pp. 23-29). Students entering alternative programs have either 

dropped out or have been dropped from traditional programs. Often, these 

students are educationally marginal (Ghory and Sinclair 1978). Some of the 

ingredients of marginality are rooted in poor personal relationships between 
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the students and school staff members. Other factors of this syndrome in

clude conflicts within families, peer competition, and street involvements 

(Fantini 1976; Carnegie Council 1979, pp. 48-68). These interrelated pheno

mena combine to produce a unique, dynamic background for the students who 

tend to enter alternative school situations. 

To obtain a clear, composite picture of the dynamics of the students' 

everyday lives in an alternative school program, the investigator functioned 

as a teacher participant observer. A composite picture of students' everyday 

lives was developed through the personal reports of students and the observa

tion of the teacher participant observer. 

Statement of the Problem 

The following problem will provide direction in this investigation: 

Among selected educationally marginal students participating in an alternative 

school program which uses a theory of personal processes:(l) what is the 

social-educational background of each student? (2) how does each student per

ceive his/her social-educational relationships within the alternative school 

program? and (3) what are the perceptions of a teacher participant observer 

regarding each student's social-educational relationships within the program? 

Significance of the Study 

The real success of educational programs lies within the realm of 

personal relationships (Maslow 1971, pp. 181-192). Rogers (1969, p. 105) 
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noted the significance of personal relationships when he stated, "Facilitation 

of learning rests upon certain attitudinal qualities which lie in the personal 

relationships between facilitator and the learner." The many dimensions of 

personal relationships require systematic investigation to bring out a more 

precise understanding of their nature. This area of research has not received 

significant attention. Holt (1964, pp. 11-12), for example, noted, "Despite 

the fact that millions of children and thousands of adults are daily pressed into 

a student-teacher relationship, we lmow very little about their interactions and 

the influences that they have on each other." Gross (1959, p. 140) also 

pointed out, "Sociologists of education have largely ignored what is the most 

critical relationship in the whole range of phenomenon with which they are 

concerned, the teacher-pupil relationship. " 

One approach in gaining a clearer understanding of student-teacher 

relationships lies in utilizing the perceptions of the program's participants. 

The importance of perceptions has been noted. Combs (1962, pp. 68-69) indi

cated that "perceptions must become the center of the teaching-learning 

situation." It is interesting to note that of some 467 doctoral dissertations in 

education at The University of Arizona, only five, or one percent, addressed 

themselves specifically to the perceptions of students (Letson and Stokes 1977). 

The results of perceptual studies may be useful in conSidering the backgrounds 

and educational experiences of marginal students. There are few studies of 

the perceptions of educationally marginal students who arrive at and continue 

their education within some form of public alternative educational program. 
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Marginal students who are considered failures in more traditional 

programs pose a challenge to traditional educational systems currently func-

tioning in the United States. The challenge centers in the fact that schools 

are not successful in holding such students. These students, furthermore, 

frequently experience problems within their homes and within the community. 

The dimensions of this problem appear to grow as regular portrayals of de-

linquency, truancy, and incorrigibility are reported in local newspapers and 

national magazines. 

Alternative school programs have a potential for productively 

serving these marginal students through programs offering the participants 

greater flexibility in content, in structure, and in method. In discussing this 

flexibility and the emphasis upon process, Riordan (1972, p. 10) noted: 

This emphasis is consistent with the general emphasis in alternative 
schools which frequently develops out of a concern with the so-called 
hidden curriculum; the effect of the structure and process of school
ing independent of school curriculum content. Therefore, their con
cern is not so much with designing effective learning packages, but 
with creating a setting where students can play an active, creative 
role in deciding the direction their education should take. 

There are few studies of educational programs, alternative or tradi-

tional, where both students and a teacher systematically describe their per-

sonal relationships within an educational environment. This investigation 

attempted to do precisely that. 
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Assumptions Underlying the Problem 

The following were assumed in conducting this investigation: 

1. The reported perceptions of students constitute one approach to the 

understanding of the personal processes they experience in school. 

2. The reported student perceptions concerning the social-educational 

relationships experienced in a special educational context are valid. 

3. The student perceptions in number 1 above can be identified, des

cribed, and analyzed by a participant observer. 

4. The student perceptions in number 1 above, when identified and des

cribed, can shed important inSights into the students' social and learning 

processes. 

5. The trained participant observer can provide useful descriptions 

which will both complement and expand reports given by students. 

6. Students are active, curious, and intrinsically motivated individuals 

who readily learn that which is in line with personal goals and needs (Rogers 

1969, p. 131). 

7. Students tend to be motivated to learn when they have a positive 

self-concept and experience success (LaBenne and Greene 1969, p. 44). 

Limitations of the Study 

The following represented limitations in conducting this study: 

1. The investigation involved a selected group of students enrolled in 

one public, secondary alternative school program. 
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2. The investigation was essentially descriptive in character. 

3. Descriptions were limited to the perceptions of students and a 

teacher participant observer regarding the students' backgrounds and their 

social-educational relationships within the program. 

Definitions of Terms 

The following definitions applied throughout this investigation: 

Alternative education: In both form and substance a departure from 
what is known as "traditional" education. In this study, alternative 
implies an emphasis upon process and upon the use of personal 
processes and personal relationships with equality as an ideal and 
warm, personal relationships as the goal (Holt 1972, p. 11). 
Alternative education implies working within the interests of each 
individual in a context of freedom and choosing to allow each 
person to come to terms with the realities of his/her own life. 

Cherry Field: The name given to the alternative program by the stu
dents and staff designating the location of the program in a large 
athletic field in the community. The term Ball Park is used inter
changeably with Cherry Field. 

Democratic processes: (a) a way of living that stresses individual worth 
and the integrity of human personality in which individuals conduct 
social relationships on a plane of mutual respect, cooperation, 
tolerance, and fair play; (b) a way of living where human action 
and volition are not compelled by external agency; and (c) a way of 
living ordered to help each individual develop himself. This occurs 
when each person participates with his/her own unique capacity to 
determine policy and social action (Barnes and Tidwell 1972). 

Marginal students: Students who, through a lack of participation, have 
been officially dropped or who have withdrawn themselves from 
traditional high school programs for behavioral and/or academic 
reasons. 

participant observations: Perceptions of the teacher observer of the re
lationships and experiences of student participants in the study. Ob
servations guided by the methodologies of sociology and anthropology. 



8 

Personal processes: Used interchangeably with democratic processes. 

Personal relationships: Relationships are characterized as being useful 
for their own sake, without predispositional needs to judge and with
out specific expectations for the other. Personal relationships in
volve a predispositional stance of equality and regardfulness toward 
others. 

Student backgrounds: Those developments, experiences, and relation
ships which are perceived and reported by students concerning 
their lives prior to entering the alternative program. 

Student perceptions: Individual expressi.ons of experiences within his/her 
being-in-the-world. Individual reports of the reality of their every
day lives. 

The Setting 

The study was conducted in a fast-growing Southwestern metropoli-

tan area with a population exceeding 500,000 persons. The area had a wide 

range of ethnic groups, with Mexican-Americans being the most numerous. The 

total minority population for the area was approximately 30 percent. 

The community could be characterized as being a light industrial 

area, having attracted several computer firms in recent years. Major 

economic sources included mining, tourism, agriculture, and education. A 

university, a community college, and a large military base also contributed 

to the economf.c and cultural features of the city. 

The School District 

The school district in this study had approximately 58,000 students, 

making it the largest district in the state. Minority students comprised ap-

proximately one-third of the student population. 
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There were nine traditional high schools in the district. All stu-

dent participants in the study had attended one or more of the nine high schools 

prior to attending Cherry Field. 

At the time the study was undertaken, there were seven alternative 

school programs within the district. All programs were placed within the 

same administrative umbrella; however, each had its own site and educational 

focus. All seven programs were day programs, with one offering classes into 

the early evening. Students from the traditional high schools were given the 

choice to attend anyone of the alternative programs provided they fit the en-

trance criteria for the program. 

Cherry Field 

Cherry Field, the oldest alternative program in the district, having 

been organized in 1971, was the only program which had been continuously 

working with drop-outs from other programs, both traditional and alternative. 

There were four staff members at Cherry Field, as well as two 

part-time aides and some university volunteers. The average enrollment was 

45-55 students. In the course of a school year, 65-70 students attended the 

school. 

Summary and Organization of the 
Remainder of the Study 

This study was both an ethnographic examination of an alternative 

school, using the perceptions of student participants, and a historical review 
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of the school, including the evolution of its theoretical focus. The investiga

tion traced the perceptions of marginal students concerning their traditional 

school experi.ence and then their Cherry Field alternative school experiences. 

In addition, the perceptions of a Cherry Field alternative school teacher parti

cipant observer were presented. 

The body of the study was divided into the following sections: 

Chapter 2 presented the design of the study and the research procedures fol

lowed to implement it. In Chapter 3, a review of selected literature which 

formed the basis of the conceptual framework employed in this study was 

examined. 

Chapters 4 through 10 presented the data. Chapters 4 and 5 were 

concerned with the student participants I backgrounds and perceptions of their 

relationships with fellow students and teachers in traditional schools. 

Chapter 4 examined the activities of six students, while Chapter 5 reviewed 

the perceptions of all other informants in the study. Chapters 6 and 7 were 

concerned with Cherry Field itself. Chapter 6 presented a history of the pro

gram and the introduction of a specific theoretical focus. Chapter 7 reviewed 

the everyday reality of Cherry Field in terms of an organizational and theoreti

cal perspective. Chapter 8 examined the perceptions of the six students pre

sented in Chapter 4 as they first experienced the Cherry Field setting. 

Chapter 9 reported the perceptions of all the other informants on their rela

tionships at Cherry Field. 
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Chapter 10 contained an analysis of the data chapters by the teacher 

participant observer along lines established in the conceptual framework, and 

presented summary statements for the investigation. 



CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

Chapter 2 traces the development of the research procedures 

through five phases: (1) the rationale for the study; (2) the study design; 

(3) the selection of informants; (4) the data collection methods; and (5) the 

methods of reporting data. 

Ration~le for the Study 

The study grew out of a need for the Cherry Field Alternative School 

program to be studied and described. To that time, 1983, there had been no 

careful description or analysis of the school and its teacher and student 

participants. 

The investigation was qualitative in nature rather than quantitative, 

since qualitative research techniques permitted the inclusion of material which 

was "rich in deRcription of people, places, and conversations and not easily 

handled by statistical procedures" (Bogdan and Bilden 1982, p. 2). In addition, 

the data gathered came from "sustained contact with people in settings where 

subjects normally spend much of their time" (Bogdan and Biklen 1982, p. 28). 

The focus on qualitative research with a concern for describing the character 

of the Cherry Field program and its participants led to the development of the 

study design. 

12 



Study Des ign 

A selected review of the literature was conducted to examine the 

major concepts of the research: marginality, alternative education, and the 

theory of personal processes. Concepts from the theory of personal pro

cesses formed the framework of the study. 

13 

A qualitative approach, using a teacher as a participant observer, 

was taken for the study. Bogdan and Biklen (1982, p. 28) specified five features 

of qualitative research which commended its use in this investigation: (1) the 

use of a natural setting as the context where the action occurs and in which the 

researcher becomes a key figure for gathering information; (2) an essentially 

descriptive study through the use of field notes, interviews, and observations; 

(3) a concern with the processes the participants are involved in rather than 

with specific outcomes; (4) an inductive analysis of data; and (5) an emphasis 

on meanings as portrayed by the participants. 

The utilization of participant observation in research has a long, 

rich, philosophical and historical background in the fields of sociology and 

anthropology (Bogdan and Bilden 1982; Bruyn 1966; Riley 1963; Spradley and 

McCurdy 1972; Whyte 1966; Henry 1963). Participant observation as a 

method is concerned with the inner character of culture and its meaning in 

man's life, but it also focuses upon outward manifestations (Bruyn 1966, p. 28). 

The description is formed from a process of "grasping the essence of personal 

meanings which inhere in the cultural context being studied" (Bruyn 1966, 
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p. 28). Essences are those cultural symbols around which a culture, in this 

case Cherry Field, were organized. 

In participant observation studies, the observer "studies meanings 

which exist in the minds of people other than himself by taking their roles as 

though they were his own" (Bruyn 1966, p. 278). As a participant observer in 

the Cherry Field Alternative School program for four years prior to the time 

of the investigation, the observer had had ample time to become thoroughly 

familiar with the program and with the type students attending the school. 

Bruyn (1966, pp. 13-20) specified three concepts for participant 

observer type studies which were relevant to this investigation. They were: 

(l) that the participant observer shares in the life activities and the sentiments 

of the people in face-to-face relationships; (2) that the participant observer be 

a normal part of the culture and the life of the people under observation; and 

(3) that the participant observer and his role reflect social processes of living 

in society. 

At Cherry Field, the small size of the program and the personal 

nature of the contacts facilitated a sharing of activities. As the school had no 

separate classrooms, unlike traditional schools, teachers and students 

mingled throughout the day. As a teacher in the program, the participant 

observer's involvement was continuous with the participants who were aware 

of the ongoing research program. The scientific role of the observer was in 

part interdependent with his social role. 
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What happens in the school setting can transcend both school and in

formants to have importance in society. As Bruyn (1966, p. 20) noted, "The 

more the researcher shows perception into the universality and relevance of 

the culture in the particular group he studies, the more likely his conclusions 

will have significance beyond the local setting. " 

Two limitations were posited in the use of the participant observer 

approach: (1) a "control effect"; and (2) a "bias." Control effect refers to the 

role of the observer in changing the context of the research setting by his 

presence (Riley 1963, p. 71). As a member of the staff and a four-year parti

cipant in the Cherry Field operation, the investigator was in the program 

before most informants. The control effect, therefore, was considered to be 

minimal in the study. As to the possible role of bias by the observer, another 

research technique, the personal interview, was employed. 

The use of the interview schedule to gather information was seen as 

a means to obtain additional material and reduce bias in observations to some 

degree. It also allowed for a difference in the type of data obtained. As Riley 

(1963, p. 167) suggested, ''When skillfully used as a sociological tool, ques

tioning frequently reveals dormant aspects of the system which are not acted 

out while the observer watches, and which may also be concealed from the 

other group members." Data from the investigator's observations refer pl'i

marily to interactions of the participants, whereas answers to questions repre

sent orientations of participants concerning that interaction. The research 

design for this investigation provided for the acquisition of both types of data. 
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Following a period of trial use of questions for an interview, an in

terview schedule was formulated and field tested. Revision and further refine

ment produced the instrument which was utilized with those informants chosen 

for the study (see Appendix A). The components of the interview schedule were 

based upon perceptions abollt relationships in an educational setting. These 

corresponded to the three areas of "self" located in the "inner direction" part 

of the theory of personal processes: (1) self as person, (2) self as learner, 

and (3) self in personal relationships. Specific interview schedule questions 

were directed towards the nature of relationships in educational settings at 

regular school and at Cherry Field. 

Se lection of Informants 

The observation of students and selection of the sample informants 

began in the fall of 1979 and continued into the spring of 1980. As a partici

pating member of the staff, and as someone involved in the operation of the 

program on a day-to-day basis, the investigator encountered no difficulty in 

obtaining clearance to conduct the investigation. 

Of the students attending the Cherry Field Alternative School pro

gram during the course of the 1979-80 school year, 27 were chosen as infor

mants. Those chosen were considered to be representative of the population 

of students who had attended the program during the four year preseJ?ce of the 

investigator. 
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From the initial group of 27 informants, six student participants, 

better lmown to the investigator than the others, were chosen as case studies 

for a more comprehensive examination. These individual cases were treated 

in a form which Lewis (1959, p. 5) has called "ethnographic realism. " 

The use of individual cases was considered important in this study 

for the following reasons: (1) it permitted the examination of young people as 

personalities in the educational scene; (2) it allowed a view of students in rela

tion to their respective home atmospheres, thus promoting a broadened under

standing of the significance of the parental figures; (3) it made possible the 

consideration of student involvement and difficulty with law enforcement per

sonnel; and (4) it highlighted the students' difficulties with school, family, and 

the law, thus clarifying the process of defining self into marginality and be

coming a potential school dropout. 

Data Collection Methods 

The methods employed for data collection were the following. Ob

servations were a day-to-day, ongoing activity at Cherry Field. Field notes 

were taken at various intervals and recorded before and after school. Follow

ing the selection of the informants a series of interviews was scheduled to 

occur after school hours in a quiet setting. Approximately 14 hours of audio

taped interviews and 20 hours of written interviews were taken concerning the 

students' perceptions of relationships in traditional schools and at Cherry 

Field. 
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It was believed by the researcher that the rapport between himself 

and the student participants was at all times excellent. The setting within 

which information was gathered was relaxed and informal. The participants 

and the investigator knew each other on a first-name basis. 

Method of Reporting the Data 

The collected data corresponded to questions from the interview 

schedule. Informants' responses encompassed personal views of learning, 

relationships, and the three areas of "self" under "inner direction" of the theory of 

personal processes. This was the ovorarching conceptual framework for the 

investigation (see Appendix B). 

Responses from interviews were grouped according to perceptions 

of regular school and Cherry Field. Case study materials in Chapter 4, drawn 

from interviews and observations, were arrayed in a sequence: (1) introduction 

and background; (2) relationships with students and teachers; and (3) leaving 

traditional schools. 

In Chapter 5, responses of informants to questions from Part II of 

the interview schedule were grouped and arrayed into the presentation 

sequence: (1) the best part of regular school; (2) relationships with students 

and teachers; (3) relationships with parents; and (4) leaving regular school. 

The sequence of presentation was considered to be useful to indicate aspects 

of marginality. 
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Chapter 6 was constructed from an interview with the chairperson 

of the program and from various school district documents to establish an his

torical context and to trace the introduction of the theory of personal processes 

which was to provide the operating base of the Cherry Field program. 

Chapter 7 was composed entirely from the field notes and observa

tions of the investigator. The intent of the chapter was to establish an under

standing of the everyday reality of the program by description of the environ

mental context and the practice of the theory of personal processes. The 

teachers were observed behaving in terms of the behavioral categories of the 

theory of personal processes. 

In Chapter 8 case study materials, drawn from interviews and ob

servations, were arrayed in a sequence: (1) arrival and first impressions of 

Cherry Field; (2) developing relationships with students and teachers; 

(3) communications with parents and youth outside the program; and (4) their 

reflections on the consequences of attending Cherry Field. In Chapter 9, 

responses of informants to questions in Parts I and III of the interview schedule 

were grouped and arrayed into the sequence: (1) first impressions, developing 

relationships with students and teachers; (2) communications with parents and 

others; and (3) reflections of experiences at Cherry Field. These sequences 

of presentation were considered to be useful in establishing a context to portray 

marginal student reactions to the Cherry Field program. 
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Analysis of data, in terms of the framework of areas of "self" was 

withheld, for the sake of continuity, for later presentation in Chapter 10. 

Informant reports were presented in full. As Bogdan and Bilden 

(1982, p. 28) suggested regarding descriptive studies, "Researchers do not 

reduce the pages upon pages of narration and other data to numerical symbols. 

They try to analyze it with all its richness as closely as possible to the form 

in which it was recorded or transcribed. " 

Summary 

Research procedures were addressed in terms of five areas of con

sideration: (1) the rationale for the study; (2) the study design; (3) the selec

tion of the participants; (4) the data collection techniques; and (5) the methods 

of reporting the data. 

The study was descriptive in nature. Informants within an alterna

tive school were observed and interviewed by a participant observer regarding 

their perceptions of their experiences in both traditional and an alternative 

school program. 

The following chapter presented an examination of those selected 

materials from the literature which seemed to bear most significantly upon 

the research. 



CHAPTER 3 

REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE AND DEVELOPMENT 
OF THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter selected literature was reviewed to develop three 

components in the statement of the problem. These were: (1) marginality, 

(2) alternative education, and (3) personal processes. What follows is an in-

vestigation of the three concepts, to show their interrelationships, and to 

build a framework for exploring perceptions of students in an alternative 

school program. 

In terms of marginality, a short review of the history and usage of 

the concept was provided together with an examination of its connections to 

deviance and school related behavior. Regarding alternative education, 

general structural and conceptual features were presented that have specific 

relevance for understanding marginality and marginal students. The theory of 

personal processes was examined in terms of its categories and conceptual 

understructure. An "inner direction" and "other direction" aspect of the 

theory was developed to illustrate the connections between the perceptions of 

students and the behavior of the partiCipant observer. The theory of personal 

processes was utilized to provide a conceptual framework for the study. 

21 
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Marginali ty 

The concept of marginality was developed to better apprehend the 

phenomenon of students who leave traditional school programs. Marginality, 

a form of non-participation, was seen to promote dropouts as a product of 

self-definition and labeling. It was considered to be temporary and situational 

unless reinforced. 

Marginality as developed for this study was defined as non

participation. Germani (1980, p. 49) defined marginality as "the lack of par

ticipation of individuals and groups in those spheres in which, according to 

determined criteria, they might be expected to participate." In this research, 

non-participation was seen as the culmination of a process whereby students 

defined themselves into marginality. 

The definition and use of marginality as non-participation was a 

departure from traditional usage of the term. Park (1928, p. 881) described 

a marginal man who was "a man on the margin of two cultures and two socie

ties, which never completely interpenetrated and fused." Stonequist (1937) 

and Merton (1957) developed the concept to portray the marginal man as 

"poised on the edge of several groups, but fully accepted by none of them" 

(Merton 1957, pp. 265-266). 

The concept of marginal man was further modified to include the 

possibility of marginal situations. Mancini (1980) developed two "ideal 

type" marginal situations. "Essential marginality" referred to situations definE:d 



23 

as permanent, structural, and unDhangeable. Examples of essential margin

ality were found in much of the earlier research carried out by Park, Merton, 

and others. "Processual marginality, " on the other hand, referred to individu

als who become occupants of social positions that lay between two roles. 

Processual marginality was seen as being a temporary designation, 

dependent upon a specific situation. Processual marginality was seen as some

thing that could be resolved, depending upon a modification in the social con

text (Mancini 1980). This form of marginality, situational in context and refer

ring to individuals caught between or located between positions, rather clearly 

described many high school dropouts and youth in difficulty in school. 

Marginality as non-participation was associated ""lith a normative 

view of society (Germani 1980, pp. 3-15). Non-participation could follow from 

n01'mative conceptions of "rights, " forced,. as in segregation, or voluntary, as 

in deviant acts such as dropping out. The roots of the concept of marginality 

as developed by Germani (1980) lay in the area of human rights and their vio

lation. The roots of marginality indicated that marginality could be politically 

defined. People had been excluded by way of non-participation. The ultimate 

extension of man's rights in a democracy, what Karl Mannheim (1940) referred 

to as "fundamental democratization, " would posulate participation by all 

members of society. 

Marginality referred to students who had dropped out, or those who 

might possibly drop out of school. This group has been defined as a "new 
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minority" (Cervantes 1966, p. 5) and has been tied into a network of rebellion 

and deviance that has risen dramatically in recent years (Wynne 1978; Bayh 

1978). 

Marginality and deviance could possibly be more characteristic of 

adolescence than of adulthood. Glaser (1971, p. 33) noted, "Just as the fron-

tiers where deviance is most concentrated are on the margins of less deviant 

areas, the period in life during which deviance occurs most extensively is 

marginal to that of conventional adulthood." A basis for conflict among youth 

is in their marginal location between the world of the adolescent and that of the 

adult. Glaser (1971, p. 37) portrayed the dimensions of the adolescent 

perspective: 

To the extent that the adolescent sees himself in anticipatory so
cialization for their type of adulthood, he shares their standards 
and seeks to emulate their behavior. However, to the extent that 
he does not anticipate gratification from such conformity, and it 
involves discomfort or deprivation, he is prone to rebel. This is 
often manifested in acts that flout authority, such as vandalism of 
school property, consumption of prohibited drugs, and adoption of 
the opposite of required standards of dress and hair style. 

Marginal youth, in deviance and in dropping out of school, are not integrated 

into the society. As Cervantes (1966, p. 5) noted, "They are among us, but, 

as marginal discards, are becoming less like the rest of us. " 

It could be important to inquire as to the roles of the schools in 

regard to deviance and drop-out. Maynard (1977, p. 417) argued, "The cli-

mate of the school often determines how we deal with disruption, and, in fact, 

is often a contributing factor to disruptive behavior. The climate of any 
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school is determined by the people who work there." School contributions to 

disruption have been reported (Glasser 1978; Wynne 1978). Silberman (1970, 

p. 118) has noted one effect of schools upon youth: 

Far from helping students to develop into mature, self-reliant, 
self-motivated individuals, schools seem to do everything they 
can to keep youngsters in a state of chronic, almost infantile 
dependency. The pervasive atmosphere of distrust, together 
with rules covering the most minute aspect of existence, teach 
students every day that they are not people of world, and cer
tainly not individuals capable of regulating their own behavior. 

The relationship of the student to the teacher was one key to understanding the 

role of dependency. Silberman (1970, p. 118) went on to state: 

Whatever rhetoric they may subscribe to, most schools in prac
tice define education as something teachers do to or for the stu
dents, not something to do to and for themselves with a teacher's 
assistance. More important, schools discourage students from 
developing this capacity to learn by and for themselves. They 
make it impossible for a youngster to take responsibility for his 
own education, for they are structured in such a way as to make 
students totally dependent upon teachers. 

Acceptance and participation have been portrayed as critical in the task of 

reducing disorder in the schools (Glasser 1978, p. 332). Non-participation of 

students in their educational process was even more significant for drop-outs 

than for those remaining in school. Cervantes (1966, p. 8) found that drop-

outs were "only slightly involved in any school related activities." In addition, 

the teacher-student relationship was critical regarding the possibility of 

dropping out. Cervantes (1966, po 112) noted, "Since premature withdrawal 

from high school is so frequently the culmination of disintegrated teacher-

student relationships, it comes as no surprise that two of three drop-outs 
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testify that they were never really friends with any teachers, and one of three 

maintains that teachers were not even friendly." 

Cusick (1973), in an important study of a traditional high school, 

found that the structure of the school and its organization isolate students 

from teachers. Some essential characteristics of the school, such as subject 

compartmentalization, vertical organization, and routinization of activity sup

ported by extensive rules and regulations, served to deny freedom of activity 

by students (Cusick 1973, pp. 206-212). In addition, the physical plant of the 

school also militated against student involvement. Two critical outcomes of 

the structure, what Cusick (1973, pp. 211-212) called "unintended effects," 

were found to be little interaction between students and teacher, and very little 

student involvement in formal school activities. 

The social and physical structure of the school were not the only 

barriers to student-teacher relationships. Cusick (1973, p. 184) noted that 

teachers maintained a distance from students in order to maintain control 

over them. He observed, "That teachers behaved as they did, doing most of 

the talking, keeping their distance from the students and ignoring non-task

oriented activity, was probably an attempt on their part to avoid the inevitable 

conflicts that arise when the student social structure emerges in the class 

situation" (Cusick 1973, p. 184). Teachers were representatives of the 

formal organization and structure of the school. Students, according to 

Cusick (1973, p. 199), in reaction to the school structure, developed groups 

that were well-defined along interest and socioeconomic lines. He stated, 
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"I attribute it [non-~)articipation] to the fact that there was simply very little 

in which the majority could be involved. Therefore, that they separated into 

discrete groups, which, as opposed to the official structure, offered them 

real, personal involvement, was not surprising." The development of and 

focus upon groups within the school was a significant finding for Cusick (1973, 

p. 161): 

I had previously seen adolescents in any particular school as 
socially homogenous. While I lmew there were more or less 
prestigious students, achievers, and deviants, I had thought 
that they had more in common with one another and had some 
common interests about which they communicated. • • • The 
groups there were discrete social units, narrowly bounded not 
only by age, sex, and neighborhoods, but chiefly by interests. 

As membership within groups became a basis for activity in school, 

non-membership and non-participation in groups was found to affect isolated 

individuals. Cusick (1973, p. 171) stated, "They were friendless in a 

friendship-based society, and during the time when others were engaged in 

group or friendship activities, they just seemed to be 'standing around leaning 

against the wall. ' " 

It was not surprising that the "drop-out prediction table" developed 

by Cervantes (1966, p. 198) noted that the "feeling of 'not belonging' (because 

of size, speech, personality development, nationality, social class, family 

disgrace, retardation in school, dress, lack of friends among schoolmates or 

staff, etc.)" was one characteristic associated with drop-outs. Other school 

characteristics were irregular attendance, frequent tardiness, below potential 



performance, change of schools, and little participation in extracurricular 

activities (Cervantes 1966, p. 198). 

Participation in traditional schools was predicated on group mem

bership and working within the existing structure of the school. Students 

denied rewards in school such as recognition, participation, and leadership 

tended to be isolated and excluded from groups. Isolated individuals were 

excluded from groups and even in the classroom (Cusick 1973, pp. 177-180). 
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Once defined into a particular category, as an isolate, as marginal, 

as deviant or troublesome, the young person began to experience a debilitating 

process. Brown (1971, p. 8) noted, "Once a student is categorized and classi

fied, it is psychologically and practically almost impossible for him to break 

out of his category. Once branded 'slow' or a 'failure, ' he is immutably 

branded." Those thus defined react in predictable ways. Feldhusen (1973) 

observed that students identified as aggressive and disruptive in the class

room did poorer wox-k than other students. A relationship between poor aca

demic work and delinquency has also been shown (Silberberg and Silberberg 

1977). 

Success or failure in school was significant in dropping out and in 

becoming delinquent. Students who were academically successful were less 

likely to become delinquent (Call 1965). Commitment by students to their 

educational programs was also found to be important as regards delinquency. 

Where the commitment was low, delinquency, school crime, vandalism, and 

drop-out were likely (Elliott and Voss 1974, p. 151)0 
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Even more important than academic success, associations with 

fellow students seemed highly significant as regards delinquency. It has been 

shown that there was a significant relationship between delinquent behavior and 

having delinquent friends (Weis et ale 1979). Salrumoto (1978) also noted that 

students who did poorly and had lower grades were more likely to associate 

with delinquents than those getting higher grades. 

The ultimate act in school non-participation was dropping out. This 

may not be totally harmful. Wenk (1974, p. 250) stated, "The pupil who 

finally decides to leave school and look for work may be psychologically 

healthier than the one who remains in school, but withdraws from participa

tion." Indeed, findings by Elliott and Voss (1974, p. 119) indicated that 

students were more delinquent before they left school. 

The process of dropping out of school occurred over a period of 

time. As Wenk (1974, p. 250) noted, ''Dropping out does not just happen. It 

is a progressive phenomena much like delinquency, drugs abuse, and alcohol 

addiction. Aside from the obvious drop-out, countless other pupils mark 

time in school without involvement and show only a small part of their 

potential. " 

The process of dropping out can be examined from two perspectives. 

It was often part of a self-fulfilling prophecy (Schur 1965, p. 3), where stu

dents, step by step, isolated 'those reasons for non-participation in the func

tioning of the school. Schur (1965, p. 6) pointed out a connection of the 

defining process to legal proscriptions by noting, "Just as the mere 



30 

lmowledge that he has become a 'criminal' may alter the individual's self

image, so, too, may legal proscription drive him into various behavior pat

terns that reinforce this image and that create new problems for himself and 

for society at large." 

The other aspect of the process of dropping out, or becoming 

deviant, falls under the term ''labeling process." From this pOint of view, 

"A delinquent is any person who has been labeled as a delinquent" (Eisner 

1969, p. 13). The fascinating thing about the labeling process was that the 

label could be given whether it actually applied or not. It could be placed on 

anyone different, anyone who was a non-participant, or associated with 

"delinquent tendencies" (Eisner 1969, p. 16). It was noted, furthermore, 

that there was a certain irreversibility to the labeling process. 

Becoming delinquent, becoming a non-participant, has been found 

to be a function of definition or labeling. Deviance was a phenomena created 

by societal definitions. Becker (1963, p. 9) noted, "That social groups create 

deviance by malting rrues whose infraction constitutes deviance, and by apply

ing those rules to particular people and labeling them as outsiders. From 

this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but 

rather a consequence of the application by others of rules and sanctions to an 

offender." The process of "going deviant" and becoming marginal, whether by 

a labeling process or by self-definition, according to Simmons (1969, p. 51), 

"Seems to be best understood as a process involving an interplay between a 
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person's ongoing behavior and all the social forces surrounding this 

behavior." As to the question of why a person would want to become deviant, 

Simmons (1969, p. 52) noted, "To understand this process, we must look at 

the world through the eyes of the person surveying his environment and going 

deviant. From his or her viewpoint, there must be advantages. Or little 

choice. Either way, the regular paths of self-realization, or survival and 

success, ar.e somehow barred, at least within the person's mind." Some of 

the barriers for the drop-out, or potential drop-out, were noted to lie in the 

structure of the school and the nature of the social groups that existed in the 

world of the students. 

Whether barriers were self-defined or existed in fact, the costs of 

going deviant or becoming marginal were noted to be high, for both the indi

vidual and society. A serious problem for the society and the individual was 

that there are few "re-entry" routes back from marginality and deviancy. 

Mancini (1980) noted that the marginal's desire to participate in society was 

frustrated. Simmons (1969, p. 127) amplified this statement by saying, 

"Many deviants would re-enter conventional society if they could, but the 

obstacles are too great. Aside from human considerations, this means that 

a large proportion of deviants are not only lost as contributing members of 

society, but become prodigious public expenses. We produce our own rebels. " 

As Cusick (1973, p. 221) noted regarding isolated high school students, "I 

would only point out that nowhere in our society have we devised a solution to 

the problem of lonely and disaffected individuals." 
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It appeared that the labeling process defining persons into marginal 

positions, like deviancy, was often a one-way avenue. This was unfortunate, 

as Simmons (1969, p. 133) has pOinted out, since "most deviants at anyone 

time are tourists on the fringes, and what is peculiar about them is their 

minority position. " 

In this light, "school drop-outs and growing truancy rates may best 

be understood as indictments of the schools and the teachers" (Simmons 1969, 

p. 134). Simmons (1969, p. 133) continued, "One of the conclusions from my 

study of deviance is that every deviant subculture that develops is reflecting on 

ill or inadequacy in the social fabric itself. Its contents are the clues as to 

how that society is failing to meet the needs and wants of its people." 

Alternative Education 

Alternative education can be seen as one means to deal with 

marginal students. Many ideas about alternative education programs emerged 

from the turmoil and excitement of the 1960s and early 1970s. Authors such 

as Goodman (1962), Herndon (1965, 1971), Holt (1964, 1969, 1972), Kohl 

(1969), and Henry (1963, 1972) provided examinations of educational pro

grams, the problems of youth, and difficulties with educational philosophy. 

Alternative schools and alternative education emerged as one 

response to the above charges. Alternative schools have been suggested to be 

schools "accessible by chOice, not assignment" (Duke 1978, p. 4). Within 

this broad definition, there tends to be a continuum of alternative school 
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forms, private and public, which range from "free" and unstructured to 

"fundamental" and militaristic. Usually, however, alternative schools refer 

to open, private programs, or some modifications within large urban school 

systems (Kozol 1972, pp. 7-12)0 According to Glatthorn (1975, p. 11), alter

native programs are usually "a unit within a larger and more conventional 

school dependent on parent school for budget, resources, and authority, offer

ing a program of studies significantly different from those of conventional 

school-elected voluntarily by kids." 

Five structural features of alternative programs appear to be of 

general interest in respect to marginal students. They include: (1) indi

vidualized instruction; (2) pe:rsonalized curriculum; (3) reduced size; 

(4) special teacher characteristics; and (5) community involvement. Each of 

these categories are examined in turn. 

Individualized Instruction 

Structure is mandatory for the existence of any program, but in 

alternative programs, according to Holt (1972, po 19), the structure tends to 

be more "flexible, dynamic ••• organic, internal." Individualized instruc

tion was given the highest priority. Clark and Kadis (1971, p. 1) argued that, 

''Individualization of instruction, with its emphasis on meeting the needs of 

all students with their varying abilities, backgrounds, and aptitudes, provides 

a challenging way to increase the options that are available in providing the 

best possible learning environment for all students." 
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For many alternative educational programs, "individualized instruc-

tion is not just a method or procedure or a way of organization. It is a philo-

sophy of teaching based on responding to the needs of individual students" 

(Clark and Kadis 1971, p. 8). The consequences of individualized instruction 

were important. Odell (1974) found increased student participation in school work 

in an alternative program which integrated high interest materials into a self-

paced and individualized learning plan. 

Personalized Curriculum 

A personalized curriculum for alternative schools was considered 

important. As the curriculum was structured in terms of individual needs, it 

therefore could not be standardized. Glatthorn (1975, p. 25) noted that an 

alternative school curriculum building should "build around students' interests 

and staff competencies." Learning was found to be enhanced by focusing upon 

individual interests. Rogers (1969, p. 156) stated, "Significant learning takes 

place when the subject matter is perceived by the student as having relevance 

for his purposes. A somewhat more formal way of stating this is that a 

person learns Significantly only those things which he perceives as being in-

volved in the maintenance and enhancement of his own self." The emphasis 

was on the process rather than on content. Riordan (1972, p. 10) commented: 

This emphasis is consistent with the general emphasis in alterna
tive schools which frequently develops out of a concern with the so
called hidden curriculum; the effect of the structure and process of 
schooling independent of school curricular content. Therefore, 
their concern is not so much with designing effective learning 



packages, but with creating a setting where students can play 
an active, creative role in deciding the direction their educa
tion should take. 
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Alternatives, both in terms of instruction and curriculum, generally 

stress working with the individual regarding his own interests and mutually 

create a learning program that satisfies the needs of both teacher and student. 

This emphaSis intensified participation and involvement. Raywid (1981, 

p. 552) has summed up these components of alternative schools by noting: 

Alternative schools tend to rely on close, personal relationships 
instead of rules as the basis for social organization and control 
within the school. Charismatic leadership tends to playa larger 
role than do formal prinCiples of role and function. The curricu
lum is chosen from a wider range of lmowledge and life than is 
the case in other schools, and it may be pursued in novel ways 
and in unusual settings. 

Reduced Size 

Another structural dimension of alternative programs, size, 

follows Raywid's (1981, p. 552) comment on "unusual setting." The size and 

location of alternative programs were significant in their success. Positive 

correlations between school size and crime rates, for example, have been 

shown (McPartland and McDill 1977, pp. 20-21). Alternative schools tended 

generally to be smaller. Grauband (1972, p. 352) has stated that alternative 

programs "are usually very small, in absolute numbers of participants. 

but their public impact and symbolic significance are relatively great. " 

Earlier, the positive correlation of school size and the crime rates 

were noted. Berger (1974) posited that, despite the disnuptive 
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histories of many of the students, alternative programs are usually charac

terized by "almost a total lack of violence." Small size may also be a contribu

ting factor in the smaller number of discipline problems in alternative schools 

(Duke and Perry 1978; Arnove and Strout 1978, p. 5). 

Size has had an effect upon the nature and kind of interactions within 

the alternative program. as welL McPartland and McDill (1977) noted that 

school size was important in interactions, as in small schools there were 

more informal personal relationships with teachers, a situation that may in

crease student attachment and commitment to the school. Gold (1978) noted 

that warm, accepting relationships can enhance student self-esteem and con

strain delinquent behavior. In fact, smallness can be tied to humanistic edu

cation. Fantini (1973, p. 78) noted, ''When smallness of size of the g-.coup is 

coupled with choice of educational environment for child, parent, and staff, a 

giant step toward humanistic education has been taken. " 

Special Teacher Characteristics 

The personal characteristics of teachers were important in alterna

tive programs. Teaching styles were, according to Gold (1978, pp. 303-304), 

critical for developing warm relationships important for learning. This was 

especially true with students who were alienated from traditional schools. 

Teachers attracted to alternative schools may have possessed those 

characteristics detailed by Gold (1978) above. Duke (1978, p. 85), in fact, 

stated that the only characteristic "that is common to almost all people 
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seeking employment in non-public alternative schools, is a vaguely articulated 

belief that learning can be relevant, exciting, informal, and child-centered. " 

Youth, who in this study were deemed educationally marginal, posed 

challenges for teachers in alternative programs. Important characteristics 

for teachers in working with such students were considered to be: "genuine 

interest" (Arnove and Strout 1978, p. 6), patience, flexibility and adaptability 

(Ahlstrom and Havighurst 1971). 

Community Involvement 

Alternative schools tended to have a different relationship to the 

community around them. They tended to utilize the community in their ap

proach to learning and suggested that learning can occur in a variety of 

places.· Riordan (1972, p. 31) stated that, "The human and physical resources 

of the city create the best environment for a high school education." This 

tended to make education more like ''life,'' and at the same time, began to 

remove barriers that traditional schools often develop-boundaries between 

schools, between parents and the school, between subject matter areas, 

between training and experience, between time schedules, between class

rooms. A reduction of these barriers would redress a problem noted some 

years ago by Dewey (1968, p. 145), who argued that "much of the present 

education fails because it neglects this fundamental principle of the school as 

a form of community life." 



38 

In summary, some features of alternative school programs such as 

individualized instruction, personalized curriculum, reduced size, special 

teacher characteristics, and community involvement were found to have appli

cability to marginal students. 

The structural characteristics of alternative education programs 

have a conceptual undergirding. Two sets of concepts that are significantly 

portrayed in the literature on alternative education programs are: (1) choice 

and freedom; and (2) relationships and participation. 

The two primary ingredients in a conceptual orientation to al terna

tive education are choice and freedom. They are interrelated terms. 

Grauband (1972, p. 14) noted the importance of these concepts when he stated, 

"The hope (and claim) is that free children will be self-motivated, integrated, 

able to seek out the learning they need in order to pursue interests that are 

truly their own, and, when they become adults, capable of choosing a way of 

life and work on the basis of considerations flowing from inside, rather than 

being rules by externally imposed standards and goals." The concepts of 

choice and freedom fit well with the reality of heterogeneous learners. 

Fantini (1976, pp. 256-257) noted that different students have different needs 

and learning styles which require multiple or alternative educational 

approaches. 

Choice and freedom were critical to the idea that all young people 

have access to learning situations in schools. Alternative schools could 
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provide a reality to the idea that the needs of different youth can be served. 

In this regard, DeTurk (1974, p. 39) noted, "The alternative school is one 

hope, perhaps the last hope, of providing all young people with a reasonable 

education. This is not because the alternative school provides all students 

with superior learning, but because the alternative school concept stands as a 

symbolic challenge for all schools-public or private--to meet the needs of all 

individuals. " 

There were two additional interrelated concepts that undergird 

alternative programs. They were: (1) the nature of personal relationships; 

and (2) the quality of participation by program members. Participation and 

the quality of relationships were interrelated directly and positively. 

The nature of relationships in alternative programs, as has been 

noted previously, tends to be warm and personal. As Rogers (1969, p. 106) 

indicated, "The facilitation of learning rests upon certain attitudinal qualities 

which exist in the personal relationships between the facilitator and the 

learner." Student learning and growth were connected with personal re~ ·3.tion-

ships. Riordan (1972, p. 34) has stated, "Informal relationships between 

students and teachers, and shared decision malting were as important for stu-

dent learning and growth as the structured learning units." Participation 

seemed to be enhanced when traditional expectations were eliminated. Wilson 

(1977, p. 85) stated: 

The absences of behavioral expectations that are imposed through 
traditional roles resulted in an informal atmosphere in which 



staff and students felt more at ease to discuss subjects formerly 
"off limits," like personal problems or the school administration. 
The new kind of relationships had beneficial effects on both 
teachers and students and seemed to be serving educational 
purposes. 
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Students tended to make better choices about goals when given the opportunity 

to participate. Broad (1977, p. 68) stated, "Districts with alternatives that 

have been in operation for several years have found that students who have 

grown up with the idea of choosing their own programs and setting their own 

goals malm more responsible and more effective choices with experience." 

Descriptions of personal relations in alternative programs have 

been characterized as "democratic" or "egalitarian" (Dul~e 1978, p. 46). In 

much the same manner, Kohl (1969, p. 22) described the context of the alter-

native school as a "democratic classroom where pupils and teachers find ways 

of functiOning together with invoking arbitrary or absolute authority." Barnes 

(1977, p. 57) defined democratic processes as "warm, personal, equal, and 

productive relationships. " 

The degree of participation by program members was another criti-

cal element in alternative education programs. Rogers (1969, p. 162) sug-

gested that , "Learning is facilitated when the student participates responsibly 

in the learning process." Participation was significant in exerCising available 

choices for learning. Illich (1970, po 16) illustrated the importance of parti-

cipation, stating, "Only actual participation constitutes socially valuable 

learning, a participation by the learner in every stage of the learning process, 
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including not only a free choice of what is to be learned and how it is to be 

learned, but also a free determination by each learner of his own reason for 

living and learning the part that his knowledge is to play in life." The partici-

pation from this perspective was a natural phenomenon intimately linked to 

social growth. Waller (1967, p. 136) commented on a "desire for participa-

tion. It appears as the yearning to be attached to some super-personal entity, 

a group, a cause, a movement, something larger than one's self." 

The desire to participate raised a question as to the desired degree 

of participation. Earlier, the role of smallness in enhancing alternative 

school relationships was posited. Moreover, it was noted that smallness, 

with an accompanying emphasis on warm, personal relationships, would tend 

to promote greater face-to-face communications. It was this quality that 

Cooley (1962, p. 23) defined as characteristic of primary gronps. He stated. 

"By primary groups, I mean those characterized by intimate face-to-face 

association and cooperation." The concept of "primaryness" was important 

for participation and involvement. 

Alternative programs occasionally become a "dumping ground" for 

regular schools (Polk 1972). Alternative schools emerged to cope with non-

success of conventional schools. Raywid (1981, p. 552) commented on this 

phenomena: 

The last ten years have witnessed an expansion of the mission of 
alternative schools which accounts in considerable part for their 
growing popularity. Student disaffection has been evident through
out the decade in the forms of school vandalism and violence, high 



truancy and drop-out rates. The earliest evaluations showed 
clearly that alternatives are an extraordinarily effective solution 
to these problems. Agencies interested in delinquency and ju
venile crime prevention quickly came to see alternative schools 
as an answer. 

Personal Processes 

The theory of personal processes was examined in terms of the 
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"inner direction" and "other direction" aspects of the theory. This dichotomy 

detailed conceptual underpinnings of the theory, inner direction, and of the 

behavioral stages of the theory, other direction. The theory of personal 

processes was seen to work well within the framework of alternative education 

and with marginal students. 

The theory of personal processe_s has received attention in a 

number of studies (Tidwell 1971; Franzen 1970; Gefke 1972; Bishop 1972; 

Sterman 1976; Barnes 1977). These studies focused on the nature of relation-

ships in varying educational contexts. Sterman (1976, pp. 15-16) compared 

democratic and non-democratic teacher behaviors as perceived by students 

and noted that students tended to perceive teachers as being non-democratic. 

The connection of perceptions to behaviors exhibited by students 

was important for the learning situation. Combs (1962, pp. 68-69) noted: 

If behavior is a function of personal meaning, then perceptions 
must become the center of the teaching-learning situation. If 
perceptions are the stuff of growth, the basis of intelligent be
havior, then personal meanings become the stuff of learning, 
the material with which we must work. Perceptions must take 
their place as a vital part of the curriculum, if lmowing is to be 
effective in the lives of students. 



It was the concern of investigators exploring the many dimensions of the 

theory of personal processes that educational practices were not getting in 

touch with all learners. 
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The theory of personal processes has two sections. One was 

referred to as "inner direction" and the other as "other direction." Inner 

direction referred to assumptions held about personal processes and out of 

which specific behaviors flowed. Other direction indicated those behaviors in 

terms of stages. These stages consisted of a series of categories through 

which relationships seemed to flow. The theory of personal processes 

became a statement for the description of relationships that occurred between 

individuals. The assumption was that the relationships moved towards a cer

tain condition of mutuality. Mutuality implied equality and equality implied 

democracy. Personal processes were, under proper circumstances, thought 

to be democratic processes. Such a process was believed to lead to full par

ticipation in a process of mutual enjoyment. 

The two sections of the theory of personal processes balanced each 

other. The configuration of assumptions, titled "inner direction," largely deter

mined the overt action specified by "other direction." The meshing of a particu

lar inner conviction with specific outward behaviors provided a direction for 

the behaver. 

The theory of personal processes provided the behaver with a con

ceptual and behavioral road map to follow in developing relationships with 

students in an educational arena. 
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A first consideration in examining the theory was the establishment 

of good personal relationships between teacher and student, what Barnes (1977, 

p. 58) called the need to "build bridges of human contact." Contact, the first 

stage in the other direction portion of the theory was seen to be critically tied 

to teacher behavior. Allen et ale (1970, pp. 25-26) noted: 

We believe that the main influence of the teacher in the classroom 
occurs in his moment-by-moment interaction with students. The 
attitudes of the teacher, and those of his student, flavor every re
lationship between them. The way this interaction develops tends 
to establish limits to the opportunities students have for participa
tion, for making choices which appear significant to them, and for 
the thought procasses they develop and use. 

Contact referred to the initial meeting of persons. Zunin and Zunin 

(1972) devoted an entire volume to the investigation of contact and its signifi-

cance in personal relationships. They noted a connection of awareness and 

involvement in making contact, stating, "Even the most fleeting contact with 

someone entails some involvement. Involvement entails communication ver-

bally and/or non-verbally •••• But in order to become meaningfully involved 

and make contact, one must have an awareness of self. Put another way, we 

must have our own identity and awareness, preferably positive and 

well-defined" (Zunin and Zunin 1972, p. 149). 

Contact was likened to a reaching out across the void of interpersonal 

experience; a reaching out from one person to another. Contact promoting 

growth, it was suggested, could occur within a context of acceptance, warmth, 

and suspension of judgment (Hamachek 1969, p. 341; Ginott 1965, p. 68; 

Combs 1962, p. 88). 
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A second stage through which relationships passed was defined as 

Consult. Consult follows contact and expands the interchange between 

participants. To consult with the other suggested that people were invited into 

a dialogue to share their personal experiences. Dewey (1963, p. 88) com

mented on the value of personal experiences and contacts, stating, "Basing 

education on personal experience may mean more multiplied and more intimate 

contacts between the mature and the immature than ever existed in the tradi

tional school, and consequently more, rather than less, guidance by others. 

The problem, then, is: how these contacts can be established without violating 

the principle of learning through personal experience. " 

One means of making contact may be by consulting the learner 

through his interests. Barnes (1977, p. 61) suggested that showing interest 

in how the other person feels was consulting with them. Weinstein and Fantini 

(1970, p. 10) noted, "Significant contact with pupils is most effectively estab

lished and maintained when the content and method of instruction have an 

affective basis. That is, if educators are able to discover the feelings, fears, 

and wishes that move pupils emotionally, they can more effectively engage 

pupils from any background." Accordingly, teachers could profitably relate 

to students as authentic humans (Brown 1971, p. 12). Patterson (1973, 

pp. 106-107) portrayed one key feature of this relationship, respect, when he 

stated, "A basic characteristic or attitude of the humanistic teacher is a pro

found respect for each child as a unique human being, a person of worth in his 
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own right. Respect involves an acceptance of each child as he is, for what he 

is. It makes no demands that he must be different-it is unconditional." Con

sulting could occur within a context of respect for the other person. 

A third step in developing relationships was Find Interests. The 

participation of the student through the exploration of his own interests was neces

sary for his involvement. In considering what has value for the student, 

Weinstein and Fantini (1970, p. 33) noted, "The most valuable and direct indi

cations ••. are found in what the learners themselves say or write about 

their lives and their relationships with the world." Barnes (1977, p. 63) ob

served, ''We believe it makes good sense to move with people where they are 

rather than to bring to them aims and goals totally outside themselves for 

which they have no great feelings of interest, concern, or commitment. " 

The atmosphere of the classroom was important in the finding of 

student interests. Kelley (1962, p. 17) found that democratic classrooms en

hanced the discovery of interests. The participation of the student through the 

expression of his own interest was reinforced by working through the interests. 

From an extension of finding interests, a fourth category or step in personal 

processes emerged: Share Interests. As Barnes (1977, p. 65) noted, "The 

category share interests marks for us the real beginning of cooperative action 

in the democratic process. It is the stage in personal relationships where 

contact is becoming well established, where consultation has assisted us to 

find the other's interests, and where we are interacting through one. or 

another of these interests. " 



47 

A final stage or step in development of relationships was identified 

as Accompany. Accompany implied that the participants were engaged in 

cooperative action. The importance of accompany cannot be overstated. Dale 

(1972, p. 49) noted, "That knowledge is of most worth which enhances the 

mutuality of human beings and develops a sense of community, the doing of 

important things together." Continuing, Dale (1972, p. 49) raised the question 

of students teaching students, stating, ''Why not make it a regular part of the 

instructional program of the school? We have all discovered that we learn 

something well when we try to teach it to someone else. Further, why do we 

assume that we must bring outside resource persons? We fail to realize that 

the rich experiences of students are first hand, easily available resources of 

learning. " 

Accompaniment moved people from considerations of interests into 

the sphere of mutual participation and action. Marginality, as an expression 

of non-participation, can be modified with accompaniment because accompani-

ment implies a conjoint relationship. The importance of associated behavior 

was noted by Dewey (1961, p. 101): 

A democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a 
mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience. 
The extension of space of the number of individuals who participate 
in an interest so that each has to consider the action of others to 
give point and direction to his own, is equivalent to the breaking 
down of those barriers of class, raoe, and national territory which 
kept men from perceiving the full import of their activity. 
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The five stages of the theory of personal processes were con

sidered to be a conceptual road map for plotting the developmental course of 

relationships. The stages denote possible behavioral acts which couId be used 

to initiate and prolong relationships between teachers and students. 

Figure 1 depicted the five stages of "other direction" and the three 

"self" areas with assumptive statements associated with each area. 

conceptual Framework for the study 

The three "self" areas, with elaborating statements, represent con

ceptual areas of concern for individuals. The statements were considered 

related rather exactly to the concerns of students regarding their reported 

school experiences. Each statement under "self as person, " "self as 

learner, " and "self in personal relationships" could be recast to evaluate and 

describe the reported perceptions of marginal students regarding school 

experiences. 

From this point of view, in the area "self as person, " regular stu

dent would tend to perceive themselves in relation to their school experiences 

as tending toward feelings of adequacy, interest, equality, and choice. Within 

the category "self as learner," regular students would tend to perceive them

selves in relation to learning experiences as tending toward their own inter

ests, their own choosing, their own excitement, and their feeling of a sup

portive environment. Within the category "self in personal relationships, " 



INNER DIRECTION 

Self as person 

- I see myself as an adequate person. 
- I see myself as an interested, curious person. 
- I see myself as an equal with every person. 
- I see myself as a cholcing person. 

Self as learner 

- My learning proceeds most productively when 
I pursue my own Interests. 

- My learning is always occurring--I choose 
what I wish to know. 

- My learning can be exciting and pleasant 
--not dull and dreary. 

- My learning is most productive where the 
context is one of support, warmth, and 
encouragement 

Self in personal relationships 

- My intent is to live this moment fully--not 
the past, not the future. 

- My intent is to enjoy, not judge and control, 
other persons. 

- My intent is to relate to others in warm, 
personal, productive ways. 

© William D. Barnes and Clyde D. Tidwell, 1974. 

Figure 1. Personal Processes. 

arHER DIRECTION 

CONTACT 
to get in touch with 

CONSULT 
to check with 

FIND 
to locate interests 

SHARE 
to plan with 

ACCOMPANY 
to move with 

tJ:;.. 
~ 
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regular students would tend to perceive their relationships as tending toward 

a focus on the "now, " an enjoyment of the other person and warm and personal 

ways of relating. 

SUmmary 

Material was presented in Chapter 3 related to the major elements 

of the statement of the problem: Marginal Students, Alternative Education, 

and Personal Processes. 

Marginality was found to be a useful concept for the examina-

tion of students having difficulty in traditional schools. Marginality, as related 

to schools, was seen in terms of non-participation and non-involvement. This 

was found to occur in reference to either school structure or student "group" 

structure. Marginality as deviance was seen as a product of labeling or 

s elf-definition. 

Alternative education programs were found to have characteristics 

that could enable marginal students to re-enter an educational scene. Alter

native education programs were found to focus more upon the individual and 

his interests. They were found to be frequently smaller and more personally 

oriented, emphasizing choice, freedom, and participation. 

A theory of personal processes was reviewed and found to work well, 

both as a foundation for alternative programs and as a behavioral framework 

for working with marginal students. The "inner direction" aspect of the theory 



was found to present a series of statements that could act to clarify the 

examination of student reports concerning school exPeriences. 
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In the following chapters, data were provided dealing with marginal 

students' experiences of traditional school and the Cherry Field program. 

Six students were focused upon in case studies to illustrate their life situa

tions prior to the Cherry Field program and their reaction after arriving at 

the program. Case studies were included to develop a picture of the kind of 

participation and non-participation in which students were involved. In all 

cases, the full richness of comments was reported as presented by students. 

Between the chapters concerning perceptions of marginal youth in 

traditional school and in the Cherry Field Program, the historical dimension 

and the everyday reality of Cherry Field were presented. 

Following the data chapters, Chapter 10 contained an analysis of 

student comments in terms of the areas of "self" to portray general statement 

patterns and to allow for the comments of the observer regarding the data. 



CHAPTER 4 

STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF TRADITIONAL SCHOOLS: 
SIX CASES 

In this chapter data were provided regarding the perceptions of six 

students concerning their experiences in traditional schools. The introduction 

of these six students was important, since they represented many marginal 

students who had experienced difficulty in traditional schools. They were sig-

nificant, in addition, because at a later point they arrived at Cherry Field, be-

came acquainted with each other, and eventually formed into an informal group. 

Liza 

The first thing noticed when talking with Liza was the sparkle in her 

eyes. She appeared to be aware of everything going on around her. Nothing 

seemed to be missed, even on the margins of experience. Liza maintained 

constant eye contact with anyone to whom she spoke; her eyes continually 

searched and probed, cueing the observer to the quickness of her min.d. When 

she spoke, Liza's voice and language were inciSive, aggressive, and pointed. 

She often punctuated sentences with rapid gestures used as exclamation marks. 

This aggressive posture, carried from voice into actions, underlay many of 

Liza's difficulties with traditional schools and their authorities. Unable to 

back down in many situations, Liza found herself in frequent verbal and physi-

cal altercations with fellow students. Her defensiveness and rejection of 
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traditional authority, moreover, led her into many conflicts with traditional 

teachers in classrooms. Liza was explicit in detailing her relationships with 

her teachers, commenting, "They say, 'All right kids, today we are going to 

do this. We've got five pages of math to do, so you better get to work right 

now.' Now that kind of crap don't go with me. I don't like for people to tell 

me to sit down and tell me what I have to do, because I look at them and say, 

'I'm not going to do it. ' " 

Liza's home life fluctuated between order and chaos as a result of 

an alcoholic father who periodically disappeared on binges with no advance 

notice to other family members. This disturbing family atmosphere was the 

source of great consternation to Liza's mother. One consequence of this was 

the mother'S venting of verbal abuse toward Liza and her younger brother. 

Liza stated, "My mom just couldn't handle it. She was just constantly freaking 

out of her mind. It drove me nuts, too, but I didn't freak out about it. I think 

my dad was just sick of her constant bitching. " 

The home situation progressively deteriorated. Juvenile authorities 

were called by the mother. They stepped in and removed Liza from her home. 

As a ward of the court, she was placed in a girl's group residence home on the 

far side of the city. Liza was not impressed by her new "home." She stated, 

"That place was really like a prison. They tried to make it like that, but we 

used to sneak out at night. Sometimes we would get boys to come in through 



54 

the window. I lmew one girl who used to hitch-hike around the block, and 

she'd make big money, too. Turning tricks while locked up-now that's agas I" 

In the context of living in a group home, Liza began a second year of 

high school. She was in a new school, living with relative strangers, out of 

touch with old friends and parents, alone. Liza's solution to these troubles 

was to run away from the group home and take to the streets. She lived with a 

boyfriend in a stolen van for a two-week period and then later in a "crashpad. " 

Finally, she lived with an older, sympathetic friend who agreed to share her 

home with a number of young people. 

Liza's life centered around two issues, loyalty to good friends, 

mostly older and living marginal existences on the streets, and her consistent 

conflict with her mother and father. Although she considered herself close to 

her father, he was largely unavailable to her for help or support. The rela

tionship with her mother moved into open warfare and mutual distrust. She 

stated, "Can you believe it, once when I ran away from the group home, I went 

to visit her. She called the police to have me arrested as a runaway. There I 

was, in my own home! She was such a bitch. " 

Liza, then in a runaway status from the group home, was in viola

tion of juvenile law. A warrant for her arrest had been issued, and she was 

arrested in her own home. 

Liza's frequent absences from traditional school led to trouble. 

Life on the streets took the place of assigned school work and other activities 

necessary to keep pace with traditional classes. Liza's perception was that 
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"some classes were too fast; some too slow. There was no individual atten

tion. Regular school was just irritating to me. I felt out of place and lost 

there. I just couldn't do it. I'd go to class and just sit there. " 

In this context, a logical place for a student to turn would be fellow 

students. Liza, however, reported encountering difficulty with her classmates. 

She felt that she did not fit in. She was a new person; the school was new and 

strange for her. "I didn't talk to anybody because I couldn't fit into any of the 

groups there, but I didn't care anyway." Liza's description of her associa

tion with regular school appeared to be in terms of mutual indifference. From 

her perspective, school seemed to be a continuation of the kind of neglect she 

had received at home and as one of ten girls locked up in a girls' home. 

Liza's relationships with teachers in the traditional school tended to 

be consistent with other of her adult relationships. She commented, "I didn't 

talk to them. I didn't have a good relationship at all. I felt as if they didn't 

care whether or not I learned anything at all. " 

Little of what Liza wanted seemed to be available to her in tradi

tional school. Her verbosity, aliveness, and vibrant personality seemed to 

her to be locked up and frozer,. As traditional school offered little support 

and was seen as a constant source of problems to Liza, her counselors at the 

girls' home, after much deliberation, began searching for an alternative pro

gram for her. Acting on information supplied by a court official, the counse

lor mentioned Cherry Field as a possibility for Liza. A visit was scheduled. 



Pam 

It would be easy to overlook Pam standing among a group of stu

dents. No more than five feet tall, approximately one hundred pounds, she 
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had a wispy look about her. She wore large glasses which, superimposed upon 

a long, narrow face surrounded by long, straight hair, gave her the appear

ance of the stereotypical school librarian. A cursory glance at Pam would 

give the impression that here was a very proper, very prim, even scholarly 

person. This external demeanor, however, was only one facet of a complex 

personality. Pam had a number of preoccupations. She was consistently con

cerned with a need for money and clothes, for she felt that these were the in

gredients that would attract more male friends. These friends, she perceived, 

were persons who could be used to surround and encapsulate her from a sense 

of loneliness. A constant stream of social companions might possibly provide 

her life a focus and the meaning required for happiness. 

A key to Pam's quest for the company of companions was found in 

her relationship with her mother. Recently divorced for the third time, Pam's 

mother, involved in the singles scene, had a constant stream of new boyfriends 

in her home. They occupied much of her time and most of her concerns. 

There was little time for Pam. What little time there was, the mother 

sought to employ a series of disciplinary tactics on Pam in response to what 

she perceived as a developing problem, that of Pam ditching from school. 
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Pam's ditching had begun as a smoke break; no smoking of any kind 

was allowed on the high school campus. There had been one counselor who 

did occasionally excuse Pam for a brief time to smoke. The school rules were 

clear; being caught in the halls without a pass meant a trip to the dean's office. 

The chastisement Pam endured as a result of each episode, while producing 

embarrassment at first, lead Pam quickly to anger and defiance. 

Pam's friends also ditched class, were often caught, and then sent 

home for the day. Ironically, one of the penalties for persistent ditching was 

to be excluded from school. 

The students who were ditching from one or more classes per day 

often met in the large parking lot directly across the street from the school. 

Clustered around the cars, with radios playing and liquid refreshments avail

able, they would carry on their own class of sorts. In Pam's view, "I ditched 

all the time. I didn't like the way teachers were treating students. I'd rather 

be out in the parking lot. You lmow, you learn a lot more out there. I really 

identified with them out there. I guess it was because we all lmew each other. " 

As Pam and her friends continued to avoid classes by gathering in the parking 

lot, it became more and more the center of their activities. Their view of 

the other students in the school crystallized into a definite feeling of rejecting 

and being rejected. Pam stated, "They treated me like crap! They didn't get 

to know me as a person. They just go on first impressions. You lmow, there 

were so many people there, it didn't matter if you were a friend or not. " 
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Pam's perception of her relationships with "regular" students seemed to bind 

her even more closely to the people in the parking lot group. 

Pam commented on her perception of her relationships with 

teachers, saying, "I didn't know them that well. I didn't care about them. It 

didn't bother me at all because I didn't Imow there was any other way for 

teachers to be." The apparent indifference Pam perceived the teachers, ad

ministrators, and most of the students had for her and her friends increasingly 

seemed to convince her of the irrelevance of school in her life. The only 

group that gave the appearance of caring for her and for each other was the 

parking lot crowd. They were her friends, and that was where she wanted to 

be. 

Increased ditching from school and the resulting difficulties with 

school officials led to telephone calls to Pam's mother. Pam was placed on 

restriction by her mother and was placed on a tight curfew. The restrictions, 

however, had precisely the opposite effect from that which was intended. Pam 

stated, "I was restricted to my room as soon as I got home. I had to be home 

by a certain tim~, I had to be in the house right after school. I had just the 

time it takes to walk home. 'You have to be in the house, ' she said. That's 

exactly how it was with me, and I just said, 'The hell with it., I've got to have 

time to visit with my friends. " 

Pam accordingly would spend the day with her friends and then make 

sure to be home after school on time to be confined to her room for the rest of 

the evening. Ultimately, of course, her activity became Imown to school 
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officials who then informed the mother. In desperation Pam's mother turned 

to the juvenile court officials to help her out in this situation which was, she 

felt, beyond her control. Court was the last recourse for her. At the juvenile 

court Pam was offered a deal: she had to be in another school within two days 

or face the possibility of being remanded to the Department of Corrections and 

being put into an institution. After being turned down for admission by one 

other alternative program, she finally called Cherry Field and talked with 

someone who suggested she come right in. 

Steve 

The;>:'e was nothi.ng very likable about Steve. He had that gaunt, 

stooped-over look of someone tall trying to be short. Steve's face held a con

sant sneer. He had the habit of emitting cackling laughter which would burst out 

after an obnoxious remark, a frequent occurrence. His physical appearance 

gave him a certain resemblance to the Disney cartoon version of Ichabod Crane 

in "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. " 

Steve worked hard at perpetuating the bad impression he created. 

The more he seemed to offend people, the greater the enjoyment he appeared 

to derive from it. With long, rather thin, black, oily-appearing hair and his 

gaunt, pale visage, Steve seemed the very essence of sallowness. 

Steve's personal appearance, offensive as it was to some, was 

matched by the degree of verbal abuse he employed. He was intelligent, 

alert, and very articulate. Steve could verbally lash out and overwhelm 
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almost everyone with his wit. His quick mouth frequently saved him 

from physical fights, as he could usually talk his way out of the trouble he got 

into with his peers. He needed to avoid physical confrontation, for his thin 

and run-down body was in no shape to fight. Prior to the advent of what has 

come to be called the "punk scene, "Steve, ahead of his time, was the essence 

of "punk. " 

The center of Steve's life was drugs. They seemed to be his life

organizing principle. It was his habitual concern with drugs and the ditching 

from school in connection with drugs that led Steve into conflict with both 

school and juvenile authorities. Steve, to maintain his rebellious image, was 

proud of his ditching record. He commented, ''Well, I didn't like regular high 

school. You know, I'm a chronic ditcher. I ditched 128 days in one year. I 

went in the first day and I went in the last day of school. That's all I'd show 

my face at Central High. ,,1 

Although ditching school and being involved in the drug scene occu

pied much of Steve's activity, it was the complexities of his home life that pro

duced the base from which he operated. Steve lived with his mother who had 

divorced his father a few years earlier. She enjoyed her work and spent much 

of her time working as an aide at a local hospital. Her insistence on working 

overtime, her preoccupation with the hospital, and her rather cool, mannish 

disposition left her two boys home alone with large amounts of unsupervised 

1Central High is a pseudonym for all high schools in the study. 
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time. The father, who recently had remarried, expressed little interest in 

his sons. His attention focused upon the new wife and their home in a town 

some 30 miles away. Steve had a long-standing bad relationship with his 

father. The father did not appreciate his eldest son's appearance or his pre

occupations. Steve's behavior over a period of four years had led his parents 

to seek outside help from counselors and eventually a psychiatrist. Steve had 

a ready explanation for all his behaviors. On ditching school, he claimed that 

his father was the source of the difficulty. He commented, "I ditched because 

of myoid man. Yeah, my shrink said all my problems were caused by myoid 

man. Well, for one thing, he would put me on restriction for two months to 

my room. Well, I've got to be free some time, so I'm not going to go to 

school. It might as well be during school. " 

For Steve, his need for freedom coupled with the restrictions im

posed by the parents evidently inclined him to perceive the solution to be 

missing school. He rejected the demands of adult authority and perceived this 

to be their problem rather than his. Being deliberately outspoken, Steve found 

himself in trouble at his school. He was dismissed from school for "express

ing my honest opinion." The example of honest opinion was based on an assign

ment in class. He stated, "Like I wrote a term paper for my English teacher. 

She said, 'Now write a paper on what you think of me. Express yourself 

honestly.' She said, 'Be honest, ' and I expressed myself honestly, and she 

gave me an 'F' and she kicked me out of school." Steve went on to relate what 

he had written for the assignment: ''Well, I told her she was the worst teacher 
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that I had ever seen, and I told her that she was a tease, that she was an un

bearable person." Steve expressed surprise that he should be dismissed for 

"expressing his honest opinion." Steve perceived most teachers in traditional 

schools and their reactions to his "opinions" thus: "See, now most teachers 

can't take it. They only believe in their views. Well, what if their views are 

7000 years old, out of date? Well, I believe in nothing." Steve felt bored in 

school and stated, "You did the same thing you did 50 years ago, you lmow 

what I mean? You did the same old thing, one plus one is two, etc." Steve 

indicated that he had not learned in his traditional school experience by com

menting, "I didn't. You don't learn anything in a regular high school. I was 

smarter in eighth grade than I am now. " 

Steve related that he had few good relationships in traditional 

schools. His tendency was to hang out with younger students and with those he 

could verbally and intellectually dominate. 

Steve's mother did try to intervene; she met with the school counse

lors. With their assistance and the help of a probation officer at juvenile 

court, Steve was told about another educational option: Cherry Field. Steve's 

mother decided to take Steve to this school for a visit. 

Roy 

The most persistent image of Roy was that of the cowboy in the 

Marlboro cigarette advertisement, except that Roy had little connection with 

horses or cowboys. Roy had an undying admiration of everything about the 
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actor John Wayne. He usually dressed in worn jeans, a torn Levi jacket, and 

an ever-present bandana. Often he would have a piece of grass or some chew

ing tobacco in his mouth. Roy seemed the essence of the country man. He 

would offer school staff members a chew of tobacco, knowing there would be a 

polite refusal, as a gesture of his manliness. 

Under the rugged exterior, however, was a quiet, rather shy person. 

Roy's engagement with drugs and drinking seemed to be more for the social 

relaxation than anything else. It evidently made him more comfortable and 

more at ease in crowds of people. He seemed to delight in relating how he 

came from the west side of town counting as friends the "backstreeters, " a 

small group of kids from the neighborhood. Roy enj oyed flirting with violence by 

hanging around bars having a reputation for fights. It gave him a sense of ex

citement and some sort of affiliation with his image of the Western movie 

saloon. 

In school, Roy was in the slow group. His reading, writing, and 

mathematics skills left him a few grade levels behind others of his age. He 

had been held back in school for two years, and this contributed to his lack of 

ease with his classmates. Roy left regular school convinced that teachers 

were deliberately malting life difficult for him. He stated, "The only teachers 

I ever liked in my life were Don D. and Jane P. I didn't like the trip that the 

rest were laying on me. There were no compromises on their part." Much 

of this view stemmed from Roy's interaction with administrators regarding un

completed and incorrectly completed assignments. 
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A persistent theme with Roy was his distate for being 

in crowds of people. It followed that he constantly complained about the pres

ence of too many people in regular school. Enrollment in another school, an 

evening program, was clouded by his feeling that there were also too many 

people for him to deal with. 

Roy's relations with students in regular schools were minimal. He 

stated, "I di<in.'t really relate with them. I didn't care, either. Just like I 

don't care now about getting along. When I get in a crowd, I keep to myself. " 

Roy had been more or less a loner for three years. Some of his solitary ways 

were connected to the fact that his reading and his writing were quite poor. 

They were sltills that he had never developed to any extent. He still read at 

the fourth grade level in high school. Given his image of himself as a cowboy, 

his self-consciousness due to reading and writing deficiencies, school had been 

a painful experience for him. 

Roy's parents were both hard-working people. His mother took 

notice of Roy's difficulties when he had quit school for the first time. She was 

overprotective with her only son and tended to rationalize Roy's problems in 

public. This was a source of considerable embarrassment for Roy. 

Roy's difficulties with the evening program led him to consider 

leaving school again. Some student friends in the evening program told Roy 

about the Cherry Field program. "They told me that I'd like it, " he said. 

What he heard led him to consider attending Cherry Field. 
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Jane 

One of Jane's favorite activities was listening to country-western 

mus ic while working on her old car. She had a clear sense of how mechanical 

things worked and seemed to enjoy learning as much as she could as to how 

things worked. Jane was a soft-spoken person, generally quiet; however, 

when angered she became loud and aggressive. Listening to Jane review her 

life's activities and those of her friends often sounded like the story lines in 

the country-western music she enjoyed listening to so much. 

Jane's home life was constantly in upheaval. Her father had had a 

drinking problem for some years. Finally, after he joined "AA" and attempted 

a life of sobriety, Jane's mother's drinking pattern became increasingly a 

problem. 

Jane was tested and classified as an adaptive education student while 

in elementary school. She was considered a slow learner in high school and 

had difficulty keeping up with the rest of her class. Trying to cope with family 

problems while attending school often led to her absence from class. Jane 

tried consulting with school counselors, but this seemed not to help. She stated, 

"They knew why I was missing school even last year, because they lmew about 

my family problems. I talked to counselors and they said, 'Why don't you help 

your family?' They really didn't seem to give a damn. 'As long as you're at 

school, ' they seemed to be saying, 'we don't give a damn about what happens 

outside. '" The relationships that she had with her teachers were not satisfying 

to Jane. She said, "At the beginning of this year I was having problems. I 
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couldn't adjust to that class; 45 people in it, too. The teacher said, 'Stay 

after school and you can tell me about it, or come in at 7 :00 a. m.' I couldn't 

do that. I had to help at home. They expect you to work at their pace and not 

your own. " 

Jane did have her mother go to the school with her to explain the 

family situation and Jane's difficulties in keeping up with class assignments. 

She felt that perhaps Jane could receive special help as she had in junior high 

some years earlier. Jane stated, "I wasn't good at English, but we talked a 

lot. I made my way through. The teacher knew that I was a slow learner and 

a slow reader. The teacher tried to talk to the counselor about my reading. 

They didn't do anything." 

Jane and her mother had a lot of conversation about school, partly 

because the mother had been a high school dropout. Jane's father had a differ

ent point of view about schools. Jane commented, "My dad never looked on my 

point of view. He was old-fashioned. The funny thing about it is that he never 

graduated from high school. He'd rather have me in a school with my nose 

stuck in a book. " 

Jane perceived herself as a shy person. In her relationships with 

fellow students, Jane never felt that she fit in. She said, "I tried to get along 

with those kids. They didn't want to get along with me. They Imew that I had 

no interest in school. The only ones I met were the ones that had the same 

feelings that I did. We hung together and we started ditching. " 
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Jane commented on her decision to begin ditching. "The teachers 

didn't interest me. I just didn't feel like a human being there at all. If you 

weren't a top, straight 'A' student, you were nothing. They expected you to be 

perfect and the perfect student, well, they couldn't accept you as you were. " 

Jane, as with Pam, began "hanging out" in the parltinglot. It was 

here that she discovered a source of contacts with other students. It was in

teresting for Jane. Arrangements were made for dates, plans for parties were 

developed, and much conversation with friends took place. Being defined as a 

"ditcher, " Jane was frequently in trouble with school authorities. She said, 

"The dean used to yell at us. Of course, we used to ditch a lot. The narc 

caught us one day while sitting outside. 'What are you doing here?' he said. 

'You're going to the dean's office.' All that for sitting outside two minutes 

after the bell rang. The dean threatened us, 'Miss one more day and you're 

kicked out. '" The threat did not have the impact on Jane which the dean 

thought it would. Jane stated, ''Well, I deliberately got myself kicked out. I 

just kept skipping tmtil they kicked me out. Then we could cruise all the other 

schools in the district. We went to just about all of them just to see our 

friends. " 

One of Jane's parking lot friends~ Pam, who had dropped out some 

time earlier, told Jane of another program where Jane could go to school. It 

was a different kind of place. It was called Cherry Field. 
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Bill 

Bill was one of those kids who seemed to be growing so rapidly that 

his clothes were always ill-fitting. With rapid growth pushing his height beyond 

six feet and his shoe size beyond 12, Bill appeared the gangly, awkward adol

escent. Even at 17 years of age, he often acted and even appeared to be a 

large 12-year-old. This childlike quality manifested itself in various ways. 

Bill had an unusual ability to work with animals, especially reptiles, and often 

he would have a lizard or snake with him. This type of playfulness cast him 

into the "weirdo" category in his traditional school. Partly because of his 

playful disposition and partly because of his rather adolescent appearance and 

behavior, Bill spent much of his time in the company of much younger children. 

Within his home environment, Bill was one of six children. His 

mother was engaged in baby sitting for additional money and seemed constantly 

overwhelmed by the burden of caring for all her children. The emotional 

strain was compounded by one child who had Down's syndrome and a daughter 

who had died recently of cancer. Bill's stepfather was an unemployed miner 

who offered little support or encouragement for Bill's activities. He saw 

Bill's lifestyle and games with younger children as evidence of a "messed up 

kid. " 

Regular school was a source of problems for Bill. Assorted school 

property, including basketballs, pens, and books disappeared and reappeared 

in Bill's locker. Bill's pack-rat type activities, over time, became so fre

quent that the school authorities dealt quite severly with him. Bill's view of 
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of traditional school teachers portrayed them as the source of the problem. 

He stated, "They suck! 'You sit down and you don't move, ' they said. They 

said I was hyper. I'm not hyper, I'm just jumpy. These relationships didn't 

bother me none. I never tried to explain movement to them. They wouldn't 

listen to me. It's also none of their business. " 

Bill's constant movement not only distressed the school officials, but 

led to his presence at the juvenile detention center. Bill, for example, was 

''busted'' three times on three occasions, breaking into the same school through 

the same window. These activities were carried out in each case in the com

pany of much younger pre-teenagers. 

One outstanding quality about Bill was that he was a precocious 

reader and would devour three to four books per week along with any magazines 

he could find. This propensity to read got him into trouble with traditional 

teachers. He commented, "Yeah, I finished my English book in the first three 

weeks of class. It really burned up the teacher. I used to read my English 

book in my math class. The math teacher kicked me out for doing it, too." 

Bill's activities both in and out of class eventually culminated in a 

confrontation between Bill, the school dean, a person from the Department of 

Economic Security, and his probation officer. "I had two chances, " he rela

ted, "a school upstate or a place called Cherry Field." Bill chose Cherry 

Field. 
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Summary 

The preceding brief sketches of the lives and the associations of six 

students with traditional schools were provided to portray some of the young 

people who have had difficulty in traditional schools. These students, through 

a process of self-selection and self-definition, were shown to be in a process 

of moving from one educational setting to another quite different one. This 

process placed them, at least with reference to traditional schools, in a mar

ginal situation. They were marginal in that they were caught between school 

situations. They had selected themselves out of the traditional system. 

These sketches were utilized to provide an introduction to marginal 

students. The six students profiled represent less than one-fourth of all in

formants in this investigation. The summary of the views of the other infor

mants was presented in the following chapter. 



CHAPI'ER 5 

ADDITIONAL STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF 
TRADITIONAL SCHOOLS 

Chapter 5 sought to portray the views and comments of the remain-

ing informants interviewed and observed for the study. The material was pre-

sented under four categories: (1) a "best part" concept of traditional schools 

held by informants; (2) the informants' perceptions of their relationships with 

students and teachers; (3) the relationships with parents; and (4) the process of 

leaving regular school. 

Observations and interviews were conducted within a year after stu-

dents had left the traditional programs. Their perceptions, therefore, should 

be considered in light of their distance from the traditional school, both in a 

physical time sense and in a conceptual sense. The intensity of the comments 

often provided what appeared to be the participants' generalized judgments of 

their regular school experiences. Frequently they spoke of these experiences 

in harsh, intense statements. 

In reflecting on the ''best part" concept of their traditional school 

experience, more than one-half (11) of all the informants said that "there 

wasn't any, " or that they "couldn't think of any." Often the answer was 

couched in humorous terms, such as, for example, the best part was "lunch, " 
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"the girls, "or, "the last bell." One informant observed, "I enjoyed it when I 

didn't lmow what school was all about. Later, when I lmew it, I didn't like it. " 

Ditching from school was cited on four occasions as the "best part of 

going to regular school." Ditching school, for many of the participants, was a 

behavioral pattern established in elementary school. One participant stated, 

"You lmow, I was kicked out of eight or nine schools for ditching. I was ditch

ing too much, even in fifth grade. Kids ditch because they can't cope with the 

class. The class don't make sense. Pressure is put on them from the parents' 

side and from everything else. They keep going back to try to satisfy these 

people, but they keep ditching, too." 

Six informants claimed to have enjoyed regular school, at least in 

the beginning. The enjoyment appeared to have come from their relationships 

,in school. Three students discussed meeting friends, while three discussed 

their association with a teacher. One informant commented, "The best part 

was hanging out at the back wall with my friends, and journalism class, of 

course. My friends were in there, man. I got along good with the teacher. I 

liked writing." Sometimes the enjoyment at regular school was of brief dura

tion, as one participant pointed out, stating, "I sort of learned more there, 

for a couple of weeks, anyway. They tell you what to do; I'd do it for a while. 

Then I got tired of it after a while. There was too much crap for me. " 

The missing ingredient for many of these students seemed to be a 

personal element. As Pam put it: 



The system is wrong. In school it's math, English, social studies, 
and so on, which is fine, but if you've got a problem, forget it. 
They can't do nothing. They don't understand the same way. I mean, 
you can't go into a counselor's office and say, "Yesterday I went out 
and got stoned, and I got laid, too." They'd be going, "Oh, my God, 
get her out of here. " 
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In discussing relationships with other students in traditional school, 

almost all of the informants reported that they had limited contact with most 

people in regular school. Two students claimed that they "got along with 

everybody." In both cases, these students mentioned having one or two friends. 

other students were perceived as being indifferent or actively hostile to them. 

Often, other students were discussed as members of groups in which infor-

mants did not have membership. The following were sample comments provided 

by the informants concerning their associations with fellow students in tradi-

tional schools: 

I mostly get along with everybody. I really didn't associate with those 
who didn't like me. 

I got along with some, although I didn't have friends there. Sue was 
the only one. 

I didn't get along too good. Most of them were snots and bitches~ It 
seemed like nobody wanted me around. 

I only got along with two or three of them. The rest I got into fights 
with. I tried to ignore them. People used to push me around at 
Central High. 

I didn't really get along. I didn't care, either. Just like I don't care 
now. When I get in a crowd, I keep to myself. 

References to student group affiliations by the informants fell into 

two broad categories: (1) comments couched in negative terms with 
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associations expressed as exclusionary; and (2) identification of acquaintances 

who were withdrawn, or in the process of withdrawing, from school. The 

naming of out-groups or in-group affiliations were characterized by the follow-

ing representative statements: 

I didn't talk to anybody because I couldn't fit into any of the groups. 
But I didn't care anyway .. 

In regular schools, there's the little cheerleader group, the football 
group. Then there's the stoner group, the straight group. Every
body's in their own little group, and nobody gets together and does 
anything. 

I got accused by other kids of doing things I didn't do. I didn't fit in; 
they saw me as being different. The big high school idea of having 
diverse groups doesn't work for everybody. 

I tried to get along, but they didn't want to get along with me. Well, 
they lmew that I had no interest in school. The only ones I met were 
the ones who had the same feelings that I did. We hung together; we 
started ditching together. 

They treated me like dirt. They didn't get to lmow me. Rather, 
they'd go on first impressions. There were so many people. It 
didn't matter if you were a friend or not. 

Student competition and conflict was the focus of one-third (7) of the 

informants. Conflict was spelled out very specifically, e. g., interracial con-

flict. One Mexican-American student reported that the racial "problem" was 

the essential reason that she had left her school. Another student, Fred, 

commented, "There were conflicts where I wasn't appreciated and people did 

not like my style. They just didn't want me around. Then you feel bad about 

going to school. I had a lot of enemies and could be jumped in the parking lot 

or in the restroom or anywhere." Conflicts were claimed to interfere with 
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performance in school. One of the students stated, "When I was in high 

school I wasn't a bad student concerning grades and stuff like that. It was just 

that I had my conflicts with other students and stuff like that that kept me from 

doing my studies and going to school. " 

With the female students competition in clothing styles and same-

ness of appearance was reported to be significant in considering whether to 

drop out of school. Crystal reported: 

Another thing that takes the enjoyment out of going to school is when you 
can't compete. You feel like you need to compete. They are walking 
around saying, well, I got this and I got that, and I'm so important and 
you're not nothing 'cause you ain't got nothing. You ain't got a place 
where you can meet and compete. You can't be on their level. All of 
them chicks had boyfriends. I didn't. It would have been nice if you 
could have had somebody to go to a dance with, somebody to eat lunch 
with, to be compatible with everybody else. 

Some informants portrayed themselves as having personality charac-

teristics contrary to "normal" students. Their explanation of the process of 

selecting themselves out of traditional schools involved presenting themselves 

as the exceptional cases. Onedescribedhimselfas a "loner," saying, "I didn't 

like crowded places." Another girl described herself as "very shy in high 

school." She "hung out" with the group of students in the parking lot. This 

group's focus was largely on "partying" and "ditching. " 

Associations with those students heavily involved in ditching and/or 

partying was reported to be increasingly important to students as their interest 

in academic work waned. For some informants the entire context of one's 

daily activity was in terms of "partying." Spike commented on this by saying, 



76 

"Everybody always wanted to party. The gals always wanted to go to the park 

and forget school. Ditch for the day, you Imow. It got me out of the class-

room." Gary took note of friends he made during and after dropping out of 

school: 

Later, our lifestyles became very much similar. We both dropped 
out of school. We just hung out together spending time every day 
just bumming around getting high and just being free. We were out 
of all the responsibilitiel::l that prey on your mind and all the social 
pressures. We just wanted to be ourselves and be accepted because 
we accepted each other. Mary met Bill and we spent time on the 
streets. We were kindred spirits. 

In summary, the reported relationships of the respondents with 

other students in school coalesced around four topics: (1) limiting one's asso-

ciations to a few persons who shared an interest in escaping the classroom; 

(2) rejecting and being rejected by the other interest groups; (3) focusing on 

conflicts and fighting; and (4) ditching and partying. 

Relationships With Teachers 

The informants were relatively consistent in their assessment of 

relationships with the teachers in traditional schools. Troy contrasted his 

relationship with students and teachers when he stated, "The students don't 

bother me; it's the teachers that do. " 

Only seven of the 21 respondents indicated that they had positive 

relationships with teachers. In all seven cases, a few teachers were singled 

out because of the personal quality of the relationship. The following comments 

illustrate the distinction between "good" and "bad" relationships: 



I did real good with one or two teachers. The others acted like they 
were kings. They would sit and talk. They liked to be the boss, the 
master! 

I could relate with some pretty good, some not so good. With some 
teachers, you have more freedom; they'll listen to you. They'll talk 
more like your group [Mexican-American teacher and studentj. 

The only teachers I ever liked in my life were Don and Ann. They 
were the only ones that were nice to me. 

I got along great with teachers, except when they did something that 
wasn't fair. 

As people I could get along with teachers well before class. They 
were human beings. But during class, the teachers are there to 
teach, not there to help you deal with your personal problems. I 
didn't like it. They turned me off with their power trip. 
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Informants drew a clear line between the teacher as teacher and the 

teacher as someone with whom they had a relationship. Relationships were 

recounted in personal terms, and those relationships were valued. The parti-

cipants did have some explanations for the lack of personal relationships they 

seem to have experienced with traditional school teachers. The following 

comments illustrated this point: 

Well, their time is all budgeted. They have their own lives and their 
own families to give guidance to. To give that kind of work and that 
kind of patience, which runs short, used them all up. 

There are so many teachers there, they probably want to think the 
same way. They are just there with their grade books, writing 
pencils, stuff like that. I think that I had only one teacher that would 
talk to me. That was my favorite class. 

I didn't get along with many of the teachers. It's different, there are 
so many people there. 



There are too many kids in the classes. Maybe that's why the 
teachers can't get personal enough. 

I didn't relate too well. They didn't like me because I couldn't do 
the work as well as the others. No one wanted to get to lmow me 
as a friend. Nobody would give me the help when I needed it. 

This gap between teacher and informant was attributed by the respondents to 

the preoccupation of teachers with "teaching" activities, or to the student by 

his focus on non-school activities. Roy, in discussing his relationships with 
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teachers said, "Every once in a while a teacher would explain something, then 

let you figure it out for yourself. If it was group work, I'd be left out. I 

couldn't get into the group." Students having little contact with teachers often 

didn't want to mow them. This evidently was presumed by the respondents to 

be reciprocal. The following comments illustrated this point: 

I didn't talk to them. I didn't have good relationships at all. I felt as 
if they didn't care whether or not I learned anything. 

Some I got along with good; others not so good. They were always 
yelling, "Get work in." If you didn't get it in, you get an "F. " 

I didn't lmow them that well. I didn't care about them. It didn't bother 
me because I didn't know there was any other way for teachers to be. 

The respondents sometimes expressed their feelings about student-

teacher relationships in an explicit manner: 

The teachers were super-straight. You have to ask permission to go 
to the bathroom. Most of the time it was push, push, push. You have 
to do this algebra by such and such a time or you flunk. 

There they controlled you like a robot. It's easier to teach robots. 

I couldn't relate to them. They think they are tough guys. They can 
do what they want, but half the time they didn't lmow what they were 
talking about. They lectured me about not coming. Of course, they 



didn't care except for certain students. They have their favorite 
people, mostly jocks, because they are white, they're straight, and 
they try to do their work. 

You feel like you don't belong there. The teachers play favorites, 
too. • • the straight "A" students, the jocks, are treated as 
favorites. 

79 

Teachers were seen by some of the participants as deliberately selecting them 

out for criticism, for treating them as inferiors, or for denying them the status 

of being a unique individual: 

Well, at other schools they do it constantly. Teachers don't ask 
students what they think or feel. They just fit them into one stereo
type. If you want to be a person you got to Imow this. Nobody asks 
for their opinions, so students can't really be themselves. They 
must fit themselves into what everybody else wants them to be. 

For the'students who chose to be themselves, for the students who chose not to 

be what others wanted them to be, the consequences as noted in the following 

could be significant: 

If there's someone in the school system that's different, wacy, differ
ent hair, manner of speech, the way they walk, anything that looks out 
of normal or out of the stream of things, then there's bad feelings by 
the teachers. The kids, they are just trying to get as much as you can 
going their way. Teachers are trying to teach the kids what they, the 
teachers, want. They have their set plan, what they are going to 
teach today, and the kids are supposed to be in this frame of mind 
emotionally and physically; the kids are supposed to be set. When 
they are out of line, the teachers don't stop and recognize that this 
guy is only on day one or day two, emotionally. There'S a lot of emo
tional problems that go unrecognized. 

From the perspective of some of the participants, participation in 

traditional school was a source of trouble for themselves and for school 

authorities. 



Over there in school, all you are is trouble for somebody. So they 
are going to get rid of you. You are trouble; you are the bad apple 
of the bunch, and you're going to spoil the rest. We got to get rid 
of you, we got to get you out of this class ••• right? 

When people say, "Hey, you messed up, " and they throw this stuff 
at you, you get down on yourself. You don't lmow who you are, and 
a lot of stuff sticks to you, and you don't know who you want to be. 
Pretty soon you become a dike, a wall, and you say, forget it. You 
just raise hell. What you do, of course, plays right into their game 
plan. You are a stereotype. 
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One consequence of this process was the ditching, the dropping out of 

school syndrome. As one informant stated, 'We got A's in ditching. If they 

had graded me for ditching, I'd be graduated already." Feelings of isolation 

were also reported. This isolation was reported to have created barriers 

between themselves and the others. One student commented, "I had nobody to 

turn to when I was in regular school. " 

Relationships With Parents 

Difficulties at school were often intimately related to difficulties at 

home. These difficulties were noted by Crystal: 

The person who does well in school usually has a relaxed atmosphere 
at home. They can go home and study. I went home, I cooked, I 
cleaned the house, I took care of my mother and sister. And if I didn't 
do that just right, my mother would come and beat the hell out of me, 
and if I said anything to her, my brother would come home and beat 
the hell out of me. You can't take a 15-year-old kid and have all the 
other pressures on you and add school onto it, too. 

Communication with parents were reported in three areas: (1) those 

concerning activities in the community; (2) those concerning the participants' 

friends; and (3) those concerning school activities. 
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There appeared to be a significant lack of communication between 

the participants and their parents about activities in the community. Nearly 

one-half (10) of the informants stated that they had had no conversations with 

their parents about any of their activities in the community. The major portion 

of discussions between parents and informants concerning the participants' 

community involvements centered on possible negative consequences of their 

behavior. When problems arose, according to various of the participants, 

conversations with parents began. One informant claimed that "they were 

afraid how it would reflect on them, not for me myself. With regard to the in-

formants in this study, the lack of conversation with parents about community 

activities, excepting those instances when the participants were in trouble, 

would indicate a Significant communication gap. 

Somewhat more frequent communications were reported by the par-

ticipants regarding friends and activities outside of school. In one-third (7) of 

the cases reported, the communications were about activities with friends. 

Three informants claimed to have discussions, but they qualified the 

information: 

Yes, we talked a lot about friends. We talked about drugs, about 
sex. They were good discussions. 

I'd talk to her, but I'd lie a lot. I couldn't tell my mom the truth. 

I'd tell her about my partners .•• not detail by detail. 

The more typical types of conversations reported between parents and infor-

mants seemed to be of the following types: 



They'd ask me about where I've been. They'd yell. 

They asked me where I go. They want to know how you waste your 
time. 

Yeah, we talked. They would say, "I don't want you walking the 
streets." They would ask me what I do. 

We talked about who I could hang around with, about who was nice or 
a bad influence on me. 

Yes. They told me not to hang around with so and so, and to be more 
like so and so. 

The participants' communications with parents concerning regular 

school appeared to develop in two categories. One-third (7) indicated that 

their parents attempted to enforce attendance and participation in traditional 

schools. They indicated that the enforcer role was often taken by the father. 

Some examples were: 

My father used to talk about going to regular school a lot. 

Mostly I got yelling from my Dad. 

My dad set me down and said, "You better raise those grades or I'll 
blister your ass." Ain't nothing else to talk about. 

Participants' conversations with their mothers were often more positive. 

Some examples were: 

Me and my mom would talk. She understood. They tried to help, but 
they never explained it to me. 

I always talked to my mom about it. She agreed with me, too. 

Parents generally appeared to want their children to attend school. 
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However, in eight cases, the only reported conversations about school occurred 

after difficulties had begun. 



We talked when I got kicked out. I told them that I didn't like it. 
They said, "Suffer; go to school or get yourself a job. " 

No, we didn't talk until I got kicked out. My mother was mad. She 
wanted me in school and in the house by 10 :00 p. m. I left. 

We talked all the time. How come I couldn't stay, why I ditched, what 
was wrong with the teachers. When I went over there my mom found 
out how they are, so she hates them, too. 

Leaving Traditional School 

83 

The participants reported leaving the traditional schools for a vari-

ety of reasons. They were, however, often dropped for lack of attendance. This 

circumstance was the situation for more than one-half of the informants (11). 

A number of informants responded in the following manner to the question, 

'Why did you stop going to regular school ?" 

I got dropped two times for ditching. I wanted to go with my friends. 
My mom wouldn't put me back in school. The teachers would give me 
a headache. I'm not that smart. The teachers would ask questions, 
and it would make me nervous. 

I don't get into the 9 :00 a. m. to 3 :00 p. m. deal. There was nothing 
but book work. I got kicked out of the first school, the second I had 
to leave, the others I left. My mom would drop me off at the front 
door, and I would go in and go right out the back door. 

The administration was getting on my back. I was being made an 
example of. I was the example for the new rules laid down. 

I kept getting kicked out. I wasn't getting anywhere fast. 

I was persuaded to drop out. I was told I was gonna be kicked out, 
so I just dropped out before I got kicked out. 

They treat all the straight "A" students as perfect. The other people 
who can't do as well they treat like crap. I was always embarrassed. 



I was kicked out for ditching. I just didn't get along with the teachers 
and administrators and some of the students. 

I just got sick of being ordered around. I just didn't go; I started 
ditching. 

Summary 
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Chapter 5 sought to report the views of other students who had been 

put out or dropped out of traditional school. 

Data was presented from 21 participants to illustrate associations 

and difficulties with relationships in traditional schools, with fellow students, 

and with communications directed to their parents concerning their situations. 

Chapter 5 presented material to expand the perceptions presented by the six 

students in Chapter 4. 

The next chapter was designed to introduce the Cherry Field alter-

native school, including the development of the educational philosophy and 

theory employed by its teachers. The context of the everyday reality of the 

Cherry Field program was then reported in Chapter 7. Following these two 

chapters, the students introduced in Chapters 4 and 5 were placed within the 

context of the Cherry Field program. 



CHAPTER 6 

CHERRY FIELD: BACKGROUND OF THE PROGRAM 

Chapter 6 traced the beginning and development of the educational 

program that became Cherry Field. In addition, the chapter portrayed the 

history and the introduction of Cherry Field's educational philosophy. The 

chapter was divided into three phases: (1) original idea and start-up activities; 

(2) the first location, operational development, and early changes; and 

(3) movement to permanent site and subsequent development of an educational 

philosophy. Full development of the operational orientation and the signifi

cance of the site were then examined in Chapter 7. 

Start-Up 

The initial concept of the program developed from a school 

administrator's concern for poor attendance at Central High School. Follow

ing a series of meetings with the administration and others concerned with 

this problem, a proposal was drafted to deal with the attendance problem. 

The proposal was submitted by the principal, designating the fall of 1971 as a 

possible starting date for the new program. Following several policy and 

planning meetings, a letter was submitted to a deputy superintendent in the 

school district. The letter outlined a series of recommendations and requests 

regarding the proposed program. 
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It was proposed that a vacant room at a local elementary school in 

a central area be used for students needing specialized help. The focus was 

on the acceptance of those students who were having "extreme difficulty in 

staying or succeeding in school due to acute behavioral problems: discipline, 

attendance, emotional upset, etc." (Starr 1971). The program was to help 

them change both behavior and attitude toward returning to regular classes. 

The primary objective was to return the student to regular school in the short

est possible time. 

It was also proposed that close liaison be maintained with regular 

teachers much like a correspondence school, so that the students would have a 

smooth transition back to their home school after they had demonstrated 

"responsible behavior" (Starr 1971). Further, students would be sent by 

school deans for a short time (one week) or longer, as an alternative to going 

home. Parents had the option of taking their child home or sending him to the 

new program. The students could be referred to the program as space per

mitted. A maximum of 20 was established. An individual was recommended· 

as the teacher and counselor who had had considerable experience working 

with difficult students. He was to supervise and develop the program and send 

monthly reports to all major administrators (Starr 1971). The primary 

feature of the program was that of working with "problem" students to 

change their behaviors and get them quickly back to regular classrooms. 
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The First Location 

With acceptance of the proposal, the program began in the fall of 

1971. Almost immediately there were difficulties. The attempt to work with 

high school students within the context of an elementary school led to conflicts 

among students of diverse age groups. In addition, the central city residential 

area where the elementary school was located was also engaged in a series of 

community controversies with the school district over the future use of the 

school. These difficulties quickly raised a question as to the suitability of the 

site for this type of program. 

Some additional changes from the original proposal were introduced 

as the program began. Originally conceived as a solution to poor attendance at 

one high school, a decision was made that all high schools of the school district 

could refer students into the program. 

Another early change in the learning program provided independent 

school work to some students. As originally conceived, the educational con

cept of the program was that student assignments were to be constructed by 

the home school teachers of each student. This became a difficult task because 

of the constant movement of students in and out of the program and the diver

sity of teacher assignments. 

The program began with one teacher, who had the support of an aide 

and student volunteers. Each student was to be tutored through assignments 

sent by home school teachers and be returned to their home school when they 

demonstrated "responsible behavior" (Starr 1971). This suggested that the 



student needed "correcting" before he should be sent back to the regular 

school. In commenting on the situation, the original teacher noted: 

The assumption in this method appears to be that there is something 
deficient in each student. Several methods of teaching were suggested 
during the first year. Frequently these suggestions came from the 
student's home school teachers, counselors, deans, or administra
tors. Without exception, each of the methods suggested by implica
tion or statement that each referred student needed to be "fixed" or 
that he or she was deficient in some serious way (Tidwe111983). 
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The assumption of student deficiency and the accompanying expecta-

tion that the student would be fixed prior to his return to the home school was 

complicated by a lack of information from the home school as to what the per-

ceived deficiency was. "Frequently the only data provided on each student was 

his or her school performance. Of course, the persistent and ultimate under-

girding idea for each student, regardless of interest, background, or personal 

or social condition, was to return him to the home school and have him be 

successful" (Tidwell 1983). 

The operation of the program and interaction with students revealed 

divergencies in concept and direction from the original program plans and in-

tentions. One early discovery was that the students had very explicit ideas 

about their education. They refused to do some kinds of school assignments. 

Being assertive individuals, the students, in their unique ways, served notice 

to the staff that progress made regarding their education would occur with 

recriprocal respect and consultation. 
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The beginning months of the program were assessed in the following 

statement: "Good relationships developed early with the students. However, 

the quasi-tutoring and individual work in the assignments became a dismal 

failure. This failure was essentially related to the fact that the tutoring to 

assignment process did not make contact with the students I interests or lives" 

(Tidwell 1983). 

The first report was submitted to the principal of Central High 

School on December 1, 1971. The 14-page report was an attempt to delineate 

a conceptual and organizational position which, with some modifications, has 

held for the history of the program. A number of topics were contained within 

the report. 

Inner-city youth problems, such as drugs, unemployment, alcohol, 

delinquency, broken homes, and identity crises, were cited in the report as 

the issues confronting students in the program. The new program was identi

fied as a first attempt to avoid the emerging problems of urban life as it 

impacted the dysfunctioning student. "The dysfunctioning student appeared in 

many forms. He is frequently absent, engaged in fights, often reported tardy, 

unable to fit into a school schedule, commits mischievous acts, and frequently 

fails to do school work" (Accommodation Program Report 1971). With this 

kind of student, the teachers I operational position was critical in the new pro

gram. The classroom was seen as an experience in associated living. It was 

significant because: 



A clas3room is a place where an identity process is acted out. Identi
fying each person. and his relationships in the class is fundamental to 
an effective experience. The process of identifying allows a person to 
organize his actions with reference to the actions of others. This iden
tity process is more important than the end results. 
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The teacher in this process constantly remains aware. He attempts to 
be sensitive to all behavioral acts expressed. He must be aware that 
each person builds personal attachments; each person wishes for 
response and involvement; each person exists in a personally recognized 
place; and each person obtains fulfillment when he encounters experi
ments with the new. 

Each person's personal identity is acted out by use of personal names, 
shared interests, values, beliefs, or inventions. Each person stands 
for something. His life means everything to him. He has feelings of 
self-esteem and self-respect. Each person is free to express or with
hold any statement of his values or feelings. 

Each person must be free in using his personal powers. Each person 
works out his own choice. He is free to decide whether he will work 
alone or in a group. He is free to decide whether he will work on one 
project, problem, or issue. 

If a person is without this responsibility to choose, he has a deep sense 
of powerlessness and his thinking becomes impoverished to that extent. 
Arbitrary assignment by external authority tends to preclude expressions 
of open and free participation. The teacher constantly consults with 
each person and avoids making choices for others. 

The teacher gains permission to work with the students, and he gets 
the permission individually. He does not intrude. As the class pro
ceeds, many occasions arise to examine and analyze what is transpir
ing. By participating with each student, the teachers can observe the 
Imowledge that becomes important to each. All members of the class 
are equals and are considered as such. Actions in the class are inclu
sive rather than exclusive (Accommodation Program Report 1971, p. 3). 

The assumptive and descriptive positions outlined above are an out-

growth of a theoretical position. The philosophical stands taken in these state-

ments set a tone for the program and become the dominant theme. 



The first year report contained comments on the operation of the 

program. It noted that 45 students were involved in the program, 27 males 

and 18 females. staff visited home schools, collecting assignments from 

teachers, and attempted to keep each student current with his or her home 

school class. 
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The non-attendance problems of the students from their home 

school were resolved with startling results. The academic arrangements 

proved unrealistic, however. Tutoring another teacher's plan, attempting to 

meet a full academic schedule, while resolving personal and social conflicts 

proved nearly impossible. 

It was discovered that warm, personal relations and a concern about 

the interests of each student were the most valued aspects of the program. As 

a result, school attendance improved markedly. The first report concluded by 

noting, "Personal counseling with each student, his parents, and other persons 

involved with the student, is a continual feature of the program. Probably the 

individualized approach affords the best opportunity for establishing identity, 

personal relationships, knowledge of school skill, and other functional aspects 

of the program (Accommodation Program Report 1971, p. 13). 

Current Site 

The program site was changed after the first, 1971-72, school 

year because of the inadequacy of the elementary school site. An unused 
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building in an athletic field was located. Situated next to a ground maintenance 

building, it had been a storage space for the district's maintenance department. 

Some modification of class work was undertaken. In the beginning, 

students were lumped into short-term and long-term referrals. Short-term 

meant five days; long-term, nine weeks. Grades and assignments were made 

by the home school teachers. Coupled to the new location was a split in the 

program. 

Central High housed the short-term students; Cherry Field became 

the location for long-term students. Students wanting to enter the program 

were transferred to Central High, which administered Cherry Field. They 

were then sent to Cherry Field for instruction. They transferred back to their 

home school at the end of the semester. Twenty-two students were instructed 

at Cherry Field in 1972-73. 

Cherry Field became a long-term, intensive counseling type program 

that granted a few credits in English and social studies. In the 1973-74 school 

year, the Cherry Field component of Central High was entitled the "social ad

justment section." A handout sheet describing the program stated, "Students 

assigned to this section will be those whose chances of returning successfully 

to a regular school program are very minimal, students who have serious per

sonal problems which must be resolved before preparation for a return to the 

classroom should be attempted (Accommodation Program Direction Sheet 

1973-74). 
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By the 1974-75 school year, the basement program at Central High 

had expanded to a full-time counselor and four part-time teachers. Schedules 

were arranged so that students could attend Cherry Field in the morning, re

ceiving social orientation credit, and attend the basement program in the even

ing, enabling them to take a complete academic load. Cherry Field was styled 

as the "Personal Orientation" section which was to provide intensive counsel

ing and guidance for individuals who needed to develop choices for themselves 

before they could begin to prepare for a return to a regular school 

environment. 

In the 1975-76 school year, the Cherry Field program had two 

teachers, two aides, and offered a wider choice of social studies type classes 

for student credit. By the end of the school year, the program expanded to in

clude three teachers and approximately 60 students. 

With the movement of the basement program into another high 

school facility and an increase to four staff members, Cherry Field was 

developed into a full high school program offering a diploma in 1980. 

The slow and steady growth of Cherry Field in terms of staff and 

students was one aspect of the program. A far more Significant development 

was the evolution of an educational philosophy which grew out of the context of 

teacher-student relationships in the program and out of relationships at the 

university. The early program director stated, "Probably the most signifi

cant development during the first few years was the theory from which the 
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faculty derived their behavior. The theory was a personal relationship theory 

developed by an approach utilizing democratic processes in the educational 

experience" (Tidwell 1983). 

The culmination of educational experiences and educational practices 

in the evolution of the Cherry Field program paralleled somewhat the experien

ces of a tUliversity professor in his associations with the school educational 

processes. 

A number of experiences with high schools led to the realization that 

democracy, as taught in the schools, was conceived as the "mechanical parts" 

of representative government (Barnes 1977, p. 47). The absence of a view of 

"democracy as a personal way of thinking, feeling, and relating" seemed in

consistent with the stated goals of the schools who, through their own stated 

philosophies, sought to promote "democracy" (Barnes 1977, p. 47). The dis

tinction between talking about democracy as a system and relating to others in 

a democratic manner became a critical concern. 

A series of meetings with teachers inclined toward behaving demo

cratically in their teaching situations and in learning more about this phenome

non began. Individuals from the Cherry Field program were involved in these 

meetings. A major orientation began to emerge from the concept of living and 

teaching democratically. 

It was assumed that an analysis of one's own teaching behavior can 

be a source for understanding the quality of relationships that develop between 



teacher and student. Rather than follow the traditional practices of teacher 

authority over students, choosing for them, controlling their behavior, and 

motivating them with tests and fear of failure, another type of investigation 

began: 

Behind the motivation to find out what we could about democracy as a 
learning process lay the feeling that we • • • were most productive 
learners when we felt the freedom to exercise our curiosities and 
locate our interests and when we felt the personal freedom to make 
Significant choices about these interests. 

Being interested, curious, and choicing persons as learners was the 
start of the process and that this needed to be followed by all sorts of 
chances to experiment, tryout, experience our choices-and do so in 
a social environment of understanding, warmth, and encouragement. 

What we were really seeking were different kinds of teacher behaviors 
which might make it possible for young people in the classroom to be 
happy, to feel good about themselves and enjoy the company of others, 
to get involved in learning experiences of their own choosing, to work 
individually and cooperatively so that human relationships were always 
at the fore in each person's concerns, and to discover that learning can 
be interesting and productive (Barnes 1977, p. 53). 
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In this spirit of inquiry, study and investigations were made of those 

contexts which seemed to promote and foster democratic relationships. The 

shifting of views, from a teacher-centered classroom towards a student-

centered classroom occurred. Relationships, in particular personal relation-

ships, were seen to be the first concern of the teacher. "Schools should pro-

vide congenial atmospheres of learning and living which continuously affirm the 

existence and high value of each of these young people through personal 

relationships" (Barnes 1977, p. 56). 



The Theory of Personal Processes was the result of study over a 

time period of a few years. It was the culmination of much study and much 

experimentation and was based largely on classroom observation. 
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The Theory of Personal Processes, as presented in Chapter 3, 

formed the conceptual context for Cherry Field. It also became the frame of 

reference for the current study. 

Summary 

This chapter sought to present a historical sketch of the Cherry 

Field program. Included in the sketch was a review of the main facets of the 

program as originally conceived and its subsequent development and evolution. 

The background of the theory of personal processes was undertaken to illustrate 

the theoretical underpinning of the Cherry Field program. In the following 

chapter the everyday reality of the program was examined. 



CHAPTER 7 

CHERRY FIELD: EVERYDAY REALITY, ORGANIZATION, 
AND THEORETICAL BASE OF THE PROGRAM 

This chapter examined the everyday reality of Cherry Field from 

an organizational and theoretical perspective. Included were characteristics 

of the site, staff, and theoretical focus significant in working with educa-

tionally marginal students. Material for the chapter was drawn from on-site 

observations of the program. 

The marginal youth who arrived at Cherry Field tended to employ 

expressions of defiance, anger, and indifference. One of their immediate con-

cerns when entering the program was the "rules." Troubled youth who had 

dropped out of traditional schools had very explicit feelings toward arbitrary 

rules; moreover, they had developed explicit behaviors which emerged when 

confronted with "rules." They seemed "primed and ready" to act out, to 

reSist, and to challenge the "rules. " 

The marginal students tended to perceive that traditional school 

teachers and administrators had not seen them as people with problems, but 

rather as objects to be "fixed." They had found themselves seemingly trapped 

within a structure where success was defined in terms ofthe conformity required 

to receive the reward of good grades. Unable to cope with the reality of tradi-

tional school, marginal students experienced a sense of isolation from school. 
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Marginal students found teachers and administration distant from 

them. School schedules and concerns of teachers, "teaching," acted as bar

riers between marginal students and their traditional schools. 

Marginal students also reported having a sense of isolation from 

groups in the traditional school setting. Often they reported being blocked 

from group partiCipation, or choosing to reject partiCipation in school groups. 

Marginal "incoming" students carried a frame of reference of 

"school" based upon experiences in traditional schools. They had a language 

and a set of concepts learned from years of activity in other school settings. 

Fixed ideas of what constituted "student," "teacher," and "learning" appeared 

to have created the barriers that blocked involvement and participation in a 

learning process. 

The Site 

Arriving marginal students confronted the reality of the Cherry 

Field site as an introduction to the program. The internal and external 

features of the building and its location were most significant in establishing 

a perceptual context of the program for the students. 

Thirty years ago the building had been a small duplex, each unit 

containing three small rooms, a kitchen, and a bath. The total area for each 

unit was less than 650 square feet. In considering the quality of the external 

appearance of the building, it could be said that it had had few "improvements" 

to its appearance in the last 20 years. Although school officials and many 



parents and teachers were not impressed with the building, staff members 

and the majority of students found it to be suitable and even comfortable. 
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The interior of the building appeared cramped. Each room was 

filled with furniture. The small rooms had wooden floors, peeling "institu

tional" green paint on the walls, an assortment of old tables, chairs, desks, 

and bookshelves scattered about in the six interconnected rooms. The appear

ance of the inside of the building would be generally considered as "run down" 

and "shabby," or comfortably informal, depending on one's perspective. 

First impressions of the interior would indicate that having a neat, organized, 

"scrubbed" look was not the highest priority of the program. 

The four teachers' desks were placed in four separate areas of the 

bUilding. This placement was deliberate, as it both allowed for individual 

conversational areas and also provided staff members a view of all areas of 

the building. The staff members maintained a posture of alertness and aware

ness as to each person's movement and activity throughout the day. The size 

of the building facilitated the staff members maintaining close contact with 

each other and allowed students to move from teacher to teacher, or to the 

outside with ease. As there were no bells or designated time periods for par

ticular activities, participant movement was more or less constant. 

Of significance for the functioning of the program was the placement 

of the building in a large, open, grassy area which was isolated from both 

neighborhood activities and traffic noise. The grassy area was part of a large 
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athletic field but was infrequently used during regular school hours. The 

open space and grassy field provided students an opportunity to spend time on 

the grassed area for sports activities and conversations. Small group dis

cussions often occurred in various places under the trees surrounding the 

building or out on the field. 

There were few barriers to contain students within or beyond the 

building. They had access to all areas and to all teachers at all times. The 

variety of books, games, and reference materials that littered most learning 

areas were provided for all who wanted them. Unclaimed magazines, donated 

by the sack from the local post office, and daily newspapers formed a base 

for much of the reading materials available. The teachers encouraged the 

students to accompany them as they collected the magazines and newspapers. 

Students arrived either for the morning or afternoon session. Each 

session lasted approximately three hours, during which time a variety of 

activities could occur. Staff and students engaged in conversation, groups 

formed and persisted until the participants' interests shifted to other activities. 

Students often sought out one particular staff member for the majority of their 

conversations, depending on their needs and interests. 

Two telephones provided the staff and students access to the com

munity and a means of contacting individuals and agencies having direct bear

ing on the lives of students. Two telephones, which rang more or less con

stantly, helped to remove the barrier between the school and the outside world 
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of the community. In addition, social agencies, other schools, court person-

nel, and parents having connections with the students of Cherry Field could be 

contacted as often as needed by telephone. 

Teachers at Cherry Field often acted as the communicator and 

mediator between students and parents, the police, court personnel, and 

friends. As such, an important activity of the teachers was to counsel stu

dents regarding their life's activities. When needed, the school staff would go 

with students into the community to deal with the situations that required 

someone's assistance. Continuous contact with the parents and the greater 

community was a conspicuous feature of the program. 

Coming to Cherry Field each morning was a vitalizing experience, 

both for the school staff and the students. The early morning hours had a 

quietness about them which contrasted somewhat with the distant sound of 

traffic. The school building seemed isolated from the ebb and flow of people, 

cars, and planes, as the building sat back, away from such activity. The 

expanse of green grass on all sides which made up the athletic fields, func

tioned as a boundary to keep the city at a distance. This context, the quiet

ness, the isolation, the calm, all played a part in setting an atmosphere. 

Arrival at the school was a major task for most students. Cherry 

Field drew students from high schools all over the district, which meant an 

area some 20 miles in diameter. Those who rode public transportation spent 

up to one and one-half hours on the bus riding to school. No transportation 

was provided by the school district for these students, although they could 



ride school buses from outlying areas to a high school where connections 

could then be made with public buses. 
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A number of students provided rides for each other and arrived in 

groups of two and three in their own or their parents' automobiles. The arri

val at school, the transportation situations, last night's encounters, and any 

topic of current interest became material for conversations. 

In the flow of these conversations, issues, views, opinions, argu

ments, and laughter all formed parts of the communication matrix which made 

the school so unique. Each person shared the experiences that he or she had 

had, thus providing material for further discussion. This material also acted 

as a base from which ideas and concepts could be discussed and clarified in 

terms of the events occurring in the world. 

As the morning progressed, students and teachers moved into other 

activities of personal interest. Some began reading magazines, some played 

the games available. Others set up the net and played volleyball, while others 

played ping-pong. In each room, different activities occurred. 

A teacher-volunteer provided mathematics and algebra instruction; 

stained glass materials were laid out; copies of articles were provided from 

a magazine; and with it all, discussions continued from all areas of the build

ing. Students and teachers arranged themselves in pairs, in clusters, or 

alone. Some sat on tables, some on chairs, some on the floor. 



103 

On a wall in one room, a large, hand-drawn calendar had written 

notices of planned activities, field trips, special presentations, incoming 

guest speakers, special day notices, and cryptic messages for individual stu

dents. Space was provided for students to sign up to participate in upcoming 

trips; cartoons pasted nearby indicated attitudes and feelings about current 

events. 

The Staff 

The staff of four teachers for the Cherry Field school had been 

selected both in terms of their own unique backgrounds and for their willing

ness to accept and work within the theory of personal processes. One of the 

most critical aspects of staff success with students was the maintenance of a 

constant dialogue among all staff members. Before the students arrived at 

9:00 a. m., at lunch time, and after the students left in the afternoon at 

3:30 p.m., the staff would confer, discuss, and recapitulate the many satis

fying and challenging events of the day. These time periods were also spent 

in doing the usual school activities of record keeping, telephoning, letter 

writing, and other paperwork. 

Staff members had established a series of procedures, actually 

patterns, for dealing with each other and the marginal students involved in 

the program. These procedures were means of keeping current with student 

activity and with the continual examination of behavior and the operation of the 

theory of personal processes. The staff members recognized that their 
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conceptions regarding students and learning were critical, since they tended to 

predetermine perceptions and the ensuing behavior of the person. For 

teachers utilizing the theory of personal processes in working with marginal 

youth, a personal readiness was necessary, based upon a number of assump

tions about human nature, learning, and relationships with others. 

The staff at Cherry Field chose to develop a number of features 

which would militate against the context marginal students had been involved 

in before arriving at Cherry Field. Two important features were time and 

space. Events and activities were deliberately slowed down and made less 

pressing by the staff. The time orientation of the school was minimized to 

promote the possibility for the students to look inward. Space was provided 

for aloneness or shared activity. The possibility of productiveness with 

enjoyment, by their definition, and not necessarily in defiance of "outside" 

authority, was the intended outcome. 

Staff members attempted to be sensitive to the self-revealing ex

pressions of the marginal students at the school. A special effort was made 

to suspend judgment about students' background experiences. With an aware

ness of the way marginal youth defined reality, the staff sought to maintain a 

readiness for engagement in meaningful dialogue. The staff members 

attempted to create an atmosphere of acceptance of the other. In addition, 

they attempted to participate and become involved with the marginal students. 

Another feature of the Cherry Field program was to provide a con

text where students could turn inward, reflecting on what had happened to 
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them. It was assumed that self-discovery could occur within a supportive 

atmosphere. The staff, furthermore, assumed that the students could learn 

and would do so where personal contact with the staff was warm, positive, and 

encouraging. 

The staff attempted to defuse student anger towards the established 

structure by means of close, personal relationships with each student. The 

staff members attempted to discuss with the students the idea that "rules" 

were something to be created, that the structure of Cherry Field was a crea

tion of the evolving relationships of students and staff. The staff worked 

within a context of egalitarianism, where persons were perceived as making 

choices and being in:charge of their own lives. In this context, the relevance 

of tra~itional structure was lessened through a shift in focus. 

The youth experienced the Cherry Field program in terms of created 

personal relationships. The structure of the program evolved from these on

going relationships. When working out of a context of freedom, the relation

ships developed by the persons evolved as they seemed appropriate. 

From this perspective, the "teacher" was a part of a volunteeristic 

meeting which explored living within society. He attempted to clarify the 

quality and direction of the relationship with the student and by a continual 

process of examination, in a state of involved readiness, enabled the partici

pants to transcend the limiting ideas of what their possibilities might have 

been. It was assumed that, in a context of freedom, students could begin a 
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process of self-evaluation which would lead to a reduction of marginality and 

to a possible re-entry route to more productive relationships in education and 

in society. 

Staff members focused on relational acts. Attempts were made on 

a day-to-day basis to continually reach across the void of social distance and 

establish contact with students. This reaching across occurred without the 

intention of interpersonal constraint. Rather, there was the intention of pro

moting a mutual creation of interactive and living possibilities. 

"Contact" represented the initial move of the teacher toward the 

student. As a verbal expression, it was the attempt to originate a personal 

relationship. Verbal expressions indicated an interest in things about the other 

person. Successful contact implied that the teacher was attentive in listening 

and in responding. Contact occurred when each person, in the experience of 

each other, recognized each other as persons. Many meetings can occur 

before contact can be established. 

It was recognized by staff members that their attitudes were criti

cal in attempting contact. A quiet walk outside the building or in the field, or 

meeting the student by the door, were examples of situational elements which 

promoted the possibility of contact. 

Contact was seen to be a personal act which required getting in 

touch with the other person. Contacting implied a genuine interest in meeting 

the other person. A contact gesture was seen as creating a context 



characterized by a feeling of comfort and acceptance. A contact gesture 

would usually elicit some response from the other person. 
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Contact was considered critically important, since it involved the 

first impressions of the students when they arrived at Cherry Field. Contact 

was a bridge between people. . It remitted the beginning of a process towards the 

re-evaluation of attitudes and relationships toward school and learning. 

Establishing contact with marginal students represented the begin

ning of the process of the "other direction" of the theory of personal processes. 

Contact was extended with the student through a process of consulting with him 

about his life, his concerns, and his interests. "Consult," together with 

contact, acted as a mechanism for the extension of the range and depth of the 

personal relationship. In the consulting phase of the process, participants 

tended to become more focused on their interactions, and a sense of participa

tion increasingly became a possibility. 

As student participation in areas of concern to them was considered 

to be pivotal, considerable time was spent by the school staff consulting with 

these marginal students. The belief was ·that a sense of participation would 

lead to their re-engagement in the learning process. Consulting was believed 

to indicate to the student the instructor's interest in the students' perceptions. 

The staff was careful to avoid expectations regarding the response of the mar

ginal students, although they inquired and commented on the events and sub

jects thought to be of interest to the students. 
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The school staff was cautious about holding expectations for these 

marginal students, since the traditional relationships between teachers and 

students in schools were characterized by just such expectancies. The 

absence of expectanCies and formal structures at Cherry Field meant that the 

staff and students were then freed to construct their own social realities and 

to pursue their learning in self-chosen directions. 

Relationships, rather than being constructed in terms of specific 

expectations, were intentionally left undefined and thus unencumbered by sus

picions of authority. In this context, there was a tremendous sense of free

dom, both in terms of movement in space and time. Time, at Cherry Field, 

was perceived by its participants as a more flowing, uninterrupted sensation 

rather than segmented and regulated. With a sense of freedom of movement, 

a student could move at will within the confines of the building and beyond 

rather than be confined to a specific room for a specific time period. 

Activities, accordingly, became more student-centered and student

regulated at Cherry Field. In one very real sense, the staff had allowed the 

concept of "teacher" to disappear and be replaced by the notion of a "co

participant" in activities. 

The process of developing personal relationships through contacting 

and consulting represented~ from the perspective of staff, the beginnings of a 

movement by means of which marginal students were able to shift their per

ceptions of the "school experience." 
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A third stage identified with the theory of personal processes 

focused on student interests. As explored in the dialogue of student and staff, 

"Finding Interests" was seen as an elaborated and particularized form of con

sulting. Interest finding was pursued in a non-directional fashion. The 

teacher attempted to avoid preconceived ideas of suitable interests for the 

marginal student in question. It was recognized, however, that student inter

ests were possibly hidden, not fully comprehended, and shifted from topic to 

topic. 

The exploration of interests was seen to broaden and deepen the re

lationship between the staff member and student. One method employed to 

elicit interests was regular field trip to various areas of the community. Re

gardless of ultimate destinations, whether Pima Community College, construc

tion sites, Kitt Peak, Pima County Fairgrounds, or a local radio station, dia

logues between staff members and students in transit were thought to be 

extremely productive. Often, taking notice of something observed on the 

street while driving to the site, would trigger off long and useful conversa

tions about connected jobs, skills, problems, and ideas about living in society. 

In the activities which followed from finding interests, a form of 

cooperative action frequently developed. The "Sharing of Interests" tended to 

build a kind of symmetry of intent and purpose into the relationship. Sharing 

tended to develop reciprocity in the relationship. 
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Another stage in the development of personal processes was 

expressed in action. With "Accompany," joint activity was undertalten. 

Accompaniment moved people from interpersonal interests into mutual parti

cipation. The basis of accompaniment was an intentional togetherness without 

a sense of compulsion. Activity was joined to thought. Marginality, as a 

form of non-participation, could not continue when accompaniment occurred. 

The five stages in the theory of personal processes were not con

sidered to be parts of a rectilinear process. Rather, they were thought to be 

curvilinear with participants moving in and around the various stages of the 

process. It was felt by staff members that meaningful learning could and did 

occur through the utilization of the theory of personal processes. 

The consequences of contacting, consulting, finding interests, 

sharing interests, and accompanying, the "other direction" part of the theory 

of personal processes, were expressed by students in terms of their personal 

behavior. They were not particularly interested or capable of labeling or 

categorizing their actions; they were not social scientists. 

In Chapter 3, the terms "self as person," "self as learner," and 

"self in personal relationships," the Inner Direction aspect of the theory of 

personal processes was posited as a base from which analysis could proceed. 

The effectiveness of the "Other Direction" behaviors was expressed by stu

dents by using the categories of "Inner Direction." Perceptions of students at 

Cherry Field were evaluated as reflections of concerns of students regarding 

their personal relationship in schools. 
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The ultimate success of the Cherry Field program, as an alterna

tive program t and as a re-entry route for marginal students, would turn on 

the variety of student responses to the statements under Inner Direction rela

ted to self feelings of adequacy, interests, feeling equal and choosing, excite

ment and support, and personal relationships that were warm and enjoyable. 

These categories provided a frame of reference to evaluate student reports. 

Figure 2 portrayed the categories of Inner Direction and Other 

Direction in terms of the location of the study. The investigator as partici

pant observer utilized the "Other Direction" categories to focus upon the 

Cherry Field program; marginal students tended to respond in terms of the 

designations of "Inner Direction. " 

Summary 

Chapter 7 profiled the Cherry Field program in terms both of the 

theoretical orientation of its staff and in terms of the environmental context. 

Included in addition were the categories of the theory of personal processes 

as they worked out in practice in the program and their use as a frame of 

reference to examine student responses to school experiences. 

Chapter 8 detailed the entry of the six students introduced to 

Chapter 4 into Cherry Field and reported their perceptions of the school 

program. 
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Figure 2. Theoretical Framework for Analysis. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CHERRY FIELD: THE STUDENTS ARRIVE 

This chapter described the entry of the six student case studies, in

troduced in Chapter 4, into Cherry Field. Students were presented in terms of 

their perceptions of what had happened to them. The following were examined: 

(1) arrival and first impressions; (2) their developing relationships in the pro

gram with students and teachers; (3) their perceptions of friends and parents 

outside the program; and (4) their reflections concerning the consequences of 

their involvement in the Cherry Field Alternative Program. Material pre

sented came from both the interview schedule and observations. 

Liza 

As a ward of the court living in a group home, Liza's infrequent 

attendance at traditional school had led certain officials to consider having her 

attend some alternative school. A probation officer who lmew of the Cherry 

Field program suggested to Liza's counselor that she visit the program. Liza 

recalled, "I was told that this school was different." From Liza's point of 

. view, anything different had to be an improvement over her educational situa

tion at that time. 

It was the counselor who drove Liza to the Ball Park for the first 

time. As she remembered it, "When Dawn first brought me up here, we had 
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been looking for the place for a while. She pulls up in front and I say, 'This 

is a school?' This is different from any other place I've ever been to that's 

called a school. This is definitely not everybody's idea of a school." For 

Liza, the weathered appearance of the building and its run-down appearance 

perceptually made it seem far from her idea of "school." Her reaction 

was more positive when she entered the building. She said, ''When I came in, 

I thought it was really neat because everyone was just sitting around shooting 

the breeze. It felt comfortable; everybody feels comfortable here. " 

Liza decided that she would enjoy coming to Cherry Field. She 

commented, "I just like coming here. I like the program. The people feel 

comfortable. It's a place where we can come to be what we want, not just 

bookworms. Regular schools can't relate to students as people in their own 

right •.• capable of choosing their learning for themselves. " 

Liza's perceptions of her relationships at Cherry Field were cast in 

a decidedly different manner from those which she had in her previous school. 

Well, first of all, there's no violence here. Everybody that goes here 
are really good friends. Instead of like a big school with jocks, cow
boys, etc., we're all just people here. We don't separate into groups; 
everybody interacts with everybody. I see a lot of closeness here; 
everybody is friendly to new people, too. At Central High, I would ask 
people for help. No help. Here, people take an interest in you. It 
really is nice. 

Liza's enthusiasm about her experiences at Cherry Field was associated with 

her perception that she was accepted there. She was sensitive to her feelings 

about herself and her attempts to accomplish things. She remarked, "I'm me, 

and when I'm proud of myself, everybody is going to lmow about it; and when 
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I'm down, everybody is probably going to lmow about it." In Liza's view, one 

explanation of why Cherry Field seemed attractive lay in the kind of relation-

ships that had developed there. She stated, "I think there are a lot of closer 

relationships formed in this school than there are in a public school-a big old 

public school like Central or Western. I think there are a lot of closer rela-

tionships developed with the students, between student and student, and with the 

teachers and the students. This has really helped me out a lot. " 

The relationships with teachers, from Liza's perspective, were 

different at Cherry Field. They were "good" relationships because they were 

"person to person" relationships. She continued, ''We're dealt with more like 

people instead of matric numbers. I feel really good about them [teachers]. 

It's something that should be everywhere. " 

Liza insisted that she be treated as a person and found that this could 

happen at Cherry Field. Her relationships with teachers allowed for a differ-

ent approach to school "work." The difference lay in the kind of involvement 

by the student: 

You work, but it's not the kind of work like regular school. You don't 
just sit us down. Usually regular teachers come in and say, "Here we 
go, we're going to do this today, and if you don't have it done, you'll 
get sent to the dean." Now, that really is awful! But here, I walk in 
and someone says, "Hey, Liza, how's it going?" Here nobody looks 
at you like you've got these responsibilities to do. You guys let us 
pick our priorities ourselves and take responsibility ourselves, and 
it's kind of helped me a lot. I've just learned a lot about responsibility 
since I've started going here. 
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As a "natural go-getter, " Liza responded very favorably to the sense 

of mutual participation in learning activities. Being involved in the direction 

of her learning activities allowed her to become self-activating. 

Liza had some definite views about what the teachers were trying to 

accomplish at Cherry Field. They were "trying to help the kids deal with 

what's going on outside in the world." She went on to say, "They are teaching 

us stuff we can use out there. Regular schools don't do this." Liza was not 

too clear as to how teachers at Cherry Field "do" their teaching. "I don't 

think it's really organized. We don't seem to plan much; we just do it." On 

being asked to consider the matter again, however, she felt that perhaps there 

was organization but that it was not as visible as that of traditional schools. 

She said, "I'm sure it's organized, but nothing stands out. In public schools 

everything is done at such and such a time. Here there is no special time to 

do anything. I like that. It's a neat way to do things. " 

What were the things that Liza saw happening at Cherry Field?. Liza 

stated: 

Well, we talk all the time. I learn a lot here. You can't tell anybody 
who's really up on public schools, though. You can't really tell them 
that even though we don't crack books a lot, we still learn a lot. A lot 
of people are into this thing that if you don't get it out of books, you're 
not learning. I've learned a lot that can do me some good, just sitting 
down and talking to you. School should be just like life. I think that 
there would be a lot less stuff like truancy and people getting kicked 
out of schools-stupid things-if school was more like life. 
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Liza felt that the teachers at Cherry Field had a unique and personal 

relationship with the students. She commented on new students entering the 

program and what the teachers did: 

I see that they automatically move towards them. They are interes
ted in them. Basically, at Cherry Field, you can't classify it into 
two groups, teachers and students. I don't consider any of you my 
teachers. The relationship isn't student to teachers; it's student to 
student, friend to friend, which is another thing you don't get at a 
big high school. "There," we think, "that's my teacher." That's 
all they are. 

Teachers at Cherry Field were not seen only as friends to the students, but 

as co-workers. Liza's perception was that the staff members were careful to 

coordinate their activities with each other as well as with the students. She 

commented, "You guys work together. You consult with each other. To make 

decisions you sit down and talk about it before you make a decision. " 

Liza's life had many complications due to her involved situation 

with the juvenile authorities. Frequently Cherry Field staff members would 

accompany her to court and actively work with the caseworkers and probation 

officers on her behalf. Liza seemed to appreciate this support. "I just 

really get a good feeling Imowing that somebody is standing behind me. " 

In Liza's conveItsations with her parents, Cherry Field, as a school, 

caused confusion. They seemed to have questions about what the Cherry Field 

program was all about. Although supportive because of his daughter "settling 

down, " Liza's father seemed not to understand what the program was. Liza 

noted, "He's used to your average, conventional school." The difference 
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between Cherry Field and conventional schools evidently caused confusion for 

the father; the difference, for Liza, was the attraction. 

Liza was quite explicit concerning what had happened to her during 

her stay at Cherry Field: "My confidence in myself has been built. I learned 

about my strong points." In considering how she came to this kind of realiza

tion, Liza observed, "By being told about what I was doing, by someone show

ing me what I was doing when I was doing it. When I first came here, I was 

doing a lot of defiance. I still am, but for different reasons. If I do it now, 

it's because I'm right. I'm doing it because I feel right about it, not just be

cause they are authorities. " 

For Liza, the major change seemed to be one of emphasis. 

Whereas once she was the "victim" of the situation, she had shifted her per

ception to the point where she was "in charge" of the situation. Her idea of 

control of self had moved from the external and impersonal to the internal and 

personal. 

Liza found acceptance at Cherry Field. She began to associate with 

other students. These friendships spilled over into activities after school and 

provided her life with the human companionship she had looked for. One of 

her new friends from school was Pam. 

Pam 

Under orders from court officials to be in school by Thursday, Pam 

called Cherry Field and was asked to be in school the following day. Pam 
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said, "I came here, and it kind of freaked me out. I opened the door and 

heard someone swearing on the phone, and I thought, 'Whoa, what's going on 

here?'" Impressed by a single, uncensored comment, Pam became receptive 

to the sights and sounds of Cherry Field. From her earlier telephone conver

sation, Pam responded favorably to the idea that "they wanted you in school. " 

"Here, " she claimed, "they said come on in. They were really cool about it. " 

Pam's perception of the Cherry Field building seemed to playa sig

nificant part in forming her first impression of the school. She commented, 

"It's out of the way for a lot of people, but they still come. I wouldn't want it 

to look like a regular school. This building has a lot to do with the environ

ment. It's relaxed and comfortable here." The small, ''home like" appear

ance of the building was tied to Pam's feelings of comfort. Beyond the exter

nal view, Pam commented on the interior atmosphere of Cherry Field, stating, 

''Well, when I walked in there weren't people sitting in class. Everybody was 

just sitting there smoking their cigarettes, talking about whatever they wanted 

to talk about. Some were playing chess, some were even doing algebra. " 

Coming from traditional schools where time was quite carefully 

accounted for in classrooms, and where very little "free time" existed, Pam 

was impressed. Her impressions about her experience at Cherry Field appear 

to have contributed to her feelings of comfort and relaxation. The fact that 

other students could just sit around and have the freedom to do what they 

wanted to do promoted friendliness and acceptance on her part. These 
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behaviors were reciprocated. Pam became a part of the group in attendance. 

Her feelings concerning her personal relationships at Cherry Field were posi

tive: "Everybody is real neat. Everybody's really friends; nobody's enemies. 

Everybody treats everybody like an equal. Maybe because there are not so 

many people, not different groups here. Everybody here is related in that we 

lmow how we would like school to be. " 

Whereas Pam had evidently had a certain difficulty in relating to 

traditional school students, at Cherry Field she felt at home. The idea of 

"knowing how we would like the school to be" implied not only a personal in

volvement in the school, but an understanding of what the learning process 

could be. 

Pam felt the small size of Cherry Field promoted a close, intimate, 

family atmosphere. And she felt that she had a part in determing what was 

happening in the operation of the school. When examining her positive relation

ships with other students at Cherry Field, Pam presented specific reasons, 

stating, "You can get close with everybody in the whole school, and you'll know 

eve'ry single person that goes here. At Central High, you don't Imow anybody. 

Here, you can talk to everybody." Laughing, she continued, "You can scream 

and everybody in the whole school will hear you." It was not only the size and 

relationships with other students that impressed Pam. When asked how she 

felt about- Cherry Field, she replied, "I love it, especially the relationship of 

teachers to students. I like the kinds of things we do. The teachers here 

really care about you. This place is fun." Pam identified with Cherry Field 
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and linked herself to the teachers there. She discussed these teacher-student 

relationships, stating, "They are like good friends. I can talk openly with 

them. They treat us as equals. They treat you like friends. I think it's neat. 

They can go through all the college b. s. and still come out human." From 

Pam's perspective, college did not seem to hold much attraction, especially if 

one loses part of his humanity in the process. She placed considerable signifi

cance on the "personal friendships" aspect of the teacher-student relationship. 

From Pam's viewpoint, the Cherry Field teachers' objectives 

seemed to be quite clear. She stated, "They are trying to get the students who 

don't like regular schools off the streets and into a school, but with them liking 

it. All the kids here would be in the streets if it wasn't for this place. " 

Clearly, the focus was placed upon the student. The orientation of the teachers 

was to work with the students' interests, whatever they happened to be. As to 

how Cherry Field was organized, Pam could only reply, "It's kind of interest

ing. It gives everybody a lot of freedom." In a context of openness, Pam felt 

she could open us about the problems in her life. Pam saw teachers trying to 

help her with her whole life. "They're trying to help you. Help you achieve 

your goals in life. " 

Traditional schools appear unable or unwilling to deal with the whole 

life processes of students. This, in part, is because of time constraints and 

a more specialized focus. Much of the ''help'' for Pam at Cherry Field 

occurred in the form of long, uncensored conversation. "You can talk to 

people here. You're open and they are open. " 
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The sense of openness and freedom that Pam reported appeared to 

have a very positive effect in the program at Cherry Field. Pam perceived 

that it explained why there was no fighting among students in the program. She 

stated, "There's no fighting because there's too much communication. Every

one talks to each other." The communication had a comical quality to it. "It's 

like a soap opera! It's like one group, not little cliques. It's like the whole 

school. It's so little you can't divide them up. " 

Pam was involved with other students at school. She kept up with 

who was dating whom and all the relationships between boys and girls. She 

felt that this knowledge was useful to lmow, even instructive. She said, "You 

can learn about peoples' problems here and talk about what kind of trouble 

you're in, too. There are a couple of girls here that got pregnant once. It 

was discussed thoroughly. You Imow, there are no taboo subjects here. " 

Pam and Liza had many discussions about their divorced parents, 

about relationships with their mothers, and about "hassles" with new step

fathers. Staff members were often in on these conversations, flowing with the 

dialogue, commenting as others did when it seemed appropriate. 

Pam's relationships beyond Cherry Field were linked to those of 

her friends at Cherry Field. One boyfriend lived in a foster home where other 

foster children at an earlier time had attended Cherry Field. In fact, over a 

three-year period, three of the foster children had been students at Cherry 

Field. Through their numerous associations on the streets, an additional six 
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students had made contact with the program. Pam put it more dramatically in 

claiming, "Practically everybody that has gone to this school lives over there. " 

Pam indicated considerable reticence in talking to outsiders about 

her school activities. "I don't tell them anything, " she said, "because no one 

has ever asked me if I learned anything there." She continued, "I do tell them 

that you learn more about life here. " 

Pam's relationship with her mother apparently improved during the 

time she was attending Cherry Field. There were disagreements, but both 

parents seemed pleased that she attended a place like Cherry Field. "My 

mother thinks I'm not always getting an education here, but we argue, and I 

always win. " 

In looking back over her association with Cherry Field and reflecting 

on what had happened to her, Pam concluded, "I've matured a lot. I've 

learned most about working with people. In this school you learn more about 

the real world. Put us into any situation and we could work it out. " 

With this kind of confidence, Pam did go on eventually to graduate 

from Cherry Field. 

Steve 

Steve was deposited at Cherry Field by his mother. He threw open 

the front door and stomped inside, expecting a dramatic reaction to his 

entrance. The reaction did not occur. Steve's entrancedid not seem to greatly 

affect other students sitting around in the various rooms. Steve's disbelief 
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was later followed by another feeling. Steve recalled the situation, stating, 

"Hey, this is a great place! I can express myself. I can do anything I want to 

do. You can't express yourself in regular schools. You can only express 

yourself in ways they expect you to." After years of anticipating teacher reac

tions and rejections, Steve found a different kind of educational context within 

which to operate. For some time, however, Steve persisted in "acting out" 

his feelings. The negative outbursts were primarily aimed at the Cherry Field 

staff. In his relationships with other students, Steve would stand off to the side 

and interject comment after negative comment in attempts to be obnoxious. 

Steve expressed definite opinions in contrasting Cherry Field with 

regular school. He felt that the difference was that there was ''no violence" at 

Cherry Field. Without admitting it openly, this, to him, was a real relief. 

Another point of difference was an idea of "the system of school." Steve ob

served that teachers at traditional schools were part of the "system, " stating, 

"See, over there at Central High, the teachers are mixed in there. They are 

part of the system. They are the system. They are a society of fakes. They 

are wrong!" Shifting the emphasis away from the teachers themselves, Steve 

pointed out that, "It's the system that's wrong." The "system" in this context 

was some sort of barrier, as Steve perceived it. He said that "it blocked him. " 

Steve noted that the main feature of CherryField was that, "You're 

allowed to change here. There [regular school] you didn't never change. You 

did the same thing you did 50 years ago." The structure and function of the 
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traditional school, from Steve's perspective, resisted change. The institu

tion maintained the status quo and Steve felt that he had to attack it. 

Pam felt that the difference at Cherry Field was that there were no 

"restrictions." Steve agreed with this point of view and gave an illustration: 

"You can come in blitzed at Cherry Field and they will handle it. You just 

can't get blitzed here. You're allowed to talk about dope here. Now, back at 

Central High, you can't even talk about it." In an atmosphere where you have 

the freedom to talk about any subject of concern and where you are encouraged 

to pursue your interests, Steve speculated on whether the experience seemed 

chaotic. Steve stated, "You don't do anything you want." It was not necessary 

for Steve to continue to test limits. When he acted out to obtain a reaction, 

the reaction did not occur. Steve accordingly modified his behavior. He did 

not feel the same compulsion to carry on in counter normative modes as he had 

before. 

Looking at the relationships among students at Cherry Field, Steve 

responded, "It's not like another school. Here a whitey can go with a darky. 

Not the same at another school. The darl~:y's over here; the whitey's over 

there. The cowboys are over there. Here, it's just one group, not lots of 

groups. 

Although Steve participated with this group, it appeared that he was 

tolerated as much as he was accepted. Steve tried to impress people by telling 

them about Cherry Field. He commented as follows: "Well, I tell them I go 

to the coolest place. A school. Take that little kid I brought in here a few 
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days ago. He didn't believe me. You can smoke in a classroom or talk back 

to your teachers." Steve's attempts to impress people was a continuing feature 

of his behavior. He apparently did appreciate student and staff tolerance of 

that behavior, for he rarely missed school. Once, while bragging how he had 

ditched 128 days at Central High. Lizaasked him, "Why don't you ditch here? 

You come all the time." Steve responded, "Because I'm allowed to go in and 

out and say anything I want to say. " 

Beyond this concern with saying "anything I want, " Steve did manage 

to enroll at Pima College for night classes in cooking and restaurant manage

ment. Going with staff members to the college campus, Steve did the paper

work and took the necessary exams to sign up for classes. Later, Steve took 

his General Education Development examinations and passed, as he put it, "in 

the 95th percentile." Steve had worked as a chef in a major restaurant in the 

city for two years at the time of this writing. 

Roy 

Roy was involved with students in the evening program who had 

also attended Cherry Field. He therefore had some insights into what was 

happening in the Cherry Field program. He was interested in coming to 

Cherry Field because he had an idea that, "I didn't have to put up with the 

'bull' of administration. I could do my own thing." It was with this concept 

in mind that Roy arrived at Cherry Field. 
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His mother brought Roy to the school and insisted on relating Roy's 

problems in front of the school building near some other students. Roy was 

not pleased at this turn of events, as he already lmew some of the students. 

A t a later time, Roy commented on the kinds of relationships he observed at 

Cherry Field, stating, ''Well, they all partied together. Everybody is friendly. 

Everybody gets along with each other, because there's no violence here. It 

makes for a good atmosphere." The "good atmosphere," as Roy put it,' related 

to the location of Cherry Field. Roy enjoyed the remoteness of the school and 

its out-of-the-way location. He stated, "I like it. There ain't nobody out here 

to mess with you. There's lots of room to play frisbee and walk around in 

quiet. The only disadvantage is if somebody got hurt or sick, we're so 

isolated. " 

Although the quiet and isolation appealed to Roy, relationships with 

students continued to develop and become more enjoyable. He said, ''Well, 

me and Bill used to hang out a lot. When I first came by here, I didn't want 

to meet people at all. Now meeting somebody new, it doesn't bother me. I 

can handle meeting people a lot better. " 

Roy's perception of the difference between Cherry Field and tradi

tional schools was instructive. He stated, "There'S really not that much dif

ference. It's just that it's more peaceful here than in regular school. Every

body knows there's no violence here. Everybody wants it that way. It's 

cool. " 
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Roy and Bill discussed the difference between Cherry Field and 

traditional schools regarding the matter of violence: 

Bill: They don't want violence over there, either. 

Roy: Yeah, they say they don't. Mostly the crows at regular school 
are a part of it, too. It isn't crowded here. I really dig that. 

Bill: I think the small size of Cherry Field has something to do with 
it and the fact that you can move around more. I need to move 
around. 

The preoccupation with violence by Roy, Bill, and other students reflected a 

major concern of these students with physical harm associated in their minds 

with attendance at large high schools. Fighting and intergroup hassles were 

a fact of life for these students at large schools, and a factor in the rejection 

of such schools by some students who eventually came to Cherry Field. 

Roy seemed to enjoy being at Cherry Field. His reasons appeared 

to parallel the statements of Liza and Pam: "I like the program; it's more 

relaxing. You don't get the book learning. You learn how to deal with people. " 

Given his earlier problems with reading, Roy appreciated the fact that the 

reading which occurred at Cherry Field was self-initiated and directed. He 

also appreciated many conversations that went on among staff and students. 

Roy commented, "It's a place where you can hang out and get together, rapping, 

see what's going on, you lmow. I think that's a lot of what Cherry Field really 

is, getting to lmow the people. " 

In addition to developing relationships with the other students, Roy 

felt he had good relationships with the teachers at Cherry Field. He stated, 
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"I like to b. s. with the teachers and argue with them about ideas and what's 

going on out there in America. We got a good relationship, Clyde and me. We 

talk a lot, exchange ideas. It helps me to understand what's happening to me. " 

As conversation was one of Roy's favorite activities, he spent much time in 

dialogue with teachers and fellow students. In particular, his loyalty to the 

image of John Wayne led to debates when someone made disparaging remarks 

about his hero. In the give-and-take of these arguments, many issues were 

examined and some resolved. 

One item that did remain unclear for Roy was the organization of 

Cherry Field which he could not see, although he believed that "there has to 

be organization to it." Roy was unclear as to precisely what the teachers were 

trying to do. He reported, "I'm not sure. Maybe they're trying to get a 

bigger alternative program. They're trying to get us to stay in school and 

even into Pima College." It was apparent to Roy that the staff did "keep things 

under control." He speculated on the method used to "control n the school, 

stating, "They rap. You get to lmow them. They just let things play them

selves over. They keep listening, then they ask questions. When people say 

things, they listen. They respect you. " 

In his dealings with the world beyond Cherry Field, Roy encountered 

students who would ask him about his school. He reported, "People asked 

where I went to school and I would say 'Cherry Field, ' and they would say, 

'Where the hell is that.' And I would say, 'You lmow where Cherry Field is, 
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that little house in the back, ' and they'd say, "Yeah.' And I'd say, "Right 

there. " 

Roy reported many conversations with parents about Cherry Field. 

"Sometimes they wonder what I'm learning down here. I'm learning from 

talking to you." Roy felt his parents only partly agreed about the program. 

He commented, "My mom, she's kind of half for it, half not. She's into where 

you need book learning and stuff like that; then again, she can see you and 

Clyde, your point of view, too." 

In reflecting on what had happened to him since entering Cherry 

Field, Roy commented, "I've grown up a lot since I've been here." His per

ception was that the student-teacher relationship "helped me • • • learn to be 

more independent." By traveling out into the community, to Pima College, 

and visiting organizations and taking field trips, Roy felt that he had gained a 

certain education while overcoming some personal difficulties. He stated, 

"You brought me into places I was afraid to go. I never did like being around 

business firms. People that have authority over you made me feel kind of 

weird. They can mess you over. Like now, I'm not afraido I can fight back, 

whether it's with fists or verbally, however they want to do it." Roy saw him

self as being more independent and more at ease in dealing with his environ

ment. He graduated from Cherry Field and has been working at a variety of 

construction projects for the last three years. He occasionally visits Cherry 

Field, and he still offers everyone a chew. 
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Jane 

Because of her contacts with Pam, Jane had developed a clear inter

est in coming to Cherry Fieldo She discussed the kinds of things that she had 

heard about Cherry Field, stating, "I had heard that there were no hassles 

here, that the hours were shorter and the work was less hard. Mainly, though, 

it was that there were less hassles here. Mr. Cook, you know, was trying to 

get me out of that school. You know, in regular school the teachers get on 

your case about everything. " 

It didn't take Jane long to meet several members of the group, since 

she always had a car and could provide transportation. Jane was not disap

pointed by what she encountered as she moved through the first days of the 

program. She reported, "The students would talk to the teachers freely. If 

you were angry, you could let it out. You could use your own language. The 

teachers act like friends, not like teachers. Everyone can talk to everyone 

without getting into trouble." These are revealing comments. The ability to 

express onself in her own language and to allow emotions to come into play was 

deemed critical by the Cherry Field staff in the development of oneself as a 

person. The atmosphere at Cherry Field was quite different from traditional 

schools, as reported by Jane: "In regular school you're treated like nothing 

••• like you don't belong there. They play favorites, too, the straight "A" 

students, the jocks, and so on." Because of what Pam had told her, Jane felt 

that Cherry Field was the place for her. She explained its attraction for her: 
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I like it. It's a school that I wanted to come to. It's a change. I always 
hated school. This is the first school in my life I wanted to come to. 
Why? You have the freedom to speak. It's fun being here. You can 
speak when you want to. You don't have to wait for the teacher to 
talk. You tell the teacher what she wants to hear in regular school. 
You can't even have a sense of humor there. There was only one 
teacher in my life that was fun to be around. 

For Jane, being at Cherry Field meant that she, in her own words, could be 

"real, " not a "phony." Jane reported that she was tired of playing the part of 

"student." She indicated that she wanted to be the person in charge of her 

education. Cherry Field seemed to offer this opportunity. 

Jane reported that she had a positive feeling about the appearance of 

the school, although there were things she wanted to do to it. She stated, "I 

have no disagreements with where it's located. There's nothing bad about ito 

Of course, it doesn't look like a jail. It's a house; it's comfortable. It doesn't 

matter what the building looks like. It's what goes on inside. " 

Jane did talk of an interest in improving the appearances of the 

building and expressed a general interest in refurbishing houses. She stated, 

"I'd like to fix up this place. I like to paint, fix up stuff on houses, but I don't 

usually get a chance to do it. " 

Jane expressed general satisfaction with Cherry Field by stating, 

"I like it here. I need the credit. I'd never get it at a normal high school. 

I'd have a nervous breakdown. I would do more academic stuff as long as it's 

not forced. I want to learn at my own pace. You have to have interests in 

order to learn; I don't remember anything from Central High. I don't remem-

ber after the summer, anyway." 
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The work of school was not a problem for Jane; it was the pace of 

the work. It appeared to be the process, not the content that posed prob

lems for Jane. In her own way and in her own time, she finished large amounts 

of reading and other school "work" at Cherry Field. 

Jane quickly formed many close, personal relationships at Cherry 

Field. She had organized the trip to see Steve when he was in the hospital re

covering from a car accident. Jane noted that Steve was impressed that the 

car that had hit his car was a Trans-Am and that his car had caused consider

able body damage to the other vehicle. She and Pam were concerned about 

Steve because, "Since the car accident, he is really loud and rowdy." Steve 

actually had some difficulty with the group visit; it seemed embarrassing to 

him that someone cared. 

Jane noted that her relationships at Cherry Field were pleasing to 

her. She stated, "I get along with everybody fine-well-except for a couple of 

them. I get along better here. Nobody here is self-centered. They don't look 

down at you. Everybody is the same here. Everybody is equal here." The 

sense of equality was consistently mentioned by informants. It evidently 

seemed very important to these students who had earlier reported feelings of 

diminished status in the presence of the student groups and teachers in regular 

school. 

In considering the organization at Cherry Field, Jane commented, 

"It's great." Continuing, she said, "It's pretty much what the student wants. " 
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Jane considered the teachers at Cherry Field her friends. She commented on 

the activities of the teachers at Cherry Field: 

They help the student get through life. The teachers talk to the stu
dents and they can understand what we want out of life, what we want 
to learn, what our interests are. If the student had to go to court 
you would go with them. If you had to go somewhere else you'd go 
with them. Central High wouldn't do that. They wouldn't even dream 
of it. You're close to the teachers here. I don't think of you guys as 
teachers; I think of you as close friends. 

From these comments it appeared evident that Jane viewed her Cherry Field 

teachers as emphasizing personal relationships in the school setting. School 

studies, from Jane's point of view, could occur out of the social context. 

When Jane encountered other students on the streets, she found that 

Cherry Field was not well known. She reported, "Most kids don't Imow it 

exists. They ask, is it a private school. I tell them, you don't do nothing 

unless you want to. You can smoke and you only have to go a few hours a day. " 

Jane, like Steve, apparently sought to impress others with the freedom which 

they experienced at Cherry Field. 

Jane discussed her relationships to her parents regarding the Cherry 

Field Alternative Program: 

I talk to my mom about special events like going to Kitt Peak. If I 
talk with my dad, all I get is a long lecture. Me and my dad have 
no communication at all. My dad doesn't understand why I'm coming 
to this school. He'S kind of old-fashioned. He'd rather have me in 
a school with my nose stuck in a book. He doesn't harrass me, es
pecially after I brought my report card home without one absence on 
it. 
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Jane considered her Cherry Field experiences from another perspective, 

stating, "I feel like a person. It's made a difference. I don't feel like a 

robot. See Mary over there? She don't dress like us people. But here, they 

accept you like you are. They don't judge you. I finally found a place where 

they accept me!" For Jane, it appeared that acceptance of herself as a 

person in her own right was far more important to her than some academic 

performance on standardized tests. To be treated as an equal in the relation

ships she encountered at school evidently held for her the greatest interest. 

Jane did graduate from Cherry Field. At the open house, which 

was the graduation ceremony, her mother and father came to witness the first 

person in their family to ever have received a high school diploma. 

Bill 

Of this group of six students who came to Cherry Field, Bill was the 

only student who had not been separated from his traditional school. Bill 

enjoyed school, any school. It gave him something to do. He had enjoyed 

Central High as well. He commented, "The best part was P. E. I enjoyed 

some classes, others not. English was a good class. I liked the teacher. " 

As a voracious reader, Bill devoured information about the natural world. 

Yet, it was his extra-curricular activities in the traditional school which led 

to, as Bill put it, "two chances: a school upstate or this program." He con

tinued, "I came here as a second chance. I had no idea what the place would 

be like." His first impression of Cherry Field was positive. What he saw 



136 

piqued his curiosity. He stated, "Everybody was laid back. Not lil(e a tradi

tional school where you've got to sit up straight and can't talk to nobody. Here, 

you all don't tell us what to do. In traditional schools they tell you what to do, 

and if you don't do it, you get an 'F.' They use the grade like a whip. " 

Bill found the isolated location of Cherry Field, with the adjacent 

arroyo, a wonderful source for lizards and other exotic items that he would 

find and bring into the building. Other students found Bill somewhat obnoxious, 

but tolerated him anyway. Bill saw his relationships with other students as 

being rather casual. He stated, "They're casual relationships. You can talk 

more. The more you talk, the more you learn about people and about diplo

matic affairs. This place is more like a big social studies class. " 

Bill commented on his feelings about Cherry Field: "It's nice here. " 

Continuing, he said, "The best part are the magazines." Each week when the 

sack of magazines arrived, Bill would avail himself of a large quantity of them. 

In a similar manner, on those trips to the used bookstore, Bill would always 

have twice the number of books that anyone else had. 

Bill's thoughts concerning his relationships with his teachers were 

that they were close. "I can talk to you, " he said, "and you can understand 

what I'm saying, because you have been through it. " 

Bill was not very clear when asked to explain what the Cherry Field 

staff members were trying to do. "They're laid back, sincere, relaxed. I'm 

not exactly sure." From an organizational standpoint, Bill was a bit more 



137 

direct. It, he felt, "could be organized a little better • • • straighten it up. " 

For Bill, the organizational center seemed to lie in the building itself. 

Bill did not converse with his parents about what was happening at 

Cherry Field because "they don't care. We don't talk about anything much, 

anymore, except in a crisis. " 

As to conversations that Bill had with other students outside the Cherry 

Field program, information was sparse. Bill related that he had very little 

conversation with outsiders about school and that people did not ask many 

questions about his experiences there. He stated, "Nothing! They usually 

don't ask. Everybody has an agreement not to talk about school. Schools are 

really not important. It depresses people." Bill reacted to the Cherry Field 

program as follows: "Well, my grades have improved. Because of that, my 

mom has started talking to me again. I'm more relaxed because here I can 

run around, so I'm all run down by the time I get home." Although Bill arrived 

at Cherry Field when he was 14, he remained until he completed his high 

school program and graduated. His career interests were varied and moved 

along many lines until he finally settled on the armed forces. 

Summary 

Chapter 8 has portrayed the group of six students introduced in 

Chapter 4 and their entry into the "Cherry Field process." Through frequent 

quotations, their perceptions and subsequent experiences in Cherry Field have 

been reviewed. These experiences were examined in terms of their reported 



first impressions, including the developing relationships with students and 

teachers, relationships with parents and students outside the program, and 

reflections concerning the meaning of their involvement in the program. 
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In reviewing briefly the picture of Cherry Field that emerged from 

these six students, several distinct features appear conspicuous: (1) although 

there was some confusion about organizational structure and what the staff 

members were attempting, still the participants did seem to recognize that 

the primary focus was upon the individual and his personal existence; (2) the 

participants appeared to value the relationships they were able to establish 

and considered them to be strong, close, friendly, and therefore positive; 

(3) the participants appeared to feel that the Cherry Field building, unattrac

tive as it may have seemed, and remote as it undoubtedly was from traditional 

school buildings, was seen in a positive manner; and (4) the participants 

appeared to identify quite closely with Cherry Field. 

Chapter 9, which paralleled Chapter 4, examined the perceptions of 

the remaining 21 informants. This material was included to supplement and 

reinforce the perceptions of the six students presented in the present chapter. 



CHAPTER 9 

CHERRY FIELD: THE OTHER INFORMANTS 

Chapter 9 examined the responses of students regarding their: 

(1) first impressions of Cherry Field; (2) developing relationships with fellow 

students and teachers; (3) c<?nversations with parents and friends; and (4) re-

flections concerning their experience at Cherry Fieldo 

Four of the six students in Chapter 8 came directly to Cherry Field 

because of court direction. Only two arrived because of a specific desire on 

their part to be in the program because of friendship. An examination of the 

remaining 21 students who were interviewed showed another recruitment 

pattern. Fifteen of those respondents indicated that they had learned about 

Cherry Field through friends and acquaintances in the community. Another 

four informants learned of Cherry Field through teachers in other alternative 

programs. The remaining two of the 21 informants had first heard of Cherry 

Field through court personnel. 

Students became interested in attending Cherry Field for a wide 

variety of reasons. Some reported reasons were: 

She (a friend) said it was less time-consuming and not as academic 
as regular school. Really lenient as far as rules were concerned. 
The atmosphere was really good. Everyone gets along at this placeo 

It gives me the opportunity to work and go to school. I can go here 
and go to Pima College at the same time. 
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Shorter hours, no hassles. I got kicked out of first hour class 
three days after I got to Central High School. I always came in 
late. 

People were kind of friendly. It seemed like everyone was kind 
of together here. 

There is more freedom here. You can do just about anything 
you want to do. You could have a lot of fun. 

I heard that it was cool here. I heard that people get along 
better here than regular school. 

I could only go half days and have the rest of the day off to work 
and earn some money. 
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From the comments presented, it appeared that students were in-

terested in Cherry Field for practical concerns and because of a relaxed at-

mosphere with less restriction. There were some students at Cherry Field 

who believed that it was important that they attend. They felt a need for the 

Cherry Field type program. Gary found out about Cherry Field through a girl 

he had known in traditional school: 

Trina found out about Cherry Field. We called it the free school. 
That's how we described it. There were less responsibilities here 
and other kids that were like us. There were good relationships 
there, and acceptance, too. When we came here, it was something 
that we had never had before. We were a group of kids with an 
adult who accepted us completely. 

Acceptance was important for Gary. From his background, continual fights 

and difficulties with parents influenced his reporting of Cherry Field as a 

"safe place" for him and his friends. 

Crystal's background and her difficulties with traditional schools 

also led her to find Cherry Field. She reported: 



I was thrown out of Central High School. I went through a lot of 
schools and then at the end of ninth grade I was out of school for 
a whole year. I was in special programs and then in the hospital 
for a year. Then my dad found out about this place, and I came 
over here. This is more or less therapy over here, at least 
for the kids that are messed up. They come to Cherry Field be
cause they've got all the problems. 
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The vast majority of youth who found their way to Cherry Field did 

so out of a troubled personal history. Ditching and chronic problems at tradi-

tiona1 schools, conflicts with authorities, conflicts with parents, and a general 

unwillingness to accept and participate in other schools seemed to characterize 

the group. They had all left traditional schools. Most had arrived at Cherry 

Field on the basis of information provided by friends in the community. 

The informants, uniformly, seemed to be interested in Cherry 

Field because it was different. It had a reputation for being a "cool" place, 

a "safe" place, and a place where people were reported to be "friendly." It 

was a place where it was understood that "no trips would be put on you." The 

meaning of "having trips put on you" lay in an understanding of oneself as an 

object, not as a person. "Having a trip laid on you" also implied little choice 

as to what would happen to you. 

Students appeared at Cherry Field to learn about the program. 

Their first impressions tended to focus either on relationships between stu-

dents or on teacher activities. Of the 20 informants who reported, approxi-

mate1y one-half (10) commented on the student-to-student relationships. The 

following comments were examples of those perceptions: 



Everybody was friends with everybody. At Central High School, 
people don't even try to get along. 

I saw that everybody was having a good time. It was just neat. 

All the kids seemed to get along with each other. They wouldn't 
take any crap from each other. They would say how they felt. 
They wouldn't feel ashamed for anything. 

People could talk to each other more than at regular school. I 
couldn't talk to teachers or counselors. They never looked at 
your side of it, only their side. Everything went their way. 
That's just the way it was. 
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Of those informants who focused more on teacher behavior and the 

relationships between teachers and student, the comments pointed toward a 

different context. Some of those comments were reflected in the following 

statements: 

I really liked it because Clyde was a very warm person. I came 
in, and first I was really a nervous person. I though, "Oh, my 
God, ,., a new school, new people, all the same crap all over again. 
You come here and it's on a ball field and everything's real 
mellow. You look at Clyde as more of a friend than a teacher. 
We didn't feel like anything before we came here; he made us feel 
like somebody. 

All the teachers seemed interested in what was happening in 
people's lives, and on a one-to-one basis, too. 

They are really at ease with each other and everyone was really 
friendly. It reminded me of a recreation place. The teachers 
were easy to get along with. They are understanding. 

It was a lot different than regular school. The teachers weren't 
playing Gestapo games. They get along. They were not like the 
regular school teachers. Regular school teachers have ideas 
about social classes. They go around with an idea of social classes. 
Kids get a reputation and get stuck in a class. Here, teachers 
don't give a damn about your background and who you hang out with. 
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The above comments were revealing for a number of reasons: (1) they indi-

cated positive first impressions of the Cherry Field experience; (2) they 

revealed contrasting feelings toward regular schools by the students; (3) they 

posited receptive reactions to the seeming openness of the program partici-

pants; and (4) they indicated a willingness on the part of students to continue 

the schooling process. 

An additional feature of the comments was that those items men-

tioned as positive attributes of the Cherry Field program were those mentioned, 

phrased negatively, regarding traditional schools. Comments indicating equal-

ity, friendliness, and acceptance were contrasted with impressions of inequality, 

unfriendliness, and non-acceptance at traditional schools. 

Some students were confused by the differences from regular school 

when they first arrived at Cherry Field. Fred's comments illustrated the 

difficulty: 

When I first walked in, everybody was just sitting around, and, I 
don't know, it seemed like a whole lot of people. I was brought up 
real structured, and I felt out of place. I talked to Clyde. You 
walked in and you walked back out. I was just standing there looking 
around. When I first came here, I thought everyone was crazy. 
Then I got to like it, maybe the second day I was here. I come 
almost every single day now. 

One of the features that had led to confusion was the appearance of the build-

ing and its location within the city. 

Informants' feelings about the Cherry Field school building 

appeared to fall into three categories. Eight of the informants seemed to 



144 

like it or were impressed by some of its qualities. Seven had problems with 

its location in the city. The remaining six students had specific solutions for 

what they thought needed improvement. 

The appearance of the Cherry Field building was not considered to 

greatly resemble traditional school buildings. Four students commented on 

this feature: 

The flrst time I came, I said, "That's a school?" I drove up here. 
I was looking for the school. I had never been there before. They 
said it's down behind the baseball field. They gave me the address; 
I couldn't see any place. I stopped here and said, "Maybe you can 
help me find Cherry Field." They said, "You're standing in it." I 
looked around, and I said, "Oh, God!" 

I laughed. I was expecting something different. I liked it. It's not 
like school. 

It didn't look at all like a school. 

It's fine. It doesn't look like a schoolo Most schools look like 
prisons. That turns me off totally. Some even have barbed wire 
around them. 

There were four informants who had very definite and very positive 

feelings about the way the school building looked. They saw it as a contribu-

ting factor in their educational experience at Cherry Field. 

It's little and it's comfortable. The individual attention is wonder
ful. Sometimes I would like to stay all day. 

I like it. It's out of the way. It's nice and open. We're not fenced 
in with a lot of people walking around bugging us. You don't rush 
into things here. In regular school, you either sit or rush. Just 
the extremes. 

I think it's relaxing. If they moved this building to a school, I'd 
burn it down. Think. You can go out of here and sit on the grass, 



look at the trees. This building is not brand-new, it's not fancy 
or nothing like that. You take a poor kid, you take poor people, 
and they come into a place that's all shiny and new and fancy and 
sparlding. They get nervous, they get uptight. Over here you 
can do anything. You can be a part of everything instead of stand
ing back and watching everything. 

It's an excellent building. I like the old floors. It's got a lot of 
room to play games. I don't like being closed in. I don't like to 
be fenced in. 
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The last two comments by Crystal were significant in portraying her reaction 

to traditional school experiences where she had felt self-conscious about the 

quality of her clothing. She had felt that she was excluded by fellow students 

because of her "poor background." At Cherry Field, quality of clothing did 

not have any bearing on acceptance or rejection. 

Six informants, although claiming to like the building, also found 

ideas for its improvement. Some comments were: 

I like it. It needs to be fixed up a lot. 

It doesn't bother me. I'd like more time here, and I'd like the 
place to be a little bigger. The school district don't give you any 
space. 

I don't think it's a school. I think it looks like an office, I guess. 
I wouldn't mind fixing it up, but not make it look like a school. 

The building-it's too raggedy; it's too little. It's a shack. 

I didn't like the way it looked. A really small building in the ball 
park. A lot of space outside, though. You can go out and kick 
back. 

How it looks don't make no different, but, you lmow, I thought 
there would be desks-that there would be a small classroom, at 
least. 
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Other informants focused on the distance from their homes to 

Cherry Field. Being centrally located was useful only for those who lived 

close in. Others had to ride the bus for up to one and one-half hours. As 

Sadie noted, "It's all right, but it's sure a long ways to come every day. It's 

not a beautiful building, but it's home. It's a home away from homeo It's a 

place you can always turn to." 

The participants' feelings about the personal qualities that operated 

among students were a critical part of the Cherry Field experience. Examina-

tion of developing relationships among students revealed that all of the 21 in-

formants claimed to "like" Cherry Field. Two students simply indicated that 

it was "all right," but one went on to note, ''It's better than any other school 

I've been to." Beyond indications that they ''liked'' it, several students 

offered comments which portrayed the dimensions of their feelings about the 

program: 

I like it. I like that you can make friends with teachers-that you 
can be the same kind of friends as with students. 

It's something to do. A fun place to come and hang out at. 

I enjoy coming here. It helps me to get away from the house. I 
come here and do stuff. You're learning here. 

I like it. The people here are easy to talk to, and they are free. 
You don't have to come here all the time, but here you learn more 
about yourself. 

I guess I like talking about things. You don't feel like one of the 
cattle like you do at other schools. 
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The comments revealed that involvement was voluntary at Cherry 

Field. It was the student who had to make the choice and the commitment to 

participate. Student responses were not entirely positive, however. Some 

offered suggestions for improvement of what they saw as deficiencies: 

It's about the best thing for me right now. The best thing is the 
staff and how helpful they are. The worst thing is the lack of aca
demic things. 

I'd rather be here than at regular school. I think it could be im
proved a little bit. Every place can be. They shouldn't call them 
schools-call them training grounds. 

All 21 informants had specific comments about personal relation-

ships at Cherry Field. Of the 21, one claimed that he had no relationships; 

one claimed that he didn't "lmow of any"; and one indicated that his relation-

ships were "acquaintance type" relationships. Two informants singled out 

particular individuals with whom they did not have a relationship. The re-

maining group of 16 informants claimed that relationships among the students 

were good. 

A variety of explanations were offered for the good relationships 

among students. The following were more or less typical: 

I feel like it's more of a social atmosphere here. Everything is 
kind of close. You lmow what's going on, and nothing is kept a 
real deep secret. 

The kids are kinda tight here. I think it's because there's not as 
many students. 

Even if there were 50 kids here, you would not have that much 
more fighting. If you did have 100 or 200, there would be fights. 



Size isn't so important. When we left and went over to the even
ing program, we would all be together, 30 to 40 of us. And if 
anyone else wanted to join in, we'd say "fine." We allimew that 
we were in the same boat. 

Over here, this is a small schoolo You get to lmow the people. 
These people, you lmow, most of them are serious about coming 
into school, and they enjoy it here. At Central High School, you 
were either the way they were, or you were considered something 
else. 
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One of the main contrasts made by the student informants between 

Cherry Field and traditional schools was the number of groups and the differ-

ences in the groups within traditional schools. Differences were reported to 

contribute towards fighting and other conflicts. The lack of different groups 

at Cherry Field was seen to be a positive attribute. Troy, in commenting on 

this, pOinted out, ''In other schools there are always people you feel uncom-

fortable with that you don't want to be around much with. Here you get along 

with everybody. Different people do come here. They all got the same trip 

in regular school. They couldn't handle school because the other schools had 

jocks, rednecks, etc." Marti, coming from a Mexican-American background, 

reinforced the idea of differences at Cherry Field and her reaction to those 

differences by stating, ''I have pretty good relationships here. We're totally 

different, we like different music, have different emotions. But even though 

we're different, we get along. Crystal also interjected her views into the dis-

cussion of differences: 

Over here at Cherry Field, it don't matter what color you are. 
At Central High School there is a lot of prejudice and problems. 
Here we are all people, we're all communicating with each other, 
because you figure you're all the same kind as far as school goes. 



You all dropped out, and you all have the same stress problems 
at home. It's like you're all in the same situation. We used to 
all go out in the field and talk a lot. When we talked, a lot of 
things would come out. 
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Having the time and the space to talk with each other was important. It was 

also something that was reported to happen only infrequently at traditional 

schools. Lilly noted, "The only time you can get to lmow someone in another 

school is at lunch. You can never get to lmow them inside the school. There's 

not time. It takes time to get time to lmow someone." Don made a similar 

comment and stated, "At Central High School, if you talk to people, you talk 

about class assignments and stuff like that. Not here; we talk about all kinds 

of things-most of them personal things. " 

The blending of different kinds of people at Cherry Field, while 

maintaining individual differences, contributed greatly to harmony among the 

students there. Crystal commented on this: 

You're close here at Cherry Field. You recognize one another. 
You lmow that you all are in the same boat and you come together, 
you pull each other together. There are some kids that come in, 
and they are really violent, drugged out, everything. Really 
screwed up. We're all different than the rest of the kids that go 
to school, but someone that is that different, we can picture it out. 
We can see that this person needs help, right? And instead of 
saying, "Hey, you're a mess-up, get out-you can't belong to our 
group," we get them to sit down and we start rapping to the guy 
and he gets straight. Usually violence is a cover-up to cover 
their real feelings. When we are all together, we try and make 
all of us better. 

The depth of relationships reported by Crystal was not unique to her 

alone. Other informants reported relationships that went beyond friendships: 



Everybody here is closer. We all lmow each other very well. 
We're like brothers and sisters. 

It's a place that you come when you don't feel at home anyplace 
else. 

It's a place you can go to and hang out your feelings. Get more 
involved in things than at school, because at schools, everybody's 
pressuring you so much that you say the hell with it. 
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There were expressions that Cherry Field had no fights and no vio-

lence, although many students came out of environments where they often 

fought. Non-violence at Cherry Field was explained by Tomas, who said, 

"The students, it seems to me, care about each other. You see no jealousy 

whatsoever in this school. There are some more well-off than others , but we 

treat each other like the teachers. They pay attention to everybody, and get 

along real good. We are all really the same here." The new students, as 

they arrived at Cherry Field, were integrated into the context by other stu-

dents. One student commented, 'We began to socialize a little, began to trust 

one another. But the really important thing was the acceptance by the staff. 

It really made us get involved here. It helped just being alike and having 

nobody telling us that we were doing wrong. " 

While relationships between students were significant, the percep-

tions of relationships with teachers were critical. As portrayed in the above 

comments, interaction among teachers seemed to have meaning for students. 

The teachers related to each other as friends. They accepted differences in a 

sharing context. This behavior influenced students in their relationships to 



each other. It seemed to promote an attractive atmosphere for students. 

Several students commented: 

One of the things that drew me here was my relationships. I 
had very few real working relationships where people were getting 
along with one another and it wasn't centered around drugs. 

You looked forward to coming to school. Class started at 8:00 in 
the morning, and I'd get here and everybody'd be here already. 
It was great, even if you're just going to crash out on the table. 
You're here, and that's something. You are not going to miss 
anything. 
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The organizational structure of Cherry Field was a matter of some 

mystery to certain students. Of the 13 informants reporting on their feelings 

about the program organization, slightly more than one-half (7) found positive 

things to say. The following were examples: 

To someone who don't lmow, they'd say this place is disorganized. 
But once you're here, it's run smoothly. Nobody gets in anyone's 
way. 

You can, I think, call this organized. I'd say that you couldn't do 
it any other way and still have what we've got now. 

It seems good to me. At least, everything seems to work out the 
way it should. 

I think that is what is better about this place. It's not your standard 
thing. It is organized around the individual. It makes you feel you 
are an individual. You're not a clone. 

The last comment above, by Dan, was particularly interesting, 

since it was the only reference to organization that focused exactly on the 

individual. Most informants had a tendency to see organization in terms of 

the degree of order in the building or in terms of structuring daily activities. 

Students tended to report their perceptions of the school's organization thus: 



It could be organized a little better. Straighten it up. 

It could use a little bit of improvement. Get more stuff in here, 
like a pool table. 

I think that it's a little unorganized. Everything is getting lost. 
I'd like to see more structure. 

The appearance of the building, the lack of formality in the daily 

schedule of activities, and the general internal condition of the building led 
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some of the students to present accurate, but rather surface level, descriptions 

of the school's organization. 

The informants' comments regarding the teachers and what they 

were attempting to accomplish at Cherry Field were instructive. Mary 

attempted to explain how teachers worked at Cherry Field by stating, "My 

personal opinion is, I see that you guys are working together a lot. You are 

not working against each other. You state what you want, and you ask us at 

the same time. It's kind of like an indirect thing." 

All 21 informants commented on teacher activities. The responses 

tended to fall around four interconnected concerns: (1) teacher methodology; 

(2) attempts to help students deal with their world; (3) working with student 

personal problems; and (4) attempts to get students back into regular schools 

or moving toward graduation. 

There was speculation as to what the teachers at Cherry Field were 

attempting to do and how they were going about it. Gary was of the opinion 

that teachers were teaching by their behavior. Tomas commented on the 

interrelationships of staff members, stating, "It's really tight. You guys are 
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really tight. You understand each other, and you care about each other. Like, 

I heard you guys talking. It wasn't necessarily about school, but just about 

personal experiences. It's really nice. You're not just teachers that work 

with each other, you're friends." These relationships had an effect upon the 

students. The effect was in terms of relationships among students. Tomas 

noted, "Yes, because we see that you guys are so together, and you are our 

teachers; it affects us. You are like relatives or family. I never see any 

conflicts like arguing or something like that. It really helps." The comments 

of Tomas would indicate the primaryness of the staff's personal relationships 

with each other at Cherry Field. 

The Cherry Field process was mystifying to some students. Reggie 

claimed, "Here they teach you what you want to learn. I don't lmow how they 

do it." Lilly amplified the idea of Reggie by noting, "Here you learn to lmow 

what you feel. The idea is, I guess, 'Hey, let's see what you can learn by 

being you.' You try and get me into what I want to do. In my case, get me 

into Pima to do beauty school stuff." Lilly explained the teaching process at 

Cherry Field, stating, "You don't get up and order us. I can learn what I 

want to learn and when I want to learn it and what I think will help me later. 

Then when I ask, you guys give it to me. In other schools, they would look at 

me funny. They would say we got to go by the book." The teachers at Cherry 

Field were "trying to find out what I wanted to learn, not just what the system 

wanted," according to Lilly. The teachers, she stated, acted like people. "I 
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think they are trying to help us. They are acting more like people. They are 

being real. You lmow, lots of teachers are there to get paid, and here it's like 

the teachers let everybody speak their own mind about what they're doing. 

They talk to you about it. They are acting more as friends, and they are being 

on a friendship level." In group discussions, this process became meaningful. 

Crystal commented on one of the teachers, saying, "He just says come and do 

whatever. You sit down and everybody raps. You listen to what everybody's 

talking about and you talk about a lot of things that are important to teenagers. 

The teacher employed questions during the talk sessions which 

Crystal found useful. She stated, ''Well, he looks at you and says, 'Well, what 

happened to you today? What have you learned? What have you found out?' 

Everybody would bring out what they have learned, even if it's nothing. You 

sit there and try and figure what's going on." 

Part of the process as a teacher in Cherry Field was to be in the 

conversation and withhold particular kinds of judgments. Gary observed, "He 

accepted everything we said, everything we did. Regular teachers always 

throw in their comments and always say right or wrong. They always have to 

distinguish. " 

Teachers at Cherry Field were reported to be "trying to teach 

people about what they, the people, wanted to learno" The following comments 

by informants illustrated the areas of concern within which Cherry Field 

teachers worked concerning students and their educations: 



They are trying, and they do get students back on the right track. 
They get them back into school stuff. The teachers seem real 
here. 

They are trying to get you through school without all the hassles 
of regular school. 

They are trying to help us not just with our brains, but to help us 
to physically and mentally grow. 

They are helping us in learning things you can't learn in regular 
school. They are teaching us how to get along with people. 

They are helping us to Imow how to deal with life more. It's nice. 
We're not embarrassed to say how we feel here. 

They are trying to get people to depend more upon themselves 
here, to help them make their way out in this world. 

If you come to school here, it's not just the problems you bring 
with you to school, but they will also actually go out of the school 
to help you with your problems. 

155 

The dimensions of the relationships between students and teachers 

had already been alluded to in many statements made by informants. Respon-

ses were positive regarding the quality of relationships. The kinds of relation-

ships specified were in personal terms with such concepts as "closer," 

"understanding," "patient," "friendship," and "person" being used. 

Eight informants focused on the nature of relationships in terms of 

person-to-person closeness. Some examples of those responses were: 

The relationships between the kids, it's more like brother-sister 
relationships. It's the same way with the teachers. You Imow, 
like a sister-brother relationship. 

I feel closer to the teachers here than at regular schools. 



I can relate to the teachers here. I feel comfortable talking to 
most of the teachers. Here you let us have freedom. There 
they made us do whatever they wanted us to do. They tried to 
control our liveso 
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Teachers at Cherry Field were reported to have provided support for the stu-

dents without examination of the students' past activities: 

They would give me help about my lifestyle. They would give 
me encouragement if I needed any help. They would look mainly 
into my future and not into my past. That's nice. Regular 
teachers look into your background instead of looking into your 
future. 

I have a good relationship with teachers here. They could pull 
the stuff, "Sit down, " but they let you have your own space. They 
let you find out what you like and dislike. They don't push you 
into anything. 

Well, I can talk to you about anything, but in regular school there 
is no time, or the teacher will think, "Oh, God, she's just trying 
to be a pet," or something like that. Or, "She's trying to get her 
marks up." They are suspicious there. 

In a regular school, if a person would be in trouble with the law 
or something, the school would go for the law's side. Here, they 
went on my side instead of the law side. The teacher got those 
four tickets worked out for me. 

In this program the teachers don't get down on nobody. They treat 
you like a person, not like a student. They will sit down and listen 
to you, not walk away. 

Responses of informants would indicate that additional characteristics of 

teacher-student relationships involved ideas such as the freedom to talk, 

looking to one's future, and the absence of forcing as positive qualities. 

Students from Cherry Field carried messages into the community 

to friends and parents. Fifteen of the 21 informants reported that they had 
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passed along information to other students outside of school. Gary provided 

one explanation for a lack of communication about school activities, stating, 

"I didn't tell them I learned anything because I didn't realize that I was learn-

ing. I thought I was free. I was free. The freedom was all I could focus on." 

Other students reported to friends that Cherry Field was different 

and that it was "a great place to go if you have problems in regular school." 

Crystal summed up her feeling by noting, "It's just a very mellow place for 

people who are a little different. The things that go on here are whatever you 

want to make them. Whatever your problem is, that's what we'll work on. 

You're not looked at as a kid that doesn't lmow nothing." Gary accented what 

Crystal said by adding a further dimension to his experiences at Cherry Field: 

I'd tell them how nice it was. I'd tell them it was great. First of 
all, I'd tell them about the freedom. I only had to come here if I 
wanted to. I'd tell them all I have to do is go there, show my face 
at the door and turn around and go, and I'd get credit. And that 
was important to me to know that I didn't have to stay there. And, 
because I didn't have to stay there, and because of the good feelings 
that I had, very often I stayed several hours. I was learning. 

Apparently there was a significant difference in the reporting of 

what informants told parents, as compared to what they told friends and young 

people on the street. All but two of the 21 informants did have discussions 

with their parents about Cherry Field, although one person admitted, "They 

have no idea about what is going on with me here." The remaining 18 students 

were evenly divided, with half the parents supporting their child's activities 

and half critical of the school. Interestingly, all of the parents that supported 

their child's activities at Cherry Field had visited the program and had spent 
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time with staff in discussion. Of the nine parents who were negative, only 

three had visited the school. Of those, only one had actually come into the 

building. Gary's mother was a case in point. Her experience of Cherry Field 

had been brief: 

My mother came once and stayed a few minutes and then left. 
She and my father thought it was a reject school. They stereo
typed me as a reject, as a hippie, like all my friends. They 
were rejects and good for nothings. They figured that everyone 
else at the school was the same way, so they had a picture in 
their brain of a school of hippies running around smoking and 
just having a good time. 

Other parents, as reported by the informants, were disturbed by the relative 

absence of traditional school characteristics. Reggie's mother claimed that 

Cherry Field was not a school, because schools should "make them learn. " 

Other comments were as follows: 

My mom can't handle the rest of Cherry Field. She thinks we 
should do more academic things. Of course, she didn't graduate 
herself. 

They didn't like it. They thought it was a waste of time. Not 
doing any written work. If I don't bring home work, then they 
think I'm not learning. 

Lilly pointed out that her parents had noticed some changes in her: "She 

noticed the change in my attitude after I'd been going here. She said that I've 

matured a lot. I got a lot of responsibility now; I'm a lot more independent 

now." Informants who indicated that parents were supportive tended to com-

municate with them more frequently than those informants who were not in 

touch with their parents. Some typical comments indicating support were the 

following: 



I talk about the ways everybody can be learning here. Lots of 
new things are happening. 

They ask me how I like it here. I wish I would have lrnown about 
it before I went to regular school. I would have come here. I 
learn how to get along with people here. 

They kind of dig it because I'm staying in school now. 

They really like this place. They feel it's opened up lots of op
portunities for me. 
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Many of the parents, according to the informants, were pleased to 

have their son or daughter in any school. "They just wanted me to get my 

diploma," Tomas commented. Cherry Field students had all been dropouts. 

They had been defined as marginal by the people who felt close to them-their 

parents. As Cherry Field was the last recourse in the local school system, 

some felt relief that their child was in school, regardless of its educational 

philosophy. 

The last area reported on by informants concerned the overall con-

sequences of attendance at Cherry Field. It was a question that sought to 

elicit, by way of reflection, a looking back and a summation of all that parti-

cipation at Cherry Field had meant to the student. The question concerned 

what had happened to them at Cherry Field and thereafter. Some of the in-

formants had graduated, and some had attended Cherry Field in earlier years. 

Although there was considerable variation in the reporting of what 

had happened to them during their attendance at Cherry Field, some of the 

categories mentioned by the informants were apparent. Six informants focused 
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on career interests, futures, new directions, ambition, and other life-

directing considerations. 

Dan had arrived at a juncture where he was able to assess Cherry 

Field's impact on him to some degree: 

I suppose it made a difference. It's made me think more about 
getting into a career. There's no interference here. Regular 
school has interferences. Nothing to tempt you from not doing 
something like getting high. You get high to escape from the 
place. There's nowhere to escape at Cherry Field. No place to 
escape. No reason to escape. 

Spike, one of the two black informants, noted: 

It gave me ambition to go on. I did not lmow what I was doing. 
I was going to school, coming home, going to school, going 
out. That was it. That was my whole future. Cherry Field 
gave me a better idea about school. It gave me something to 
stick with through school. If it wasn't for this school, I would 
have probably stayed dropped out. 

A number of informants reported that a major consequence of 

attending Cherry Field was an increased ability to speak out and to relate 

more adequately with people: 

I feel kind of different. I used to be real shy and afraid of things. 
Now I go out and say things. Here, you don't have to be afraid 
of saying things. 

It has made a difference with me. I seem to be able to relate to 
people a lot more openly than I could before I came here. I 
guess I feel more comfortable with myself now than I did before. 

I understand life a little bit more now. I lmow how to talk more 
now. I feel free to talk more. I used to just shut up if I dis
agreed. Now I talk up. I kind of learned about people more here. 

It brought me out of my shell. I can stand up for myself and say 
what I think. 



I'm not as quiet a person as I used to be. I used to avoid talking. 
Now I get along with people. 

I learned more here about human relations and people than I 
learned down there in three years that I went there. I was under
stood more here. They treated me a lot better here. 

One consequence of the program was articulated by Jim, who 

stated, "Coming to Cherry Field was like growing up. I started realizing I 

had to do something for myself. " 

161 

Four informants claimed that they would have remained as dropouts 

except for their participation in the Cherry Field program. They seemed to 

perceive that Cherry Field was a program of necessity for certain kinds of 

people. One student noted: 

You can be yourself. You are under no pressure. If you want 
to learn, you learn it at your own pace. In school, you don't 
learn at your own pace. I'm not saying nothing bad about school, 
but I'm just saying that there are people that cannot handle it 
because of the situations that happen. Those are the special 
people and they should be treated special. 

Another student noted the importance of having a program like Cherry Field 

available for students: 

If this place wasn't here, it would be a rip-off because where 
would people go? What would you do if you couldn't handle 
school? Who would you turn to to get you back into it so you 
could learn something? You get to the point where you say, 
"Forget books, forget this social life at school. I don't want 
nothing to do with it." You take a 14-year-old who drops out 
of school. What is he going to do? Cherry Field is a place to 
come. Here is a place to be and still learn and get connections 
on the outside to make something of himself. 
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Marginal students appear to need some form of alternative education program 

which will aid them in beginning the process of re-entry through the develop

ment of personal relationships. 

Summary 

Chapter 9 has portrayed data from an array of responses by infor

mants in terms of: (1) finding Cherry Field and first impressions; (2) devel

oping relationships with teachers and students; (3) carrying information to 

persons outside the program; and (4) generating some reflections regarding 

the quality of the Cherry Field experience. 

In the following chapter, an analysis and conclusions were drawn 

from the material presented. 



CHAPTER 10 

ANALYSIS AND SUMMARY STATEMENTS 

This chapter presented an analysis of the data utilizing the con

ceptual framework. The conceptual framework, drawn from the "inner direc

tion" aspect of the theory of personal processes, was: (1) self as person, 

(2) self as learner, and (3) self in personal relationships. Materials were 

drawn from individual cases, other informant responses, and participant 

observations. 

The three areas of "self" were chosen as a conceptual framework 

because student responses seemed to revolve around the broad categories of: 

(1) views of themselves as persons, (2) views about their learning, and 

(3) views about their personal relationships in school situations. The frame

work did not represent all responses of all students, but rather it was meant 

to include most of the responses. The elaborating statements under each cate

gory of "self" were seen as guides to organize the material and provide a 

reference point for analysis. 

The analysis was organized in the following manner. First, the 

traditional school experiences of the students who had become marginal were 

presented and considered. Second, the Cherry Field experiences of the stu

dents and teachers were presented and considered. Third, the participant 
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observer-investigator's experiences were presented and considered. The 

analysis was undertaken to locate patterns of behavior and ideas as they rela

ted to educationally marginal students. 

Self as Person 

Self as person, as a general category, reflected the responses by 

informants which were directed toward their views of themselves as persons. 

Expressions that were related to "self" but were expressed using another 

person as a referent were also included. 

I See Myself as an Adequate Person 

The process of becoming marginal included a variety of ideas that 

contributed towards non-participation and ultimately dropping out of school. 

One of these ideas was related to student expressions that implied inadequacy. 

A student's statement that he "felt out of place and lost, " or another's state

ment that she "didn't feel like a human being there, " appeared to be expres

sions of a sense of inadequacy. Such feelings of inadequacy tended to be asso

ciated with negative views of one's status in school. 

The term "inadequacy" seemed clearly to be an emotional dimen

sion of the marginal student's life. A student statement such as, "I was 

always embarrassed, " or a teacher statement such as, "All you are is 

trouble, " tended to convey the notion that participation in school was uncom

fortable and personally threatening for the marginal students. 
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Marginal students expressed concerns about their identity. The 

importance of ''being yourself" was stressed in their reports about themselves. 

A number of students commented, "You can't really be yourself" in the tradi

tional school setting. Several students observed that their personal problems 

of immediate and crucial concern to them were not being dealt with at school. 

They perceived school personnel as too busy or disinterested to work with 

them on these problems. They did aclmowledge that traditional schools were 

not really equipped to handle their special emotional problems. 

Marginal student statements which implied a feeling of inadequacy 

were often framed as assertions indicating a sense of indifference, of not 

caring, or even of ridicule. These expressions were taken to be indicators of 

the process of defining oneself out of involvement with school as it was repre

sented to them. Such lack of involvement and participation led the student 

toward a marginal position in the school. 

When marginal students made the transition into the Cherry Field 

program, they found themselves in a very different environment with a differ

ent context of meaning, thus making new and different kinds of responses ap

propriate. Reports by the students tended to reflect shifts in their sense of 

marginality. Their expressions seemed to imply greater personal involve

ment and participation in the program and in the lives of their fellow students 

and instructors. 
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Several informants reported an increased sense of personal ade

quacy. One student's statement, "My confidence in myself has been built, " 

and the comment, "I feel like a person, " seemed to reflect distinct shifts in 

perspective. Other expressions illustrating this developing sense of personal 

adequacy appeared in the statements, "Icould relate more openly, " "feel free 

to talk more, " and "stand up for myself." One student stated that, as a 

result of being at Cherry Field, "You can be your own person here." The 

Cherry Field students tended to portray themselves as being more assertive 

and more able to cope with "the real world." These changes in the marginal 

students appeared to be the consequence of their involvement in the alternative 

school program. 

As an observer of the program and a participant with the students, 

the investigator witnessed the process of students beginning to "take charge" 

of their lives. It was his perception that this process occurred as a conse

quence of the atmosphere of personal acceptance of all people by the staff at 

Cherry Field. Within this context of acceptance and openness, students 

seemed to become the main activators of their own learning. One student's 

belief that he could "handle meeting people now, " or that, "I can fight back, " 

reflected a growing sense of confidence and portrayed rather succinctly an in

creased sense of personal adequacy. 
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I See Myself as an Interested, Curious Person 

The process involved in becoming educationally marginal was 

reflected by comments which indicated a lack of inte:rest in one's 

educational situation. A number of informants expressed disinterest in the 

school and those involved in it by commenting, "I'm not interested in them, " 

"They didn't care, "and, "They're not interested in me." These expressions 

of disinterest seemed to intensify the process of "becoming marginal. " 

Marginal students employed a variety of expressions to indicate a 

lack of interest and a lack of curiosity in school work. Statements such as, 

"I got tired of it, "and, "I kept to myself, " seemed to represent a withholding 

of interest. In contexts where students defined themselves into defensive posi

tions, expressed by ideas of "embarrassment" or being "nervous, " interest 

tended to be replaced by self-consciousness. 

The student informants reported their experiences at Cherry Field 

in somewhat different, more positive terms than those in regular school. All 

of the informants in the investigation claimed to have "enjoyed" coming to 

Cherry Field, and all also claimed to have "liked it." Enjoyment was equated 

with freedom of expression. A clue was found in the comment, "At Cherry . 

Field you can speak when you want to." The implied freedom of speech evi

dently was seen to be related to the ability to participate in the program. 

The students' expression of "liking" Cherry Field seemed to grow 

out of the recognition that the staff members related positively to students. 
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The students enj(j)yed the fact .that "people take an interest in you." The 

behaviors of the Cherry Field staff members were closely associated with 

the promotion of individual students' interests. 

Student "interests" were linked to the social context of Cherry 

Field. A central feature of the school's program was the reduction of the 

structural barriers found in most traditional schools which tended to dimin

ish social intercourse. Cherry Field's students learned to express their 

interests, and on the basis of these, become involved in the life and learning 

of the school. As one student noted, "You can be a part of everything instead 

of standing back and watching ev:erything." Being a part of everything typifies 

both the expression of student interests and the degree of involvement. 

As an observer, the investigator noted an interesting phenomenon 

related to student expressions of interests. He observed that many marginal 

students who "ditched" regular school actually only absented themselves from 

classes or from the school building. They still went to an area of the school 

and "hung out." Students who engaged in hanging out appeared to share simi

lar interests. As one marginal student noted, "The only students I met were 

the ones that had the same feelings I did." The marginal students tended to 

gravitate toward those with similar views and social experiences. 

A prime area where students ''hung out" was the parking lot area 

near the schools. For marginal students, the parking lot was a significant 



focal point. It not only was a center for activities, but a rallying point for 

those with similar points of view. 
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The parking lot held great social significance for many marginal 

students. The explanation for the significance of the parking lot lay not only 

with the sharing of mutual interest, but the providing of a source of identifica

tion. One student noted, "I really identified with them out there." The park

ing lot crowd was the group with which marginal students identified. The 

group was composed of people who, as one student noted, "alllmew each 

other." It functioned for marginal students as a safety zone for their meetings. 

The association of marginal students in the parking lot was a reflec

tion of student disinterest in the activities of the traditional school. It pro

vided a place for a shared focus on certain activities. The shared identity ex

perienced in the parking lot was transferred over into a sharing of identities 

in the Cherry Field program. In this program, students aclmowledged that 

"we're all the same here, " implying that they shared their interests. Being 

with friends and sharing similar interests, the Cherry Field program was, in 

part, an extension of the activities which occurred in the parking lot. The 

program was socially satisfying to the informants who claimed that they felt 

a marked degree- of freedom at Cherry Field. 

The essential difference between the parking lot learning and the 

Cherry Field learning lay in the involvement of a teaching staff utilizing a 

theory of personal processes. Contacting and consulting students were seen 
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as activities inviting involvement and participation. The success of finding 

and sharing interests were considered to lie in the students' relationships with 

the staff. In both the parking lot and Cherry Field, marginal students were 

creating a social and educational reality that was satisfying to them. 

I See Myself as an Equal With Every Person 

The process of students becoming marginal was illustrated in the 

marginal students' descriptions of traditional school experiences of inequality. 

Their statements indicating feelings of being less than equal seemed to 

have originated out of their relationships with their teachers. One student's 

perception highlighted the situation: "If you weren't a top straight 'A' stu

dent, you were nothing. " 

The ''being nothing" assessment of the marginal students seemed to 

contribute towards an increasing sense of marginality. A number of student 

informants noted that familiar expressions such as, "Teachers play favorites, " 

or, "They have their favorite people, " indicated decided teacher 

preferences. Marginal students expressed a counter view, such as, "Kids 

get a reputation and get stuck in a class, " to illustrate their plight. Generally, 

marginal students defined themselves into a rather bleak position in the social 

structure of the classroom. 

Informants in the study seemed to perceive themselves in categories 

which located them on the periphery of the school learning environment. One 

student summed up this identification of marginal students by noting, "You're 
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the bad apple of the bunch." The implication was that, not only were they not 

integrated into the processes of the traditional educational scene, but at times 

they were seen as a contaminating influence on other students as well. 

Regarding the marginal student in regular school, a sense of being 

on the fringe of the classes tended also to be associated with a similar remote

ness from other students and their groups. Students' assessments that they 

"can't compete, " or that the assignments "can't be on their level, " were 

representative comments. Marginal students could not, or chose not to inte

grate themselves into class participation with the other students. Their per

ceptions of being on the fringe and having no interests in school activities 

tended to isolate them even further and position them in "out-groups." SUch 

out-groups were frequently to be found .ou~aide the school building. 

In the context of the Cherry Field alternative program, one of the 

more common expressions of the informants was that, ''We're all the same 

here." One explanation for this feeling of sameness was that, "We're all in 

the same situation." Virtually all the students saw themselves as drop-outs 

who had had a variety of similar experiences in traditional school to draw 

upon in sharing with each other. 

Informants at Cherry Field indicated that the relationships at that 

school between the teachers and students were characterized by a sense of 

equality. Such comments as, "Teachers act as friends, " "They don't play 

favorites, " and "They treat us as equals, " reflected this perceived equality. 
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Students tended to see other students as equals. The comment that, "Every

body treats everybody like an equal, " appeared to sum up this particular point 

of view. At Cherry Field, as one student put it, "People don't look down at 

you." The impHcation was that they all occupied the same status. 

The investigator, as a participant, had occasion to note the impor

tance of time and space in setting a context within which students could relate 

common experiences and begin to develop an identification. Having the time to 

interact with each other was a special feature of the Cherry Field program. 

In addition, the small size of the building and the freedom of movement pro

moted maximum social interaction among the students. The absence of a seg

mented school day and separate classrooms eliminated the characteristic 

barriers of traditional schools that these students had had so much difficulty 

with. 

An identification process appeared to develop at Cherry Field. The 

social emphasis seemed to promote a sense of esprit-de-corps and allowed 

for the development of some primary group characteristics. Activities and 

associations at school persisted beyond the school day. Students spent time 

together outside of school hours. The frequent and informal association of 

students tended to build a certain amount of social cohesiveness and acted as 

a basis for increased attendance and participation at the program. 

Marginal students found the expression of equality at Cherry Field 

as supportive. Reports that illustrated the sense of commonality among 
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students and between students and teachers such as, ''We're all just people 

here, "and, ''We're dealt with more like people, " typified the situation. Social 

distinctions were played down at Cherry Field. Equality was of paramount 

importance in attracting and holding the marginal students. 

I See Myself as a Choosing Person 

Becoming marginal was considered to be related to descriptions 

where students saw themselves as having few choices in the traditional school 

context. "Choice" included a wide variety of options for students. In a 

number of cases, choice meant, "I got myself kicked out." They chose to 

leave regular school. From this perspective, the choice was to not participate 

in school activities. They chose to withhold involvement. The choice to with

hold participation was a response to a perceive lack of choice and a sense of 

powerlessness in school. Not choosing was their means of trying to control 

the situation. 

Marginal students reacted to a sense of powerlessness. Comments 

reflective of this condition were, "I just got sick of being ordered around, " 

"Teachers were on a power trip, "and, "Nobody asks for our opinions." The 

teachers were seen to be the ones in control and in charge of the lives of the 

students. These marginal students did not see themselves as having much to 

say in regard to their school situations. Their choices were actually deci

sions to not participate and to not become involved in regular school. 
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In the Cherry Field program, the students seemed to perceive the 

question of choice quite differently. Comments such as, "We can come to be 

what we want, " and the idea that, "You don't feel like:a robot, " indicated a 

context of considerable freedom. Expressions by students implying that they 

had greater freedom at Cherry Field were common. One student who identi

fied himself as a "chronic ditcher" in traditional school stayed at Cherry 

Field, he said, "Because I'm allowed to go in and out and say anything I want 

to say." The importance of choice was repeatedly emphaSized by these mar

ginal students. 

As the participant observer, the investigator had noted the intimate 

association of choice and freedom as expressed by Cherry Field students. 

Choice and freedom appeared to exist at Cherry Field mainly because of the 

organization of the school. The students, in their comments, clearly and con

sistently took notice of the absence of detailed regulations and rules at Cherry 

Field. Choice and freedom existed in a context where rules and standards 

were not pressed upon the program participants. Rules did exist, but were 

not employed as a mechanis m for control. Control was rather something that 

developed out of the context of the social relationships. 

Another factor reported by the informants as having influence on 

their behavior was the mutually supportive relationships demonstrated by the 

teachers in Cherry Field. They were seen to consult with each other about 

school activities. When the teachers expressed choice and freedom in making 
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their decisions, students could observe this at close hand. This situation was, 

as one student commented, "Teaching through one's behavior." What was done 

was considered to be more significant than what one had said. 

The four areas of "self as personll represented an area within which 

it was possible to examine many student comments. In summation, marginal 

students seemed to value those social contexts in which they experienced a 

sense of adequacy, where they found and pursued personal interests, where 

they experienced equality, and where they saw themselves as having choices. 

Self as Learner 

Self as learner, as a general category of inquiry, was reflected by 

those responses of informants which were directed toward their social learn-

ing situations. The comments examined were those that focused on learning 

experiences with teachers and other students. 

My Learning Proceeds Most Productively 
When I Pursue My Own Interests 

Students becoming marginal in traditional school settings were 

clearly linked to a loss of student interest in learning. Informants I responses 

tended to indicate that pursuing their own interests could not easily 

happen within the context of traditional classrooms. Traditional learning 

situations were seen by these marginal students as almost beyond access. 

The comments of these students indicated a gap or a social distance 

between them and their teachers. The comment, "They only believe in their 
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views, " was some indication of the gulf between the students and their teacher. 

Other expressions such as, "Teachers don't ask us what we think or feel, " 

further indicated the marginal students' sense of isolation. As non-participants 

in the classroom, marginal students had no base for developing interests. 

Schooling was something that was done to them; their involvement and input 

were not seen by them as relevant. 

This sense of remoteness from the social context of the classroom 

had another consequence. The interests of these marginal students were not 

focused on the subject matter of traditional classrooms. One student 

aclmowledged that, "They knew that I had no interest in school." Having no 

interest in school apparently was the product of a long series of events con

nected with earlier school experiences, pressure from home, and the influence 

of peers. Staying in school when one's interests and focus were located else

where only contributed to the process of non-participation. 

Lack of interest in school was tied to the inability to cope with tradi

tional classrooms. One student indicated that he "couldn't cope with the 

class." Coping seemed related to the preeminence of personal problems which 

acted as a type of personal barrier. Not coping often indicated the failure to 

keep pace with "school work." The two events frequently coincided. 

In the Cherry Field learning situation, informants found three pro

gram features which tapped their interests: (1) prolonged and intense dis

cussions; (2) an atmosphere where emotions could be expressed; and (3) a 
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teaching method which drew upon their specific interests. One frequently 

mentioned aspect of the school situation was the sheer amount of talking which 

continually occurred at Cherry Field. It was one of the main activities 

at t~e school. Talking was not limited by time periods or by required aca

demic assignments. The talk flowed into areas of student interest. 

One characteristic of the continuous conversations was the emer

gence of topics of concern to students. It was often "talk of personal things, " 

where one "can talk about what kind of trouble you're in." The removal of 

restrictions on topics for conversation, the sense of "no taboo topics, " 

coupled with an expression of teacher irterest, allowed for a context where 

students could disclose their inner fee lin 5S. 

Teachers were seen by the stu.dents as employing a different kind of 

teaching style. The informants reportf:d that, "Teachers were interested in 

what was happening." In reference to method, one student noted that, "They 

just let things play themselves over." As students acted through talking, the 

teachers flowed with the events by listening a great deal. 

Teacher listening was not merely passive listening. It represented 

a special approach to student learning. One student noted, "They let you find 

out what you like." Another felt that, "They teach you what you want to 

learn." The teachers engaged in "turning back, " or reflecting to the student 

his comments and ideas in such a manner as to allow the student the oppor

tunity to rehear himself. 
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The method utilized by the teachers was found in the stages of 

"other direction" of the theory of personal processes. contacting and consult

ing with the students about their interests was at the heart of the method 

employed. It was the response of the students to this methodology that was 

typified by comments such as, "Here you learn to Imow what you feel." The 

students were able to get in touch with their own interest by exploring in dia

logue the meanings and implications of those interests. 

The students became aware of their own interests and eventually 

were able to begin to act upon them. The end result of the method was that, 

"You're allowed to change." The process of contacting and consulting tended 

to assure involvement and participation. 

As a participant observer, the investigator had occasion to observe 

a kind of excitement that was involved in the process of self-discovery. 

Before the process occurred, much time was spent establishing a context 

where students would feel at ease to the degree that they could express them

selves and open themselves to others. The process of disclosure was fre

quently accompanied by a sense of personal relief and seemed to be followed 

by an increase in the level of excitement. 

The airing of personal problems was significant in the success of 

the program. Students often related that they had never had an adult with 

whom they could communicate openly. Family situations often militated 

against the disclosures of personal activities in which students were involved. 
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The establishment of good personal relationships through contacting and con-

suiting was made possible by "getting in touch with" the emotional element. 

My Learning is Always Occurring and I 
Choose What I Wish to Know 

The process of "going marginal" appeared to include forms of non-

participation in schools and classrooms where student choice was not featured. 

The student informants focused upon what they perceived to be a climate of 

control in traditional schools. Common expressions the students offered 

regarding this included, "They tried to control our lives, " "They controlled 

you like a robot," and "They made us do whatever they wanted us to do." The 

marginal students acknowledged that the locus of control was in the hands of 

others, but they seemed not impressed by that control. 

The marginal students tended to see teachers as essentially instru-

ments of enforcement. One aspect of control which these students clearly 

identified was the determination of the pace of classroom activities. Regard-

ing school work, it was stated that teachers "expect you to work at their pace 

and not at your own." For "marginal students, the pace was not of their 

choosing and often became a source of embarrassment, since they were unable 

to keep up with the group. A commonly reported tactic used to cope with such 

a situation was "to tell the teacher what she wants to hear." Seeming compli-

ance was another ingredient which led toward non-involvement and dropping 

out. "Pushing" students within the classroom seemed to push some of them 

out of the school. 



In the Cherry Field context, the marginal students commented, 

"They don't push you." Not pushing was also associated with "having your 
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own space" at Cherry Field. Students were "choosing their learning for them

selves, " as one student put it. The locus of control had shifted from the 

teacher to the student. 

When the impetus for learning was transferred from the teacher to 

the student, teacher control was relinquished and was supplanted by teacher

student personal contact. As one student noted, "The things that go on here 

are whatever you want to make them." The students thus could "pick our 

priorities" and "learn what we want to learn and when we want to learn." It 

was a matter of negotiation between the teacher and the student to establish 

the learning priorities. 

As a participant observer, the investigator perceived that learning 

was always occurring. Within the Cherry Field context, academic matters 

were woven and spliced into the ongoing social and personal concerns of the 

students as a part of the information necessarily required for day-to-day 

living. As the learning situation was, perforce, individualized and adapted to 

each student's situation, working at the student's pace was an imperative for 

the teacher. 



My Learning Can Be Exciting and 
Pleasant, Not Dull and Dreary 
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The process of "going marginal" and "dropping out" was related to 

learning situations defined as dull and dreary by the students. Comments under 

preceding headings tended to indicate that the informants found the traditional 

school was not especially enjoyable for them. Student comments such as, "I 

didn't learn anything, " ''I got tired of it, "or, "Class don't make sense, " indi-

cated a sharply diminished enthusiasm for school. Marginal students tended 

to perceive the traditional school as a dulling intellectual experience. 

One major problem that marginal students experienced with tradi-

tional school was the expected degree of regularity in schedule routines. The 

educator's focus on maintaining regularity of program schedule, coupled with 

a demand for punctuality, seemed remote and rather unreal for most marginal 

students. One consequence of this was a tendency for these students to "ditch" 

from class. Another consequence was that the marginal students would "go to 

class and just sit there." Compliance without involvement tended to result in 

a failed learning experience. 

For marginal students, non-participation seemed frequently to 

occur while sitting in the classroom. Ditching from class and going to the 

back wall to smoke was a break in the monotony which many marginal students 

availed themselves. For a number of these students, attending school seemed 

only to be an exercise in perseverence. It was not only persevering, but 

maintaining a resoluteness in the face of teacher expectations. 
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resoluteness. One student commented, "There you didn't never change. " 

Regular school, evidently, was not very pleasant for many marginal students. 

At Cherry Field, the sense of involvement and the level of verbal 

activity acted to diminish the feeling of boredom somewhat. Students tended 

to describe the context of Cherry Field as being "fun." It was a situation 

where one student claimed, "Everybody was having a good time." The char-

acteristics of enjoyment were spelled out in terms of involvement. 

The investigator had noted that students often related school experi-

ences in terms of boredom. At Cherry Field, the phrase, "This place is 

boring, " was often heard. Inquiry into the student's meaning of the term 

seemed to suggest that they were simply using a very familiar word to fill 

conversational voids. The teachers attempted to use such voids as points of 

consultation where students could begin to disclose their thoughts and feelings. 

My Learning is Most Productive Where the 
Context is One of Support, Warmth, and 
Encouragement 

"Going marginal" was considered to be related to contexts having 

little support, warmth, or encouragement for the students. Informants 

frequently related that they had received little personal support from school 

officials or from fellow students' groups in the school. 

The frequently uttered comment that school officials "get on your 

case about everything, " seemed to indicate the marginal students' view of 

"officials." Marginal students appeared to have been caught in a web of rule 
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infractions. Often, the frequency of "breaking the rules" increased rapidly 

once the pattern began to develop. Escalation of rule infractions from the 

marginal students' side and the hardening of attitudes from the officials' side 

seemed to lead directly to dropping out of, or being dropped from school. The 

student's comment of, "No compromise on their [school officials] part, " had 

as its counterpart their own refusal to compromise. Maintaining a stand of 

no compromise was, in part, connected to the influence of the peer group that 

tended to support positions withholding compliance. 

The marginal students' perception of teacher attitudes and behaviors, 

as portrayed by informants, tended to be characterized by such expressions 

as, "They treated me like crap, " "They treated me like dirt, "and, "They 

don't understand. " 

A t Cherry Field, the context of the program was characterized by 

the marginal students as having a "good atmosphere." Teachers were usually 

perceived as being "friendly" and as "trying to help us." The predominant 

comment made about the Cherry Field teachers and their approach to students 

was that they were "friends." The informants commonly identified the 

teachers as "friend8" rather than as "teachers. " 

The reported "good atmosphere" at Cherry Field was also ascribed 

by the informants to a matter of openness. One informant noted, "You don't 

have to be afraid of saying things." The freedom to open up and relate without 
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being fearful appeared to be important. The "opening up" was perceived by 

the students to be occurring in a social context of support and encouragement. 

As a participant observer, the investigator was involved in count

less conversations which involved personal details of the lives of the infor

mants. A climate of trust was necessary to draw out for discussion personal 

problems which had been seen to act as barriers for the students. Regarding 

the sense of trust, one student noted that he "wouldn't feel ashamed about any

thing." Teachers worked at maintaining an atmosphere of support where 

judgments were withheld if thought in the least likely to interfere with student 

expression. 

The general area of "self as learner" was seen as providing a con

text where students could maximize the degree of participation in their learn

ing. Those characteristics seen as most helpful for a learning context were 

those situations where students pursued their own interests, where students 

chose what they wanted to learn, where students found themselves in a context 

which was pleasant, and where they found warmth and support. 

Self in Personal Relationships 

Self in personal relationships represented those categories of 

responses of the student informants which pointed towards selected qualities 

of personal relationships. Informants often described their relationships at 

Cherry Field in terms of their personal intents. They also sought to identify 

the intent of the other persons with whom they interacted, including teachers. 



My Intent is to Live This Moment Fully, 
Not the Past and Not the Future 
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The process of "going marginal" was reported by the students to be 

one of backing away from life, of being disinterested, and dwelling on the past 

or the future. The reactions to traditional school that, "I couldn't handle it, " 

was seen to eventually lead to a state where, "I don't want nothing to do with 

it." The rejection of traditional school and the relationships that occurred 

there were often associated with marginal students' perceptions that, "You 

are a stereotype." As one student indicated, "When people define you as 

'messed up,' pretty soon you become a dike, a wall, and you say, 'forget it. ' 

You just raise hell." The marginal student reaction to negative teacher com-

ments often was the development of a resistance to the total situation. This 

resistance, part of a hardening of behavior process, ultimately tended to lead 

to a state of marginality best described as "hard core. " 

Marginal students were often defined as repeated rule violators. 

They frequently became, as a consequence of their behavior, the participants 

in a self-fulfilling prophecy. Having established themselves as troublemakers, 

their guilt was often presumed by teachers and other school officials, and their 

activities were held under close scrutiny. Almost inevitably such a situation 

developed into a process of dropping out. 

In the Cherry Field situation, students frequently expressed a sense 

of enjoyment and comfort at being there. They noted, "Here is a place to be. " 
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As one informant stated, "I can talk to you about anything." This statement 

seemed clearly to be an expression of freedom. 

Freedom was a topic that was addressed by many of the student in-

formants. For them, Cherry Field had "more freedom." Involvement within 

a context of freedom meant to one student that, "You can be a part of every-

thing." Freedom to participate seemed to him to mean a focus on the "now. " 

Informants identified themselves with the Cherry Field program. 

They saw themselves as having a stake in the school. As one student stated 

the case, "You come together, pull each other together." Students actually 

appeared to look forward to coming to school. 

As a participant observer, the investigator found that the lack of a 

segmented day modified the time orientation so that conversations flowed from 

personal topic to personal topic. Personal problems emerged in the course of 

everyday happenings and attempts were made to deal with them as they 

emerged in a type of "now" orientation. 

My Intent is to Enjoy, Not Judge and 
Control Other Persons 

The process of becoming marginal through judging and controlling 

behavior crucially involved the student informants, since they seemed to have 

been exposed to it and participated in it themselves in regular school. The in-

formants did make judgments about their relationships in traditional schools. 

These judgments, and an aclmowledged lack of enjoyment in such a process, 

helped in the process of defining themselves out of school. 
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The student informants' comments were directed toward the "other, " 

whether teacher or groups of students. Comments such as, "They didn't want 

to get along with me, " and "They seemed to be saying, 'We don't give a damn 

about you, ' " were as much self-reflective as exact descriptions of what actu

ally happened. In either case, the results were the same. The student infor

mants moved away from participation in the regular school program. 

The continual reference of the marginal students to other groups in 

the schools as excluding and rejecting the marginal students could quite 

possibly be recast as the marginal students' rejection of the other groups. 

As individuals occupying a distinctly minority position in schools controlled by 

school authorities, students "going marginal" could easily define themselves 

out of school. Often, the aid and assistance of school officials completed the 

process. 

In Cherry Field, judging and controlling were not dominant activities. 

Most students in the process of attending defined Cherry Field as "fun." Some 

satisfaction stemmed from the absence of school officials and a building that 

was very non-traditional in appearance. 

The student informants stated that, ''We just wanted to be our

selves." A process of becoming themselves" seemed to occur most frequently when 

judgments were suspended in the immediate context. Acceptance mandated 

at least a partial suspension of jUdgments. 

The observer, as investigator, witnessed frequent occurrences 

where suspension of judgment permitted the acting out of personal problems. 
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The theory of personal processes has, as its base line, a shift in the idea of 

control. In moving from the feeling that one IImustll be in control, the role of 

judgment became modified. Intentions in personal relationships were associa-

ted with doing things with the person rather than doing things to the person. 

My Intent is to Relate to Others in Warm, 
Personal, and Productive Ways 

The process of becoming marginal was reflected by comments of the 

student informants indicating that their relationships in regular school were 

cold, non-personal, and unproductive. Informants, in portraying their experi-

ences in traditional schools, tended to utilize expressions such as, "They 

didn't care whether or not I learned, "and, "They treated me like crap. II The 

student informants reported that they IIdidn't have friends there, "and, "I 

couldn't fit into any of the groups." Students in the process of "going 

marginal II seemed to have found themselves alone and isolated in the tradi-

tional schools. 

Another characteristic of traditional schools that was reported by a 

number of informants was the fear of conflict or violence. The marginal stu-

dents indicated the fear of IIgetting jumped, " of fighting, or of just encounter-

ing different groups who were labeled as hostile to them. 

At Cherry Field, the student informants frequently commented on 

the lack of violence and conflict. With the absence of violence and a situation 

which prompted "a lot of closeness, II it was not surprising that the informants 



routinely perceived Cherry Field as a place where "everybody is friendly. " 

The students were drawn together in closer relationships at Cherry Field. 

These were often expressed as "brother-sister" types of relationships and 

tended to indicate a high level of group identification. 
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The participant observer, as investigator, had noted that interac

tions at Cherry Field were often typical of primary relationships. The people, 

both students and teachers, could be considered to be a rather large primary 

group characterized by the distinctive qualities of intimacy, frequent interac

tions, mutual support, and common identification of goals, values, and norms. 

The development of primaryness at Cherry Field, for the infor

mants, came about through the employment of the theory of personal processes. 

This theory was seen as a productive approach for the promotion of close per

sonal relationships. Through the absence of the traditional barriers created 

by organization structure, Cherry Field allowed for personal freedom. Stu

dents in the process of mingling together began to modify and restructure their 

identities and to perceive each other as well as the teachers in new and pro

ductive ways. They defined themselves into involvement at Cherry Field as 

they had defined themselves out of involvement with traditional schools. The 

students had moved from the fringe to the center; from being marginal to a 

position of centrality. 

"Self in personal relationships" represented a general category of 

informant responses which was associated with individual intent in personal 



relationships. Generally, the students preferred an intent directed 

toward living in the "now, II focused upon enjoyment of others, and related to 

people in warm and productive ways. 

Summary of Analysis 
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Analysis of informant responses was conducted utilizing the cate

gories of "inner direction" of the theory of personal processes. Informant 

comments were seen to be related to the elaborating statements under each 

category, in a process of moving from conditions of marginality toward char

acteristics of centrality. 

As indicated earlier, the student responses were not considered 

statistically, but were taken as informal indications of positions held by mar

ginal students regaTding their schooling experiences. Furthermore, it should 

be admitted that success or failure of marginal students was not totally con

tained within the traditional school or within Cherry Field. Both forms of 

organization experience success and failure in terms of retaining and satisfying 

the student participants. The student informants at Cherry Field were those 

who succeeded within the program; they were the ones who attended. 

Summary Statements 

The summary statements which follow were derived directly from 

the statement of the problem. Those were: (1) What is the social-educational 

background of each student? (2) How does each student perceive his/her 
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social-educational relationships within the school program? and (3) What are 

the perceptions of a teacher participant observer regarding each student's 

social-educational relationships within the program? 

Materials from the data chapters corresponded to the elements of 

the statement of the problem ill the following manner: (1) materials from 

Chapters 4 and 5 were generally connected to the first statement above; 

(2) materials from Chapters 8 and 9 were associated with statement two above; 

and (3) materials from Chapters 6 and 7 were connected with statement three 

above. 

The following patterns appeared to emerge concerning the three 

areas of the problem enumerated above: 

Social-educational backgroWld: 

1. Students in this study tended to experience a lack of open, positive, 

and supportive communication from their families. 

2. Students became educationally marginal through a process of se1£

definition and through being labeled by teachers and others. 

3. Marginal students tended to perceive themselves as not being 

treated equally by their teachers. They sawthemselves as having 

poor relationships with their teachers. 

4. Marginal students tended to express a sense of isolation in the tradi

tional school setting and derived little enjoyment from school. 



5. Marginal students tended to have limited associations with other 

student groups in the traditional school setting. 

6. Marginal students tended to identify themselves with individuals 
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and groups that were either marginal or were becoming marginal 

and tended to be in conflict with school authorities and other students. 

7. Marginal students tended to focus on "ditching" and gathering in the 

school parkiug lot for whatever social and educational experiences 

they had in school. 

8. Marginal students did have interests and expressed a willingness to 

participate in school, but were unwilling to do so in situations 

where they felt threatened or denied choices. 

Social-educational relationships in Cherry Field: 

1. The Cherry Field program was designed to provide for the re-entry 

into school of marginal, lonely, and disaffected young people. 

2. Marginal students tended to dissipate their marginality by develop

ing new social-educational realities for themselves through group 

association, participation, and involvement in the Cherry Field 

program. 

3. Students at Cherry Field tended to see their personal relationships 

with the teachers and fellow students as close, friendly, and positive. 

4. Students tended to define Cherry Field as a place of safety, free of 

violence and open conflict. 



5. Students tended to see Cherry Field teachers as assisting them to 

deal more with their whole lives and with their personal problems 

than with academic concerns. 

6. Students tended to see the effects of attending Cherry Field as 

lasting, positive, and directly beneficial to their lives. 

Perceptions of the teacher participant observer: 
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1. Traditional school non-participation was the single most conspicuous 

symptom of the syndrome of marginality exhibited by students as 

they arrived at Cherry Field. 

2. The theory of personal processes, which was designed to promote 

warm and personal relationships in the classroom, was found to be 

most productive with the marginal students who came to Cherry 

Field. 

3. The distinctive qualities of the Cherry Field program which led stu

dents into greater participation were associated with the categories 

of the theory of personal processes labeled "inner direction, " in

cluding: self as person, self as learner, and sslf in personal 

relationships. 

4. The students at Cherry Field preferred to be treated as persons 

rather than as "students, " the latter term connoting a degree of 

inferiority in the minds of the young people. 
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5. The students' desire to participate tended to be based upon a strong 

feeling of equality and a confidence that they possessed the freedom 

to make personally significant choices of all ldnds. 

6. The use of continuous dialogue provided a basis within the Cherry 

Field program for the young people and the teachers to develop a 

social-educational environment amonst them which was both 

comfortable and productive. 

7. The students at Cherry Field were able to function most adequately 

without the ru1es and regulations typical of regular schools; the 

absence of such constraints made possible the full use of the theory 

of personal processes. 

8. The structure and content of the Cherry Field school program were 

constructed out of the personal relationships which developed among 

the students and teachers. 
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INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL-EDUCATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
IN A PUBLIC ALTERNATIVE SCHOOL PROGRAM 
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I am requesting your vohmtary participation in the completion of this interview 
schedule. The purposes and objectives of this study are to discover your per
ceptions of the program. 

If you decide to participate, please answer as many of the questions as you 
are able to answer with confidence. You do not have to answer all of the 
questions. Completion of this interview schedule will indicate your consent 
as a willing participant in this study. All data received will be treated with 
anonymity and confidentiality. You are free to withdraw from the study at 
any time without incurring ill will (or in any way affecting your grade in this 
course). 

Thomas M. Anderson 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

1. What is your age ? ____ What is your sex ? __ _ 

2. How did you first find out about this program ? _________ _ 

3. Why were you interested in this program ? ___________ _ 

4. What kinds of relationships did you see happening among students and 
with students and teachers when you first arrived? How did you feel 
about what was happening? 

II. SOCIAL-EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND 

1. What was the best part of going to regular school ? ________ _ 



198 
2. Why did you stop going to regular school? 

3. How did you relate to students in other schools before coming to this 
program? __________________________________________________ __ 

4. How did you relate to teachers in other schools before coming to this 
program? __________________________________________________ __ 

5. Did you and your parents ever have any discussions about what was 
happening at school? Please describe these discussions _________ _ 
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6. Did you and your parents discuss what was happening to you out in the 
community? Please describe these discussions ____ ----__ 

7. Did you and your parents discuss what was happening with your friends 
outside of school? Please describe these discussions -------

m. SOCIAL-EDUCATIONAL RELATIONSIDPS 

1. How do you feel about being here at this program right now ? ____ _ 

2. How do you feel about where this building and program are located? 
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3. Do you enjoy coming to this school? Please briefly describe your 
feelings. ____________________________________________________ _ 

4. How do you feel about how this school is organized ? ______________ _ 

5. What ldnds of relationships do you see yourself having with the teachers 
in this program ? _________________________________________ _ 

6. What ldnds of relationships do you see yourself having with other students 
in this program ? ----------------------------------------------
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7. What do you think the teachers are trying to do here ? _______ _ 

8. Do you talk to your parents about what is happening here at school? 
Briefly describe these discussions. ______________ _ 

9. What do you tell other ldds about this program? -------------------

100 What has happened to you since you came into this program? --------
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INNER DIRECTION 

Self as person 

- I see myself as an adequate person. 
- I see myself at! an interested, curious person. 
- I see myself as an equal with every person. 
- I see myself as a choicing person. 

Self as learner 

- My learning proceeds most productively when 
I pursue my own interests. 

- My learning is always occurring--l choose 
what I wish to know. 

- My learning can be exciting and pleasant 
--not dull and dreary. 

- My learning is most productive where the 
context is one of support, warmth, and 
encouragement 

Self in personal relationships 

- My intent is to Uve this moment fully--not 
the past, not the future. 

- My intent is to enjoy, not judge and control, 
other persons. 

- My intent is to relate to others in warm, 
personal, productive ways. 

© William D. Barnes and Clyde D. Tidwell, 1974. 

OTHER DIRECTION 

CONTACT 
to get in touch with 

CONSULT 
to check with 

FIND 
to locate interests 

SHARE 
to plan with 

ACCOMPANY 
to move with 

tv 
o 
C.:l 



CONTACT 

Extends greeting to a person(s) 

Teacher: "Hi, Julie!" 
"Hello, there, my name is • 
"Good to see you. My name is • 

Extends greeting and initiates talk to a person 

" 
" o 0 

Teacher: "George, I saw a Boeing 747 come in." 
"John, the book you wanted is here." 
"Good morning! I see you've found something." 

Listens to the person 

Teacher: Is silent. • • focus on understanding the message 
• • • maintains eye contact 

Note: In a classroom where personal processes are used, all 
persons in the room are beginning to relate to each other 
on a person-to-person basis. In contact, the teacher 
relates out to extend greetings, initiates talk, and listens 
to each person. Whatever time is required for these warm, 
personal relationships to begin is time well spent. 
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CONSULT 

Extending Person-to-Person Relationships 

Asks about 

Teacher: "Did you happen to see the show last night on TV?" 

Listens 

"How do you feel about grades ?" 
''What do you think we ought to do about the smoking 
rules ?" 

Teacher: Is silent. 0 0 focus on understanding the message 
• • • maintains eye contact. 

Responds to 

Teacher: "It sounds to me like you really got into that!" 
''Well, John, you feel then that grades are needed?" 
"You mean that smoking really doesn't bother you ?" 
"I guess you really go for Heinline!" 
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Note: As contact is made with a person, the personal relationship 
quicldy slides to one of consulting-where the teacher inquires 
or makes leading statements about things which may be of 
interest to the person. 



FIND INTERESTS 

Expanding Person-to-Person Relationships 

Locate interests 

Teacher: "George, in the city council meeting you seemed 
impressed with the debate over zoning. Is there 
something about that you'd like to follow up on 7" 

''I'm interested in your comment about animals, 
Julie. You must really like them. " 

"Math seems to come easy for you, John." 

Explore interests 

Teacher: "I think zoning is an interesting problem, George, 
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and not many of us have much information on it. " 
"How did you happen to get interested in dogs, Julie 7" 
"John, maybe you can explain how to solve this 
problem. " 

Listens 

Teacher: Is silent. • • focus on understanding the message 
. • • maintains eye contact. 

Contributes 

Teacher: "George, did you happen to pick up anything on the 
police salary controversy 7" 

''What you feed dogs concerns me, Julie." 
"I've often wondered what kind of a person Pythagoras 

might have been. " 

Note: While the teacher seeks to find the person's interests, the 
elements of contact and consultation are very much present 
in the process. Finding interests may require considerable 
time-during which the personal relationships can expand 
and deepen. 



SHARE INTERESTS 

Focusing Person -to-Person Relationships 

Isolate an interest 

Teacher: "It looks to me, George, like we might want to do 
some careful thinlting about this zoning." 

"Sure, Julie, we can work on animal vaccines." 
"How about your man Pythagoras, John? Wonder 
where we could get a line on him. " 

Discuss an interest 

Teacher: "Right, George! I'd be glad to talk to you about 
that law you turned up in the library. " 

Listens 

''What was it about that animal vaccine you wanted 
to talk with me concerning, Julie?" 

"John, I like your ideas on the right triangle-how 
about showing me what you've turned up?" 

Teacher: Is silent. • • focus on understanding the message 
• • 0 maintains eye contact. 

Contributes 

Teacher: "George, maybe we ought to look at this article on 
zoning I ran into. " 

"I seem to remember, Julie, that Louis Pasteur did 
some work on this." 

"John, some place I read that the Egyptians used the 
right triangle in surveying the flooded delta land. " 

Note: Sharing, as with consulting and contacting, is a one-to-one 
relationship of persons as co-equals. It marks the beginning 
of cooperative activity-where each person contributes, 
receives, and learns. 
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ACCOMPANY 

Participates 

Teacher: "George, I'd be pleased to go with you to the next 
council meeting. We ought to get in on this zoning 
discussion. " 

''Would you like to have me hold the rat, Julie, 
while you inject the serum?" 

"John, I'd like to tryout the lmotted string idea for 
squaring an angle with you. " 

Continues participation 
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PERSONAL PROCESSES AS A SOCIAL GOAL 

Warm, Productive Human Relationship 

-INVOLVED 

-HUMANE 

-THOUGHTFUL 

-HAPPY 

-REGARDFUL 

People need a feeling that they will be 
consulted about their lives 

People need a feeling of kinship, of 
sharing, with each other 

People need calm and orderly ways of 
working through controversy 

People need a feeling of well-being in 
social relationships 

People need to consider themselves, as 
well as others, completely worthy 

Premised on the unique feature of man: His capaci ty to think, to 
learn, and to care for his fellowmen. 
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