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Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions, constantly form associations.  They have not only commercial and manufacturing companies, in which all take part, but associations of a thousand other kinds—religious, moral, serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive.  The Americans make associations to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; they found in this manner hospitals, prisons and schools.

 --Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America ([1835-1840] 1956:  198)
I just started calling people I thought might be interested in this idea and it just kind of snowballed, like things like that do, and then we decided to have some community meetings, and sent out fliers and things, had some potlucks, where people brought a dish to pass and we just sat down and started talking.  And that’s basically how it got going.

--Sue Berg, founding teacher, parent, and administrator of the Cornerstone Christian Academy

That first year I would walk through the school at night, maybe after a Board meeting, and I’d think: “This didn’t exist...It didn’t exist, and now it does.”  There weren’t paintings on the wall, and now there are.  There are books in the cupboards that the kids made.  It was just in our imagination and it became visible and reality...because some people had a vision and could see what could happen.

--Philothea Bezin, founding teacher of Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School

Parents, students and faculty cooperatively weave [the fabric of school life]. We will create an environment which encourages and assists students in becoming free thinkers and in maturing into active, ‘response-able,’ empowered participants in the greater society. The school, its students, families and faculty will be of service to the larger community.



--from the Youth Initiative High School “Mission Statement”
I.  Introduction:  “It takes a village...”


“It takes a village to raise a child,” runs the proverb, purportedly of African origin, popularized in the title of Hillary Rodham Clinton’s 1996 book It Takes a Village, and since repeated to the point of cliché.  This paper attempts to turn the adage on its head, so as to consider the impact that education has had on the social and cultural life of one actual village.  My home town, Viroqua, Wisconsin, is a picturesque Midwestern farming community of 4,000 people located in the hill country of the southwestern corner of the state.  It is also the home of an unusual number of schools:  three private schools and two charter schools, in addition to the regular public school.  This educational diversity makes Viroqua unique among rural communities in Wisconsin, nearly half of which have no alternative schools whatsoever.  (See Appendix II)  Moreover, all of these alternative schools have been established over the course of the last 25 years, during a period in which, according to scholars of civic participation in the United States, dramatically fewer Americans have been starting and participating in voluntary organizations of any type. Thus, the experience of Viroqua apparently runs against the grain of a well-documented large-scale social trend in American civic life.

On the basis of interviews, articles published in the local press, and a lifetime of personal experience, this paper investigates the origins and development of this apparent anomaly, with an eye to the lessons Viroqua might hold for contemporary political and academic debates surrounding educational reform and civic renewal.  Beginning with Alexis de Tocqueville in the early nineteenth century, many observers of American society have identified voluntary membership associations as an important factor in the vitality of American democracy and civic life.  Perhaps due the relative disciplinary isolation of the academic study of Education, however, the role of schools in this formulation seems to have been generally neglected by scholars.  In this paper it will be argued that citizen participation in the establishment and management of schools was a central feature of civic and community life in many rural areas for much of the last two centuries, but that the bureaucratization and consolidation of the public schools has steadily eroded this arena of civic participation, leaving a significant social vacuum in some rural communities.

After situating the case of Viroqua within the context of academic discussions of American civic engagement and of the history of education in rural America, this paper will consider the questions of whether alternative schools can serve as effective arenas of civic participation in the wake of public school consolidation and whether the alternative schools in Viroqua are better characterized as professionally managed service providers or as voluntary membership associations.  In addition, the paper will address the questions of whether these alternative schools create exclusive social groups within the community, as some critics of school choice initiatives fear, and whether there exist any significant differences between private and charter schools in any of these regards.  

On the basis of the evidence to be presented, it will be argued that several of the alternative schools in Viroqua arose primarily out of a deeply felt desire for meaningful community interaction, represented in the minds of many school participants by the remembered ideal of the one-room country school.  As a result, some of the schools came to be organized and operated as membership associations, characterized by active involvement of families in school governance and in a variety of volunteer communal work projects.  Thus, it seems that at least some alternative schools can indeed serve as effective arenas of civic participation.  Due to a variety of factors, it seems that the private schools have been much more successful than the charter schools in this regard, causing the private schools to display a higher degree of long-term stability.  In addition, it will be argued that the development of a diverse field of alternative education in Viroqua does not seem to have led to the fragmentation of the local community, due to the existence of numerous social and organizational ties across school boundaries, as well as to a widely shared commitment to rural community values, again symbolized by the country school tradition.

In the last section of the paper, the genesis of the Viroqua schools will be reviewed from a theoretical perspective in order to propose an explanation for the apparent anomaly this situation embodies.  It will be argued that the unique educational diversity in the town is in large part the result of the adoption a familiar rural American cultural icon—the one-room country school—by a group of newcomers to the area inspired by countercultural philosophy and values.  By selecting a familiar educational model with strongly positive associations for many local residents, these “back-to-the-landers” eventually encouraged other local groups to launch their own alternative schools, thereby sparking innovative institutional change and community revitalization in the broader local civic environment.

II.  Voluntary Associations in American Civic Life

In the over 160 years that have passed since Alexis de Tocqueville first remarked on the central role played by voluntary associations in American civic life, scholars and commentators have returned to his comments time and time again in search of enlightenment on the peculiar features of this country’s society.   The propensity to form and join voluntary associations of innumerable variety has come to be seen by many as a characteristically, perhaps uniquely, American way of accomplishing social and personal ends.  Most observers, along with de Tocqueville himself, have seen this particular feature of the American character as a highly positive thing, both reflecting the pioneer “can-do” spirit on which the nation’s people pride themselves and at the same time laying the foundations for the extensive civil society seen as essential to the operation of a healthy democracy.  As de Tocqueville concludes, “in democratic countries, the science of association is the mother of all science; the progress of all the rest depends upon the progress it has made”  (202).


While scholars and other commentators have been nearly unanimous in proclaiming the ubiquity of voluntary civic associations in American life, there has been great disagreement in their accounts of the “progress” of this “science of association.”  For instance, elaborating what is perhaps a common understanding of the genesis and function of voluntary associations, Robert D. Putnam, in Bowling Alone, paints a picture of civil society growing up from the grassroots.  For Putnam, the core of all civic life lies in the accumulation and investment of “social capital,” which he defines as the sum of  “connections among individuals—social networks and norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”  (2000: 19).  According to Putnam, social capital can be cultivated in a vast variety of formal and informal settings, ranging from mass political parties, to local fraternal orders and civic clubs, to more intimate, informal collectivities like Bible study groups, groups of friends who gather to play cards, or —as his title suggests—bowling leagues.  What is important in every case, however, is the mass of connections between individuals fostered in the course of these diverse social interactions.  

The reserve of “social capital” accumulated in this way can then be brought to bear in order to achieve personal or collective goals (20). In Putnam’s view, then, civil society is built upon the social activities of individuals, with voluntary associations functioning primarily as vehicles for the accumulation and employment of social capital for a variety of ends.  Not all forms of social capital function in precisely the same ways, however.  As Putnam relates, 

Of all the dimensions along which forms of social capital vary, perhaps the most important is the distinction between bridging (or inclusive) and bonding (or exclusive).  Some forms of social capital are, by choice or necessity, inward looking and tend to reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous groups...Other networks are outward looking and encompass people of diverse social cleavages (22).

As examples of bonding social capital Putnam cites “ethnic fraternal organizations” and “fashionable country clubs,” whereas “the civil rights movement” and “ecumenical religious organizations” are offered as exemplars of bridging social capital (22). Thus, although Putnam stresses that bridging and bonding are not “either-or categories,” (23) these distinctions have the potential to complicate any analysis the civil role of different types of voluntary associations.

In contrast with Putnam’s grassroots, interpersonal account of civil society, Theda Skocpol, among others, uses a historical perspective to argue for a more institutional understanding of voluntary associations.  Using empirical evidence derived from the nineteenth and twentieth century histories of prominent American voluntary associations such as moral-reform crusades, fraternal orders, and groups advocating the rights of women, veterans, and minorities, Skocpol and her collaborators challenge the “conventional wisdom” which presumes early voluntary groups to have been primarily “local, inward looking, and apolitical”  (Skocpol et al, 1999; 32). On the contrary, Skocpol argues, “from the very beginning of the American nation, democratic governmental and political institutions encouraged the proliferation of voluntary groups linked to regional or national social movements”  (33). Many associations, Skocpol points out, modeled their organizations explicitly on the constitutional and federal structures of the national government, which helped these organizations to spread smoothly and rapidly to new areas as the country expanded and became more populous and diverse (47-49). Moreover, a number of prominent associations, such as the National Grange and the post-Civil War Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), were directly involved with the administration of government aid and with the design of new policies (62). In short, Skocpol and her collaborators advocate a much more top-down, “extra-local” conception of civil society, in which “local face-to-face participation complemented and went along with organized routes into county, state, regional, and national public affairs”  (33).

While Putnam and Skocpol offer sharply differing accounts of the genesis and significance of American associations and civic groups, the two scholars strongly agree on one point:  American participation in such groups seems to have declined markedly during the last four decades of the twentieth century.  In their respective works, both Putnam and Skocpol marshal a broad array of statistical and anecdotal evidence to suggest that, alongside significant drops in church attendance, voting, and other forms of civic participation, Americans since about 1960 have become increasingly less likely to be involved with the types of membership organizations that have dominated US associational life for much of the nation’s history. 

In Bowling Alone, for example, Putnam records membership declines during this period ranging from 40% to nearly 90% for such classic American fraternal orders, service clubs, and civic associations as the Masons, Elks, American Legion, and NAACP, as well as significant drops in participation in professional organizations such as the American Bar Association and the American Medical Association (2000:  438).  In Diminished Democracy, Skocpol records similarly steep declines in membership between 1955 and 1995 in over three-fourths of the major US voluntary associations surveyed by her Civic Engagement Project (2003:  153).  For Putnam, Skocpol, and many other observers, these remarkable changes in American associational behavior seem to pose grave dangers to the health and stability of the nation’s democracy and social fabric, contributing to what Putnam perceives as “a growing sense at some visceral level of disintegrating social bonds” on the part of many Americans  (2000:  287).

When it comes to diagnosing the causes of this pattern of declining membership, however, these students of American civic life once again find themselves at odds.  For Putnam, the roots of the decline in civic participation lie deep in the country’s late twentieth century culture and economy.  Educated middle- to upper-class Americans, Putnam argues, have had significantly less time and resources to devote to civic activities that require active participation, thereby cutting voluntary associations off from one of their traditional mainstays of support (191-194). This is particularly true of educated women, who have increasingly chosen, or have been forced to choose, to enter the workforce full time (194-202). Another important factor, in Putnam’s view, has been the growing migration of Americans to suburban bedroom communities, which tend to inhibit people who commute to work from interacting with their neighbors on a daily basis (214-215). The greatest culprits in Putnam’s story of American civic decline, however, are the gradual passing of the highly engaged WWII generation, (275) coupled with the rise of television and other commercial forms of mass entertainment, which seem to suck up free time at an alarming rate, as well as encouraging higher rates of “lethargy and passivity”  (238-246).

For Theda Skocpol, by contrast, the decline of American membership associations has much more to do with structural changes in the country’s governmental and political apparatus, as might be expected, given her more institutional account of American civic life.  In Skocpol’s eyes, the most important civic trend in recent decades has been the rise of “professionally run advocacy groups and nonprofit institutions” that turn to their supporters for financial donations, petition signatures, and little else (2003:  127).  Embodying what Skocpol calls a shift “from membership to management,” groups with political or social agendas seem to have moved away from the traditional organizational model of “federated membership associations” with chapters in local communities across the country (128). Instead, beginning with the powerful yet amorphous “social movements” of the 1960s and 1970s, newer advocacy groups concerned with the environment, abortion, civil rights, and a host of other issues have turned to mass mailings and nationwide media appeals to inform the public and to drum up financial and moral support for their teams of professional administrators and paid lobbyists in Washington.  Although such “memberless voluntary associations” (127) might occasionally organize physical manifestations or “Marches on Washington,” for the most part their activities neither require nor encourage face-to-face interactions between supporters.  Volunteers in the sporadic, professionally organized activities that do occur, Skocpol argues, “do not form as many reciprocal ties as members; they are normally not elected to responsible leadership posts; and they are unlikely to experience...a sense of brotherhood or sisterhood and fellow American citizenship”  (227-228).

A third hypothesis concerning the decline in American civic participation, albeit one largely rejected by both Putnam and Skocpol, argues that the expansion of government and the welfare state during the 1960’s and 1970’s had the effect of “crowding out” private initiative by reducing the fields of activity open to philanthropy and voluntarism (Putnam, 2000:  281). The National Commission on Civic Renewal, for example, concluded in its 1998 report entitled A Nation of Spectators, that “activist government” was not the answer to America’s civic malaise, since “the real drive for civic renewal is happening ‘within the neighborhoods, the towns, the local communities’” of the country (cited in Skocpol, 2003:  256).  This characteristically conservative or libertarian position in many ways echoes de Tocqueville’s observations of American associational tendencies from an earlier era of American history, when poor communications and weak central government meant that local citizens were required to take matters into their own hands much more frequently.  In countries with larger and more active governments, de Tocqueville argues, “the task of the governing power will...perpetually increase...The more it stands in the place of associations, the more will individuals, losing the notion of combining together, require its assistance”  (200).  In this way, the crucial benefits of associational participation, in which “feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed,” will gradually be lost. (200).

III.  Education as an Arena of Civic Engagement

The object of this paper is to consider an arena of civic life that has been strangely absent from academic discussions of American associations and civil society—namely, the schools.  Although Putnam and Skocpol both discuss the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) as an important and in some ways bellwether example of a voluntary association, neither scholar attempts to consider the educational system as a whole as a field for direct civic participation. Nor, it seems, has such a discussion been attempted elsewhere in the literature on civic culture, although Putnam and others have included school civics curricula and a variety of extracurricular activities in their proposed remedies for the country’s civic malaise (Putnam, 2000:  405).  Such omissions seem doubly strange given the prominent role that schools and education have played, and continue to play, in the nation’s public debates about the vitality of American democracy and civic life.

From the beginning of the American experiment with public education in 1840’s Massachusetts, the nation’s schools have been viewed above all as a means of civic socialization and the inculcation of democratic values.  Concerned with a wave of Irish immigration and the social unrest associated with incipient industrialization, Horace Mann and his supporters came to see a network of “public, tax-supported, and nonsectarian” ‘Common Schools’ as a key way to knit a diverse and rapidly expanding population into a unified American whole.  The objective of the Common Schools, Mann wrote, was to create “a Free school system,” which would know 

no distinction between rich and poor, of bond and free, or between those who, in the imperfect light of this world, are seeking through different avenues the gate of heaven.  Without money and without price, it throws open its doors, and spreads the table of its bounty for all the children of the State (cited in Bowles and Gintis, 1976:  167).

In this way, members of the pioneering Lowell Massachusetts School Committee wrote in 1846, the Common Schools would become “the main pillars of the permanency of our free institutions; a protection from our enemies abroad, and our surest safety against internal commotions”  (cited in Bowles and Gintis, 1976:  160).  In the eyes of its founders, then, the American public school system was intended to play a civic role strikingly similar to that of the voluntary associations noted by de Tocqueville, namely, to bring young citizens of all classes, stations, and creeds into prolonged face-to-face interaction with one another, thus socializing them in the habits of toleration, moderation, and civic responsibility necessary for stable democratic government.


While the logic and wisdom of this vision of public education was, and continues to be, a subject of intense dispute, the socially integrative, community building role of common schools remains a core conviction of the most passionate defenders of the American public school system.  Moreover, at least within the historical context of the late nineteenth century, this vision of education seems to have captured the imaginations of individuals and communities throughout the country, to such a degree that sociologists Meyer, Tyack, Nagel, and Gordon are able to argue that “the spread of schooling in the rural North and West can best be understood as a social movement implementing a commonly held ideology of nation-building,” as opposed to the formal implementation of a bureaucratic/governmental project (1979:  592).  Using data from the US Commissioner of Education and Census Bureau between 1870 and 1930, Meyer and his collaborators demonstrate that public school foundings and enrollments across the northern tier of states, especially in rural areas, far outpaced the development of corresponding state education bureaucracies and regulation.  “The major educational agents” during this era of common school expansion, the authors argue, “were actors whose authority was more moral than official.  They combined in associations that look to 20th century eyes like social movements—religious and other voluntary groups rather than organizations clothed with the authority of the bureaucratic state”  (601).


If Meyer, Tyack, Nagel, and Gordon are correct in their analysis of this process, it seems clear that the affinity between the Common School ideal and the tradition of American voluntary associations was more than merely rhetorical.  Both relied on the energetic efforts of local individuals and groups working independently of bureaucratic authorities, although not in isolation from cultural and political developments at the national level, just as Skocpol’s model of voluntary associations would suggest.  Moreover, both the early Common Schools and the classic voluntary associations played a crucial role in cultivating civic values and fostering social bonds, especially in the vast rural areas of nineteenth century America, where the “rural school provided a focus of community and a socially integrating force”  (Meyer, et al, 1979:  598).  

The result of this remarkable educational expansion was one of the great cultural and institutional icons of American history:  the one-room country school.  As celebrated in the art and literature of Norman Rockwell, Winslow Homer, Mark Twain and others, the one-room school came to be seen as the very essence of integrated, meaningful community life in rural areas throughout the country.  Moreover, these hundreds of thousands of small schools and their locally elected Boards served as the most immediate and tangible avenue of direct civic participation for millions of Americans and represented the first rung of the political ladder from which aspiring local leaders could climb to higher positions.  According to former New York State ‘Teacher of the Year’ and current fierce critic of the public schools John Taylor Gatto, one out of every twenty adult Americans between the ages of 30 and 65 was an elected member of a local School Board in 1900, a level of active citizen participation which, if accurate
, approaches that of the greatest of the classic voluntary associations (2003:  193).

With the onset of the twentieth century, however, the structure and character of this early pillar of rural American civic life began to be transformed, in step with the increasing pace of bureaucratization and centralization taking place throughout the industrialized world at the time.  In an era of “scientific management” and of professionalization throughout the public and private spheres, the authority and autonomy of the thousands of amateur local school boards was gradually usurped by increasingly strong state and federal education bureaucracies, as well as by a variety of Progressive Era “expert commissions.”  One such body of eminent academics and officials, the “Committee of Twelve on the Rural School Problem,” was appointed by the National Council of Education in 1895 to “recommend measures that would attempt to standardize the efforts of schools in the agrarian sector”  (Feldmann, 2003:  28).  After two years of work, the Committee of Twelve presented “seven general recommendations for all rural schools” to a meeting of the National Education Association in 1897:

1.  The county or township is the most desirable size of school governance.

2.  Local financial support of schools should continue, supplemented by the state.

3.  Widespread consolidation of smaller rural schools should occur.

4.  Normal school training should focus on issues of rural school settings.

5.  Adequate libraries for rural areas should be constructed.

6.  Rural schools require the presence of qualified supervision and administration.

7.  The rural school should remain a place of learning moral and patriotic values (29-30).

While there is much to be said for some of the Committee of Twelve’s recommendations, such as the call for more rural libraries, the Committee’s emphasis on “qualified supervision and administration” and on “widespread consolidation” marked the beginning of a precipitous decline in the meaningful role played by local school boards in the civic life of the country.  By 1940, the furious tide of consolidation had slashed the number of American school districts to 117, 108, down from 355,000 in 1900 (91). In 1959, and again in 1967, the process of consolidation received further impetus from Harvard President James Bryant Conant’s influential First and Second “Reports to Interested Citizens,” which urged the “elimination of small high schools”—defined as “those with graduating classes of less than 100”—using extensive state pressure on recalcitrant local communities if necessary (Feldmann, 2003:  58-59).  As a result, by 1993, the number of districts had fallen over 87% from 1940, to a mere 15, 367 (91). 

This tidal wave of consolidation meant that, by century’s end, only one in every five thousand adult Americans had the opportunity to serve on a local school board, in stark contrast with the one in twenty who had so served in 1900 (Gatto, 2003:  193).  Moreover, those boards that still exist face an increasingly narrow field for autonomous action, with state and federal agencies articulating ever more comprehensive guidelines for curriculum and policy and powerful teacher’s unions such as the NEA and AFT exercising ever more rigid control over personnel matters.  From being relatively highly regarded, autonomous local civic bodies and a key locus of rural social networking, school boards have come to be seen as merely “rubber stamp” organizations, charged primarily with the tasks of approving the decisions of properly “qualified” supervisors and professional administrators, of implementing mandates handed down from state and federal agencies, and of pushing for the passage of generally unpopular bond measures and property tax increases.  Thus, the public schools seem to represent a clear case illustrating the neo-Tocquevillian thesis of state power “crowding out” the field for local, autonomous civic participation.  

Nor are the schools overseen by such boards any longer the “little red schoolhouses” that had earlier played such a prominent role in the civic lives of rural communities.  Rather, the consolidated schools are much larger and draw students from a much wider geographical area, making direct participation of parents in school life much more difficult, even where it is not formally discouraged by regulations designed to keep parents from interfering in school affairs.  Finally, legal developments intended to safeguard the constitutional separation of church and state have resulted in an increasing degree of secularization in the public schools, which has had the effect of moving the schools ever farther away from the mainstream of the generally more religious mores of rural areas.  The interviews and fieldwork conducted in rural Wisconsin as part of this study suggest that, taken together, the consolidation, bureaucratization, and secularization of the public schools have taken a heavy toll on the health and reputation of a once vibrant civic institution of rural America, contributing strongly in those areas to the widespread “visceral” sense of “disintegrating social bonds” identified by Putnam.

Given these developments in the public schools and given the early American conception of the schools as key sites of civic life and social integration, it is perhaps unsurprising that the civic role of schools has once again become a focus of public attention during recent years.  Alongside calls for expanded civic education and community service programs, increasing interest in school choice proposals, perhaps the most controversial element of the ongoing debate concerning American education, have once again brought the socially integrative function of education to the fore of public consciousness.  Such proposals for maximizing parental choice in education, be it through the provision of public funds to private schools using “vouchers” or tuition tax credits or through the creation of public but autonomous charter or magnet schools, cut to the core of the original civic logic of “public, tax-supported, non-sectarian” Common Schools attended by the children of all citizens.  In essence, proponents and opponents of school choice initiatives have come to diametrically opposed conclusions on the question of whether it is possible for alternative schools, be they private or charter, to play the socially integrating, civic role once embodied in the early Common Schools.

This dispute over the potential or actual effect of alternative schools on civic and community life can be reduced to two major components.  The first component revolves around the question of whether education is better considered in economic terms, after the fashion of a private service industry or a public utility, or in more communitarian, social terms, in the manner of a church parish or a neighborhood barn-raising.  To adopt Skocpol’s categories, it seems important ask whether participation in a private or charter alternative school is more characterized by “management” or by “membership.” 

 Beginning with the original model of school choice articulated by the movement’s “grandfather,” the renowned economist Milton Friedman, in his book Capitalism and Freedom, disputants on both sides of the choice issue have tended to cast their arguments in distinctly economic terms, thus emphasizing “management” over “membership.”  Under the current public school system, Friedman argues, “the parent who would prefer to see money used for better teachers and texts rather than coaches and corridors has no way of expressing this preference...This is a special case of the general principle that a market permits each to satisfy his own taste”  (1962:  94).  Thus, for Friedman, and for many other proponents of school choice ideas, education is best viewed as a “market,” with students and their families acting as customers who, according to their private “tastes,” should be able shop among a variety of schools, which in turn function as providers of a commercial service, not essentially differing from that provided by restaurants or airlines.

While opponents of school choice emphatically reject Friedman’s proposals for restructuring the school system, they often do not quarrel with the use of economic models and metaphors in a debate about education.  To take but one of many examples, on his campaign website, Democratic Presidential candidate Sen. John Kerry argues that “we need to invest in our schools,” rather than restructuring them, calling to mind the market-inspired image of future dividends to be reaped from the expenditure of education dollars in the present.
 According to opponents of school choice, education should be seen as a public good, comparable to roads and national defense, and is thus best provided by means of a professionally managed state bureaucracy, rather than left to the whims of private tastes and economic interests.  From this perspective, the only way to address the evident problems of the nation’s school system is to pump more money into the system and see that these resources are more equitably distributed throughout.

What both Friedman and his opponents tend to overlook, however, is the degree to which some of the most successful schools have been characterized by “membership,” rather than by “management,” as their economic models of education seem to assume.   Rather than viewing education as a professionally managed public or commercial service provided to constituents or to consumers, it may be more accurate, in some cases, to view schools as being akin to voluntary membership associations, arising out of particular communities of people working collectively.  The research of Meyer, et al, suggests that the early constellation of American Common Schools was created and maintained in precisely this way, long before the advent of effective government oversight.  In the present era, moreover, many private schools, 78 % of which are affiliated with Catholic parishes or other religious communities (Godwin and Kemerer, 2002:  134), function in much the same way, serving both as expressions of community solidarity and as a means for deepening such solidarity through collective action.  As the evidence from rural Wisconsin presented below suggests, the process of creating and operating a private school can even have the effect of creating community ties and civic interaction where none existed before.

The second major civic component of the school choice debate is the question of what effect alternative schools have on the civic life of the wider society.  In Putnam’s terms, even if alternative schools can be shown to be effective sites of community building and internal civic engagement, the question remains whether the social bonds they foster constitute “bridging” or “bonding” forms of social capital.  If private and charter schools primarily serve to “bond” existing social, cultural, and economic groups closer together, as critics of school choice proposals charge, an expansion of access to such schools could have a disastrous impact on the cohesion and civic health of American society.  As the National Education Association, an influential critic of school choice, argues, “a pure voucher system would only encourage economic, racial, ethnic, and religious stratification in our society.”
  From this perspective, it is only the regular state funded and managed public schools that can play the crucial “bridging” role envisioned by the founders of the Common School system.

Proponents of school choice, however, argue that the equation of private schools with exclusion and public schools with inclusion is not necessarily self-evident.  “In a liberal pluralist society,” writes choice advocate Rob Reich, 

the common school ideal is distinctive not for its structural features but for its substantive educational ethos and aspirations.  By this I mean that common schools are not necessarily schools whose funding is exclusively public or whose admissions criteria are open to all (2002:  435).

In support of these claims, Reich cites research that suggests that urban Catholic schools “appear to have considerable success in civic outcomes,” as well as several examples of government schools that are not generally socially integrative (435). Moreover, Reich and others argue, a diversity of schools can function as a “marketplace of ideas,” thereby playing an important role in safeguarding the cultural diversity and individual freedom which constitute core strengths of a liberal society.  In this way, Reich believes, “common schooling can coexist with educational choice, doing justice in the process to individual freedom and equality and to pluralism”  (439). 

Finally, as the evidence from Viroqua to be presented below suggests, alternative schools also have the potential to serve as highly effective arenas of civic engagement when they take the form of voluntary membership associations.  Just as the early Common Schools once helped to build rural communities across the United States, contemporary alternative schools with participatory governance structures and communitarian philosophies can, it will be argued, contribute significantly to the civic health of the wider communities in which they are located.  Indeed, given the marked decline of the once central civic arena provided by the public schools in many rural areas, alternative schools could have a uniquely powerful role to play in reviving civic engagement and local pride in communities where they arise, much as other voluntary associations seem to have done throughout American history.

IV.  Alternative Schools and Civic Life in Viroqua, Wisconsin



Surrounded by a landscape dotted with red barns, silos, and farms cultivated by members of the area’s considerable Old Order Amish community, Viroqua, Wisconsin must seem to the casual visitor like the archetypal American small town, with a graceful Victorian courthouse and a neat Main Street lined with colorful storefronts and a grand restored theater.  In an era when rural communities across the country face increasingly hard times, however, the very vitality of this rural County Seat should suggest to the thoughtful visitor that something more than typical is at work in Viroqua.

Viroqua lies at the heart of a rugged region of ridges and valleys known as the “Driftless Area,” which spans much of southwestern Wisconsin, as well as parts of Minnesota, Iowa, and northwestern Illinois.  Due to a mysterious accident of geological history, the great glaciers that leveled much of North America during the Ice Ages passed this small area by, preserving a variegated topography unique in the context of the flat plains of the Midwest.  In contrast with other portions of the “Corn Belt,” the unusual geography of the Driftless Area has meant that agriculture in the region has remained comparatively unindustrialized, with a significant number of small family dairy farms continuing to function.  The region’s distinctive natural beauty, relatively low land prices, and location within a few hours of the cosmopolitan centers of Madison and Minneapolis has also attracted a significant number of new residents to the area in the past several decades, beginning with countercultural “back-to-the-landers” in the 1970s.

What is perhaps most unusual about Viroqua, however, is its schools.  In addition to the regular public elementary and high schools, there is a private elementary school that uses the Waldorf curriculum, as well as a separate Waldorf high school and a private K-12 Christian school.  Finally, the town has two charter high schools—one designed for students “at-risk” of becoming dropouts and another with a project-based curriculum tailored for self-motivated students.  The presence of two alternative elementary schools and four alternative high schools makes Viroqua unique among rural communities of Wisconsin in terms of the number and variety of available educational alternative (See Appendix II). 

Of the 281 school districts in the state which can be classified as “rural,” nearly half have no educational alternatives at all, be they charter schools, religious private schools, or non-religious private schools.  In the vast majority of the remaining 145 districts, the only alternative educational institutions present are religious elementary schools. The Viroqua Area School District is one of only three rural districts with any form of non-religious private education and the only district with a non-religious private high school.  It is one of only three districts with multiple charter schools, one of only eight with more than one alternative high school of any kind, and is the only district with more than two alternative high schools.  Finally, Viroqua is the only rural district in the state in which both religious and non-religious alternative education is available at both the elementary and high school levels (Statistics from Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI)).

Viroqua thus represents a unique opportunity for the investigation of the relationship between alternative education and civic life in a rural American community.  In addition to its rural character, a number of other characteristics of Viroqua make it an unusual location for the development of so many alternative schools.  First, the area is relatively poor—according the US Census Bureau, in Vernon County, of which Viroqua is the county seat, per capita income in 1999 registered at just $15,859, the second lowest in the state of Wisconsin, for which overall per capita income was $21, 271 (US Census Bureau: QuickFacts).  On the other hand, data collected by the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction suggest that the Viroqua Area Public Schools perform relatively well academically, with the number of Viroqua students in the fourth, eighth, and tenth grades receiving “Advanced” or “Proficient” scores on nearly all state standardized tests of Reading, Language, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies significantly exceeding state-wide averages (WisDPI, 2002: Wisconsin Successful School Guide).  Viroqua is thus a rural community whose people are relatively poor, but whose public schools are relatively good—clearly not a place conventional wisdom would tend to associate with alternative schools.

A final factor which makes Viroqua of special interest is that all of its alternative schools have been established since 1980, during a period in which American involvement with voluntary associations and other forms of direct civic participation has been in marked decline, according to Putnam, Skocpol, and other scholars.  In the sections that follow, the genesis and character of each of Viroqua’s five current alternative schools, as well as of one local charter school that failed to survive its first year, will be examined, primarily on the basis of interviews conducted with individuals involved with founding each of these schools (See Appendix I).  These partial ethnographic accounts will focus on the identity, experiences, and motivations of the school founders, as well as on the schools’ eventual organizational structures and membership characteristics.  This evidence will then be used to explore the ways in which Viroqua’s diverse educational landscape has impacted the strength and vitality of the local community as a whole.  Finally, the last section of the paper will return to the discussion of civic participation outlined above in an attempt to discover what theoretical lessons might be drawn from the unusual situation in Viroqua.

V.A.  Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School—Founded in 1980


Most of the founders of Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School can be identified with the “counterculture” which flourished in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  As one of the movement’s most prominent theorists, Theodore Roszak, has written, the counterculture associated with the social and cultural turmoil of the Vietnam era had at its core an impulse that went far beyond the pressing political issues of the time.  Rather, Roszak saw this youthful movement of “hippies” as attempting “the greater task of altering the total cultural context in which our daily politics takes place” (Roszak, 1969: 5).  Specifically, Roszak’s counterculture was opposed to “technocracy”—“that social form in which industrial society reaches the peak of its organizational integration.  It is the ideal men usually have in mind when they speak of modernizing, up-dating, rationalizing, planning” (5). For the school founders interviewed for this project, countercultural opposition to technocracy took the form of participation in the “back-to-the-land” movement, which espoused an ethos of simple living conducted in harmony with nature.  Several founders mentioned Mother Earth News magazine as an important source of inspiration for their decision to move to the country.


All of the founders of Pleasant Ridge interviewed were born and raised in other parts of the country, as were nearly all of the individuals who participated in this study.  Some had come to the area by way of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, where either they or their friends had been students, while others were brought to the area by the presence of relatives.  In either case, the Driftless Region seemed like an ideal place for the earnest young “homesteaders”—an area of cheap land, spectacular scenery, and numerous old farmsteads located among isolated valleys and ridges. Philothea Bezin, David Van Dyke, and Terry and Jean Beck, the Pleasant Ridge founders interviewed for this study, each either built their own homes or restored decrepit old farmhouses upon arriving in the area in early 1970s.  

In general, the founders, many of whom held advanced university degrees, seem to have made significant sacrifices of money and comfort on order to pursue their ideals.  Interestingly, given Putnam’s indictment of mass media technology as an engine of civic decline, many in the school’s founding group self-consciously decided not to own televisions, a tendency which has to some extent continued among Pleasant Ridge families up to the present day.  Before the advent of satellite dishes, many isolated valleys in the Driftless Region did not have television reception anyway.  In place of mass forms of entertainment, the back-to-the-landers devoted considerable energy to things like natural food cooperatives and folk music, which resulted in the creation of an annual Folk Festival in the nearby town of Gays Mills, in which many early school families played and danced. 


The developments that led to the creation of Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School began in 1970 when Philothea Bezin (whose name at the time was Karen Lerch) moved to the Viroqua area along with her husband and a couple of teacher friends from Connecticut.  Bezin, a native of suburban Washington, DC, had been employed as a teacher of high school French since 1966 in public schools in Ohio and Connecticut, as well as at the elite Foreman boarding school in Litchfield, CT.  Bezin recalls knowing “that I would be a teacher” since the sixth grade and seems to have pursued her early teaching with considerable zeal.  The public high schools in which she first taught, however, seemed “sluggish, stagnant,” and often extremely hostile to teachers with energy or new ideas.  After the tumultuous year of 1968, which witnessed a “total breakdown of authority” in the Hartford, CT schools, Bezin left the public system for good.  Following two years as an office worker at the Foreman School, in which she acquired administrative skills and protocol that she later found “priceless,” Bezin, her husband and their friends Paul and Mary Bredeson moved to Wisconsin and bought 80 acres of land near Viroqua for $8,000.


Soon after arriving in the area, Bezin responded to an ad in the local newspaper which sought “a director, an aide, and a cook” for a new non-profit day care center that a group of local businesspeople and community leaders were attempting to start.  Although she felt she had few formal qualifications, Bezin applied for all three positions, because she “thought it would be fun!”  Apparently, the sponsors of the project were impressed with her enthusiasm and Bezin was hired over 40 other applicants to play all three roles at the “Viroqua Day Care Learning Center,” as it came to be called, a position she would continue to hold for the next nine years.  “Day care” was a novel and somewhat controversial concept in rural Wisconsin at that time and Bezin recalls receiving “hate mail,” which charged her with being a communist and with trying to separate children from their parents.
  Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that many of the early patrons of the Viroqua Day Care Learning Center were, like Bezin, newcomers to the area with a strong interest in creating new social institutions, including urban-born professionals and back-to-the-landers, two social categories with considerable overlap at that time.


As time passed, Bezin began to introduce new techniques and practices intended to make the day care more educational, including a number of elements derived from the “High Scope” early-childhood curriculum, based on the child development ideas of Piaget.  The result, it seems, was so positive that the “core group of parents” that had formed around the day care center began to ask Bezin whether it would be possible for it to become an actual school.  Although the sponsors of the day care center showed no interest in it becoming a school, Bezin and others began to hold meetings in each other’s homes in 1975 to explore the idea of starting an alternative private school in the area. Among those who became involved with Bezin’s day care center over the course of the 1970’s were the families of Linda Pritzker-Bacon and Tim Bacon, Terry and Jean Beck, and David and Betty Van Dyke, all of whom were to play key roles in the establishment of Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School.

One of the most important issues addressed in these meetings was the question of choosing a curricular model for the school to follow.  David Van Dyke, the school’s first Board President, recalls that the members of the founding group agreed that the new school should try to maintain a smaller teacher/student ratio and that it should resemble the tight-knit “country schools” of the past, in which there was “an atmosphere of community supporting the kids.”  Beyond these fundamentals, however, there was little agreement as to what model the school should follow.  Some favored adopting the Montessori model, which incorporates multi-age classrooms in a way similar to traditional country schools.  Others felt that the school should attempt to construct its own model, through a combination of borrowing and innovation.  Bezin, however, recalls her own strong conviction that any new school must be guided by a clearly articulated and comprehensive educational philosophy, the absence of which, she believes, has doomed many otherwise promising initiatives to failure.


Linda Pritzker-Bacon, who no longer lives in the area, was an heiress of the immense Pritzker family hotel fortune and was an active member of the nascent countercultural community in the Viroqua area.  It was in Pritzker-Bacon’s home that the first exploratory meetings were held and it was she who first brought the Waldorf curriculum to the group’s attention, apparently on the basis of articles she had read in the alternative press.  Not long after, Pritzker-Bacon paid for Bezin and herself to fly to Detroit, to one of the few Waldorf teacher-training institutes in the US at that time, to investigate the Waldorf model.  This complex and comprehensive pedagogy is derived from the ideas of early twentieth century Austrian philosopher and mystic Rudolf Steiner and operates on the basis of a “holistic” conception of human development.  In a Waldorf school, students engage in extensive artistic and practical activities, in addition to a generally humanistic academic course of study, and are immersed in a pervasive, yet non-sectarian, atmosphere of spirituality.  Students do not use textbooks or receive grades, but do begin the study of musical instruments and of foreign languages, usually two, in the early grades.   Perhaps most attractive to the community-minded founders of Pleasant Ridge, however, Waldorf schools attempt to form age cohorts into strong social units by having elementary school teachers follow the same group of students from the first to the eighth grade.

On the basis of their visit to Detroit, Pritzker-Bacon and Bezin decided that the Waldorf model was the right one for them.
  Due to the absence of any strong commitments to another model, it seems, their decision was accepted by the other members of the core group.  Accordingly, Pritizker-Bacon offered Bezin $10,000 to quit her job at the day care center in 1979 and go for a full year of Waldorf teacher training in Detroit.   In addition, Pritzker-Bacon promised $30,000 to support the school for the first three years. Meanwhile, other participants in the project began to lay the technical groundwork for the school to open, frequently making use of previous organizational experience and connections within the community.  David Van Dyke grew up on rural Michigan where he had attended a one-room country school, a form of education which influenced his involvement at Pleasant Ridge.  Both of Van Dyke’s parents had been long-time members of local public school boards and, although they were adamant that “you can’t say anything bad about the public schools, because they are the center of the community,” their support for the project seems to have been an important factor in Van Dyke’s participation.  Van Dyke was trained as a psychiatrist at Michigan State University and had come to the Viroqua area to work at the Vernon County Mental Health Clinic.  At the same time, Van Dyke became involved with the National Rural Mental Health Council, which alerted him to the important role played by schools in maintaining the vitality of rural communities.  Thus, it seems that Van Dyke saw the school as a potentially positive civic contribution to the Viroqua area, as well as an educational opportunity for his daughter.  At the time, Van Dyke was also a member of the Board of Directors of the Day Care Center, which his daughter attended.

As a recognized professional and avowedly not a “back-to-the-lander,” Van Dyke became the public face of Pleasant Ridge School in its first years of existence, while serving as President of the school’s board.  It was Van Dyke who went to the local public school Superintendents, none of whom had any experience with private schools, to arrange for formal recognition of the school and to arrange transportation of their students on public school buses, as provided for in Wisconsin state law.  Other participants in the founding of the school brought other skills and resources.  Terry Beck, a professor of composition and English at the nearby University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, served as the school’s first Board Vice-President.  Beck and several other participants brought with them organizational experience acquired through work with the Coulee Community Action Program (Coulee CAP), a project initiated by the federal government as part of the “War on Poverty” in rural areas.  David O’Brien, the director of Coulee CAP, which was headquartered in the nearby town of Westby, wrote the school’s 501(c)3 charter, which incorporated the school as a non-profit organization.

The final, critical element in the school’s creation was the location of an appropriate building.  At the time, there existed considerable dispute over whether the school should be located in the town of Viroqua or in some more rural location.  As it happened, members of the local Odd Fellows lodge, which was in process of passing out of existence, approached the Pleasant Ridge group with an offer to sell its meeting hall, a one-room, white building on Viroqua’s main cross street, to the school.  All participants remember the acquisition of the Odd Fellows hall, which was accomplished with $10,000 of Pritzker family money, as being a key moment in the creation of the school.  The building gave the school a more tangible reality, a highly visible home that looked remarkably like the old-fashioned country school they were trying to create.  Moreover, it gave participants in the project a physical place in which to pool their common energy.  One of the first improvements, Bezin recalls, was for Betty Van Dyke to install a stained-glass window, followed with the construction of an elegant white picket fence around the property, actions which proclaimed to the community and to the participants themselves that “This is our place.  We are here.”

The school finally opened its doors in September of 1980, there were only three students enrolled, with a number of other interested families taking a “wait-and-see” approach until the school got on its feet.  By Christmas, however, four more students had made the leap and by September of 1981 Pleasant Ridge School was enrolling 15 students in Kindergarten through second grade, all under the care of Bezin, who once again accepted this new challenge in the spirit of, “It would be fun!”  Although the original core handful of school families were those involved with Bezin’s day care center, word of the school soon spread through the network of small natural food cooperatives, which back-to-the-landers had founded in various small towns throughout the area.  In time, the school knit together the small countercultural groups scattered across southwest Wisconsin, attracting students from as far as thirty miles from Viroqua.  Terry and Jean Beck, who, unlike Bezin and Van Dyke, have remained involved with the school for nearly all of its existence, place great emphasis on the school’s function as a center of community.  “Pleasant Ridge has been like our church,” says Jean Beck, “ the place where people get together and do something meaningful regularly.”  This vision of the school is reflected in many of its early brochures and promotional materials, in which Pleasant Ridge is consistently described as, above all else, a “Small Community School.”

Today, Pleasant Ridge is a full-fledged Waldorf school, with about 170 students enrolled in grades K-8 and a staff of 25.  In the course of the intervening 25 years, the school has attracted many families to the area from other parts of the United States, many of them young and well-educated, although, according to the school staff, the economic profile of the school community is still essentially identical to that of the Viroqua area at large.  In this way, Pleasant Ridge is distinctive from many other American Waldorf schools, most of which are located in wealthy suburban areas and charge very high tuitions.  At first, families learned about the school through word-of-mouth connections and networks of personal ties, although since 1990 many new families have heard about the school as a result of its membership in the new Association of Waldorf Schools of North America (AWSNA), which publishes a list of member schools.  As one of the few rural Waldorf schools anywhere, Pleasant Ridge has attracted many families wishing to leave urban areas.

Although it is no longer a one-room school, Pleasant Ridge still places strong emphasis on community.  The culturally and religiously diverse group of families who make up the school—including Rastafarians, Buddhists, Quakers, Catholics, Eastern Orthodox Christians, and devotees of nature-based spirituality—participates actively in the governance and funding of the school.  Members of the Board of Directors, most of whom are parents or teachers, are elected directly by all parents and the school holds semi-annual all-school meetings at which parents are invited to participate directly in making important decisions concerning school governance.  The school is funded by a pledge system, in which families are encouraged to tithe 10% of their annual income, rather than by a set tuition.  This highly flexible model private school finance was adopted by Pleasant Ridge in the 1990s after years of struggling to fix a tuition that all school families in the generally cash-poor Viroqua area could afford to pay.  The current system, which is modeled in part on the pledge system of a nearby Catholic school, has allowed Pleasant Ridge to avoid the delicate and potentially humiliating process of awarding financial aid to lower income families.  Several members of the school community commented that they felt the pledge process was far better suited to the school’s character as a community organization, as opposed to merely a provider of educational services.  Thus, Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School in many ways bears a strong resemblance to a classic voluntary membership association.

B.  Cornerstone Christian Academy—Founded in 1992


“Lots of people had talked about starting a Christian school, but no one had ever really done the digging necessary to find out how you go about doing that,” recalls Sue Berg, one of the principal founders of Cornerstone Christian Academy.  Like Philothea Bezin, Berg had been involved with education for most of her life.  A native of Glenwood City, in northwestern Wisconsin, Berg had come to the Viroqua in 1974 as an elementary teacher in the Viroqua Public Schools, a position she held for nine years before leaving the school to raise her four children.  Through her involvement with the public schools and through her husband, a local farmer, Berg seems to have become well connected in the Viroqua area.  

When discussion about starting a Christian school in the area began to become more serious in the early 1990s, Berg was just finishing her Masters of Education degree at the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse.  During the process of starting the school, which she recalls as having taken only “about two months” in the summer of 1992, Berg was able to draw upon her earlier organizational experience with founding and serving on the Board of Directors of the Door of Hope Crisis Pregnancy Center, a Viroqua pro-life counseling and assistance organization started in 1990.  She and the other founders of the school, it seems, were also able to draw extensively upon the dense network of ties developed in the course of life in a small town.  “Being a small community,” Berg relates, “we all kind of knew who we were,” although the school’s founders were associated with a variety of local churches.  

After the process had gotten under way, however, the Cornerstone founding group started to make use of small-town networking strategies similar to those used in establishing Pleasant Ridge, including word-of-mouth canvassing and potluck meetings in private homes. “I just started calling people I thought might be interested in this idea,” Berg recalls, “and then we decided to have some community meetings... had some potlucks, where people brought a dish to pass and we just sat down and started talking.  And that’s basically how it got going.”  Soon, the number of families had “snowballed,” drawing in people from as far away as Sparta and La Crosse, nearly an hour from Viroqua.   Many of these people had never met one another before, “but we soon got to know each other, because when you’ve got an endeavor like this...its like everybody’s just asking “What can we do to help?”

For Berg, and it seems for many of the other families involved, this kind of energetic, cooperative community building was one of the major attractions of the school project.  While she believes that children should not be taught Evolution, Berg, a public school teacher and mother with children in the public schools, did not have any other major complaints about the public system, although she says that other families involved with project did.   Berg and her husband gave their children a choice about whether they would attend the new school or not, which they all ultimately decided to do, although it meant having to attend classes taught by their mother.  The primary motivation for starting a new school was clearly positive for Berg—it seemed to her and others that there was a “void” in the community for a “well rounded education integrated with the Christian faith” that should be filled.   Moreover, it is clear that she and her collaborators viewed the project as an exciting, creative challenge—“a great exercise in problem solving.”  Much like Bezin, it seems, they thought it would be fun, as well as a valuable service to the local community.

For many of the nuts and bolts, technical aspects of the school, the founders of Cornerstone Christian Academy turned to the Association of Christian Schools International (ACSI), part of the exceptionally strong network of Evangelical Christian organizations cited by Putnam, Skocpol, and others as a notable exception to the general American associational decline.  ACSI, to which the school pays a membership fee of several hundred dollars each year, supplied the Cornerstone founders with a handbook entitled “How to Start a School,” which included, among other things, templates for starting a Steering Committee, examples of parent surveys used to determine tuition rates, and strategies for publicizing the project.  Following the advice of ACSI, for example, school has carefully set tuition at levels appropriate for the local economy--$2,340 per year for the first child with decreasing amounts for each subsequent child

According to Berg, ACSI was a crucial element of the core group’s ability to get the school off the ground so quickly.  The association sent their President to Viroqua to meet with the school group and advised them about issues ranging from choosing a curriculum to setting a dress code, which has proven a consistent point of controversy, both at Cornerstone and at Pleasant Ridge.  ACSI also advised the school on writing a “Statement of Faith,” which Berg considers to have been a key development in the genesis of the school, given the inter-denominational character of the school’s founding group, which included Lutherans, Methodists, Baptists, Church of Christ, and even Catholics.  A significant number of students and several staff members who came to Cornerstone in its first year had previously been involved with a Baptist school in the area that was suffering a schism and these participants also contributed to the new school’s organizational and curricular know-how.  In Berg’s view, the process of formulating a joint Statement of Faith that Christians from all of these varying traditions could agree was itself a powerful factor in the construction of a coherent community around the school.

For curriculum, the school chose to “use the best parts” from several different Christian educational programs, mostly designed for home schoolers, including material provided by A-BEKA, Bob Jones University, and ACE (Accelerated Christian Education, a self-directed study program for high school students).  For enrichment activities, such as shop classes, art, and music, the Cornerstone group had to be creative by making use of volunteers, such as a local pastor who took students to do woodwork in his double-garage.  In order to have a more extensive athletics program, Cornerstone formed alliances with other organizations in the community, such as the Viroqua Community Arena, where Cornerstone students went ice skating for gym class during the winter, and the Youth Initiative High School, Viroqua’s Waldorf high school, with which Cornerstone formed a cooperative soccer team.  In this way, Cornerstone was able to provide some of the “extras” that might have kept students from leaving the larger and better-funded public schools, while at the same time maintaining “bridging” social ties between school families and other segments of the Viroqua community.

When Cornerstone Christian Academy opened in September of 1992 with 61 students in grades 1-12, students attended classes in the facilities of two local churches.  Berg, who was the school’s administrator, as well as the teacher of the combined fifth and sixth grade class, recalls that the necessity of having multiple campuses in its first year put a great strain on the school.  The next year, the school’s enrollment rose to 95 students, making the previous arrangement completely untenable.  Fortunately, one school parent who was moving away from the area offered to sell the school his former business, a store and cheese factory next to the highway outside of town, at a bargain price.  As with Pleasant Ridge, the acquisition of a new building seems to have been an important step in the formation of a school community.  Berg estimates that school families collectively put in about 2500 hours of volunteer labor to transform the Hill Country Cheese building into a school, “which is pretty awesome when you think about it.”  Soon after moving into the building, the school erected a large billboard sign by the side of the highway to announce its existence to the wider community, much in the same way as Pleasant Ridge did by building a picket fence around its property.

Active parent participation in the life of the school remains a core element of the school’s philosophy; something not only appreciated, but explicitly demanded of all who would like to enroll their children in the school.  In the words of the school’s “2003-2004 Handbook,”  “The staff at Cornerstone Christian Academy depends on the active support of each parent” (CCA Handbook:  20, emphasis in original). It seems that, for the school community, this element of support is precisely what makes Cornerstone different from the public system, in which “children are being called “wards of the state” and parental involvement in their child’s school is discouraged” (20). Along with their contribution of sweat equity, parents at Cornerstone, like those at Pleasant Ridge, directly elect members of the Board, although candidates for these positions are generally nominated by the existing board.  

Cornerstone Christian Academy is thus also closely akin to a voluntary membership association.  Berg recalls fondly the sense of common mission and shared work during her years at the school and she says that she particularly enjoyed being able to know and frequently interact with the parents of all of her children’s friends. There are signs, however, that Cornerstone may not be as stable as Pleasant Ridge.  Enrollment has declined to about 55 students and several important families have recently left the school, including that of Sue Berg, whose daughter felt the school’s “Biblically based” science program was not preparing her adequately to pursue a medical career in college.  Indeed, questions of teacher qualification and college preparation seem to be at the heart of the recent problems at the school.  Berg herself has recently returned to work teaching second grade at the Viroqua Public Elementary School, although apparently without any significant ill-will towards Cornerstone.

C.  Youth Initiative High School—Founded in 1996


Youth Initiative High School, which employs a somewhat flexible version of the Waldorf curriculum, is in many ways a direct outgrowth of Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School.  Many, but by no means all, of the people involved with school had also been involved with Pleasant Ridge.  Dawn Hundt, who was a key participant in the founding of Youth Initiative, had had children in Pleasant Ridge for the previous seven years and was currently serving on that school’s Board.  Hundt recalls how she and her husband were first attracted to Pleasant Ridge in part by its similarity to the one-room school that Vince, her husband, a dairy farmer from a local family, had attended.  At the time, Hundt describes herself as having been a “strong believer in the public schools.  I went to them myself, I liked the idea of a small rural school.”  

Accordingly, the Hundts first sent their children to the local public school in the small town of Coon Valley and Dawn became actively involved with the school’s Long Range Planning Committee, where she worked closely with the Superintendent, Principal, and faculty.  To her dismay, however, Hundt quickly discovered that district “powers-that-be” apparently did not share her interest in “small rural schools.”  According to her, she could “see the direction in which the administration wanted to go:  towards doing away with the K-8 schools” and “towards ever greater consolidation, and I didn’t like that at all.”  All in all, she found this experience with the public school structure to be “very dissatisfying” and, moreover, she felt that her children’s “love of learning was being extinguished.”

In 1989, the Hundts enrolled the two eldest of their four children in Pleasant Ridge, even though this meant that their children had to ride the bus for over an hour each way.  As before, Hundt quickly became engaged with the management of the school and either she or her husband has held some sort of official position with Pleasant Ridge ever since, with both serving as Board President at different times.  At the time the Hundt’s became involved with the school, Pleasant Ridge was gradually approaching its ultimate goal of having a full K-8 program, although, due to a chronic lack of space the school was still forced to “graduate” students before they had reached the eighth grade.  With more and more former Pleasant Ridge students entering high school age, however, parents in the Pleasant Ridge community had begun to talk about the possibility of starting a Waldorf high school.

In 1993 the state of Wisconsin introduced its first charter law, which provided for the creation of charter schools in Milwaukee, as well as for the creation of ten charter schools under local district supervision in the rest state.  Dawn Hundt, Terry Beck, and James Lewicki (see below) attempted to use this opportunity to establish a charter high school with a Waldorf curriculum in the nearby Westby Area School District, in which all three reside.  Although their plan was approved by the Westby Board, strong opposition from Westby public school teachers led to this decision being overturned in a closed-door meeting.

The effort to establish a private Waldorf high school, which would eventually become Youth Initiative, was, as the name suggests, initiated by a group of students, including myself, in the spring of 1996.  During previous year, Pleasant Ridge had finally managed to solve its space problems by purchasing a former Viroqua public school elementary building.  At the same time, a Pleasant Ridge parent had purchased the former Viroqua high school building, located next door, in part with the idea that this building might become the home of a Waldorf high school.  While Pleasant Ridge was still in the midst of its own growing pains and had little interest in launching a high school, the student group seized upon the sudden availability of classroom space to press for the immediate creation of a private high school, with a separate organization if necessary. The student group, made up primarily of former Pleasant Ridge students and their friends from various high schools in the area, managed to convince a group of parents, including Dawn Hundt, that the idea was at least worthy of consideration.  

By the summer of 1996, a small group potential teachers had been identified and a group of adults with considerable organizational experience began to meet with the students to plan the school.   Dawn Hundt brought several years of experience on the Pleasant Ridge Board and Long Range Planning Committee.  In addition, the high school project attracted several people who had been involved with the creation of the Coulee Region Organic Produce Pool (CROPP), an organic farmers’ cooperative, which had been founded by people associated with Pleasant Ridge several years earlier and which was in the process of becoming a major national marketer of organic foods, under the label of Organic Valley.  The confidence and experience these participants brought to the process enabled the school to open its doors with eleven students in September 1996, less than six months after idea had first been proposed.

As might be expected given the manner in which it was founded, Youth Initiative High School developed an unusually democratic organizational structure and philosophy.  Students, parents, and teachers all participated directly in drafting the school’s mission statement, by-laws, and articles of incorporation.  As a result, students, along with parents and faculty, have been enabled to directly vote in elections for members of the Board.  Students may be elected as full-voting members of the Board and two seats are always reserved for students, although more may be, and often are, elected at large.  Students, along with parents and faculty, also serve as full members of the school’s many other committees.  Board elections and amendments to the schools bylaws and mission statement take place during an annual all school meeting in which all students, parents, and faculty participate and vote directly.  Beyond their participation in the school’s governance, students have also taken on the tasks of cleaning and maintaining the school building and raise several thousand dollars each year for the school through small businesses and occasional events. Thus, the practical and organizational aspects of running a school have become an important part of the curriculum of Youth Initiative High School.  In this way, the school functions, for its students as well as for other participants, in a manner similar to that of the early American civic associations that de Tocqueville saw as essential to the cultivation of the habits and skills of democratic citizenship.

 Today, Youth Initiative High School has grown to over 45 students, in grades 9 though 12.  Many of the families involved with the school continue to come from Pleasant Ridge, although the school also enrolls students who have had problems of various kinds in other high schools, as well as home schoolers and students from the Laurel High School (see below) who attend classes part time. Like Cornerstone, Youth Initiative has managed to expand its extracurricular offerings with the assistance of outside groups, such as the Wisconsin State Forensic Association and the Viroqua Area Hockey Association.   The school has also encouraged students from other high schools to participate in its own extensive annual drama productions.  Beyond fundraising, the school is primarily funded by means of a pledge process, similar to that used at Pleasant Ridge.  Typically several students each year, whose parents are unwilling or unable to give money to the school, have paid their pledges through their own labor. All in all, it seems safe to conclude that Youth Initiative High School functions very much like a voluntary membership association, with students being included as members along with parents and faculty.

D.  Kickapoo River Institute—Founded in 1997, closed in 1998


During the same period in which the Youth Initiative High School was coming into existence, James Lewicki, a local public school teacher and former Pleasant Ridge parent, was formulating his own plan for an innovative high school in the Viroqua area, also largely with Pleasant Ridge graduates in mind.  A native of the Chicago area, Lewicki holds Masters degrees in Camp Administration and in Education and has had extensive experience with various forms of outdoor education. Starting as a college student, Lewicki has led rock climbing and wilderness expeditions sponsored by the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) program, worked for a camp on Maui, Hawaii, and later organized a Baha’i youth camp in northern Michigan.  Before moving to the Viroqua area, Lewicki also worked as grant writer for a YMCA in Wausau, Wisconsin. All of these experiences seem to have played a role in shaping Lewicki’s highly original conception of education and allowed him to develop organizational skills that proved important in his effort to establish the Kickapoo River Institute charter high school.


Although Lewicki came to the area because of Pleasant Ridge and his children attended that school for a number of years, he is today an English teacher in the nearby North Crawford public school district and remains a strong supporter of public education.  Thus, Lewicki seems to have always favored the idea of creating a charter high school for former Pleasant Ridge students, rather than a private one.  In the early 1990’s, Lewicki collaborated with Dawn Hundt and Terry Beck in formulating and presenting the unsuccessful plan to create a Waldorf charter school in Westby.  Soon after the failure of that plan, the State of Wisconsin opened the charter program to embrace an unlimited number of new schools in all parts of the state.  For Lewicki, this seemed like an excellent opportunity to put his many pedagogical ideas into practice and he accordingly wrote and was awarded a planning grant from the state that enabled him to spend six weeks putting together a his new school.   During this time, Lewicki also wrote and was awarded a $16,000 grant from the Rural School and Community Trust, an organization devoted to helping rural public schools and to promoting “place based” education, which enabled him to hire a number of “outstanding teachers” over the course of the school year.


The Kickapoo River Institute was chartered through the North Crawford district with the assistance of Lewicki’s standing as a respected teacher and opened in the fall of 1997 with 14 ninth and tenth grade students, many of them Pleasant Ridge graduates from different districts in the area.  Lewicki’s vision was for the school to be a “place based, project based learning community,” with a highly flexible, student-driven curriculum and the “feel of a one-room school house.”  Activities were based around the in-depth investigation of the ecology and human culture of the Kickapoo River watershed, located just to the east of Viroqua, at the heart of the Driftless Region.  The school had a “base camp” in a rural township hall, but students spent much of the time traveling throughout the region on a bus.  Lewicki was the only full-time teacher and administrator of the school, but he estimates that over 60 people taught for some amount of time over the course of the year, including university professors, soil and water scientists, local historians, and ecologists.  As Lewicki describes it, the school’s “project based” curriculum was intended to be highly fluid, much like “building the bridge as you walk on it,” and was organized into broadly integrated units with names like “Energy, Economics, and Ecology.”


Although the curricular model of the Kickapoo River Institute was that of a “learning community,” organizationally, the school was a solo affair, with Lewicki acting as the lone administrator and coordinator.  Other than pressing for the school’s creation, parents played little role in its the development and organization and, since the project was entirely funded with private and state grants, the North Crawford school district also had little involvement.  Thus, the Kickapoo River Institute was in no respects a membership organization and Lewicki was the only individual with much personally at stake in the project.  

In the end, this failure to develop a significant community base seems to have played an important role in consigning Lewicki’s innovative school to a short life.  According to Lewicki, the school’s demise came quickly and without notice, only weeks before school was to open for its second year in the fall of 1998.  In an effort to give the school a more permanent home, Lewicki formulated a plan to move the school into a former pet store in Viroqua owned by the Western Wisconsin Technical College, space that now houses Laurel High School.  This would have required transferring the school’s formal charter from the North Crawford district to a multi-district group, including Viroqua, Westby, and several other school districts in the area.  This arrangement would have made it much easier for non-North Crawford students to attend the school and the Superintendents of the other districts involved were in favor of the idea. By a 4-3 vote, however, the North Crawford school board decided to terminate the Kickapoo River Institute charter rather, Lewicki believes, than see the school pass out of the district’s hands.   As a result of his experience with the Kickapoo River Institute, Lewicki, who now runs a part-time consulting business serving schools interested in implementing project-based or place-placed programs, is careful to advise his clients that they should never try to run a school alone.

E.  Laurel High School—Founded in 1999


At about the same that the Kickapoo River Institute was coming to an end, in the summer of 1998, the Viroqua Area School District hired a new Superintendent.   The administrator, Wayne Sherry, grew up on a dairy farm near Towerville, south of Viroqua, and graduated from nearby Gays Mills High School in 1965, the last year before that school was consolidated to form North Crawford.  Sherry had spent all of his career in public education, primarily in administrative positions concerned with emotionally-disturbed, disadvantaged, and at-risk students.  After a number of years working in regional offices, Sherry became the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction’s Director of Special Needs and Vocational Programs in 1980, a position he would hold for the next ten years.  During this time Sherry wrote Wisconsin’s official definition of “at-risk” students
 and helped to institute many other programs aimed at helping disadvantaged populations and at reducing the state’s high-drop out rate.


In 1990, Sherry left DPI to become the Director of Special Education in Marshall, WI, near Madison, and in 1992, he became Marshall’s Superintendent.  While in Marshall, Sherry took advantage of his prior experience and of Wisconsin’s new charter school laws to establish two new schools—one charter high school for at-risk students established in cooperation with Madison Area Technical College and the other school districts in the county and another charter high school for handicapped students in the Marshall district itself.  In 1998, Sherry left Marshall for Viroqua, where he was to serve as Superintendent until his retirement in 2002.


Upon arriving in Viroqua, Sherry seems to have immediately recognized that the public schools in his new district were facing an unusual amount of competition from private and homes schools and quickly set to work meeting this challenge.  Wisconsin school districts receive $7,000 per year in state aid for each student enrolled and, thus, the impact of large private or home school enrollment on a rural district like Viroqua can be quite significant.  A charter school, on the other hand, has the potential bring a school district as much as $150,000 in state-administered federal grants, in addition to the state aid associated with each student enrolled.
  Sherry’s first strategy, therefore, was to launch an attempt to transform Pleasant Ridge into a charter school.  Waldorf-inspired charter schools have been created in other places, including in Milwaukee, but they have generally been controversial, due to the spiritual basis of much of the curriculum.  According to Dawn Hundt, who participated in the Pleasant Ridge committee that considered Sherry’s proposal, the idea was met with mixed reactions, both at Pleasant Ridge, where many feared the school would lose its autonomy as a charter school, and also among the faculty and Board of the Viroqua Public Schools, where there was concern over the possibility of a lawsuit.  In the end, it was determined that, if the plan were to be adopted, the district would need to support Pleasant Ridge for a full year until the federal grants came into effect, making the project an fiscal impossibility for the Viroqua district.


In December of 1998, Sherry began to formulate a plan to meet what he saw as an increasing demand for alternative high school education in the Viroqua district, as evidenced by the growth of Youth Initiative High School and home schooling in the area.  Sherry recalls that, when he first arrived in Viroqua, the public high school’s Principal and school counselors informed him that there were a number of “talented students who wanted to graduate early or to take university classes.”  In order to retain these high school students, many of whom were Pleasant Ridge graduates, Sherry wrote a $20,000 planning grant that called for the creation of a new charter school, with a curriculum to be designed by a committee of students and parents.  According to Sherry, even the name of this new “public school alternative to Waldorf and home school” was to be left up to its students.


Laurel High School, as its first students decided to christen it, opened with about 15 students in the fall of 1999 in the facilities of the Western Wisconsin Technical College (WWTC).  In Sherry’s eyes, it was important that the charter school be located in a facility separate from that of the regular public high school, in order for the new school “to be seen as different by the students,” that is, as a genuinely alternative school.  With the over $100,000 of charter implementation grants, Laurel High School was able to pay WWTC to remodel a section of its building—the former pet shop—into high school classrooms, in return for ten years of free rent and the right of Laurel students to attend Technical College classes.  Grant money also purchased computers and other hardware for the new charter, while the Viroqua district continues to pay for textbooks and for the salary of a full-time “Facilitator” to oversee the school.


Students at Laurel High School operate on a self-directed basis and are required to design individualized courses of study that satisfy all of the state’s numerous “benchmarks” for high school academic achievement.  To meet any given benchmark, Laurel students have the options of attending classes at the regular high school or in the Technical College, of taking courses on-line, or of designing a project of their own.  Some Laurel students have also attended classes at Youth Initiative, paying the school’s part-time student fee with their own money, but this remains controversial at the public school, given that most Youth Initiative teachers are not formally certified.  Given the high degree of student self-direction required by the school’s model, a committee consisting of the school’s Facilitator, one parent, one student, and the public high school Principal evaluates the applications of new students each year.  More than half of the school’s students have typically been Pleasant Ridge graduates in the years since it opened.


According to Sherry, the Laurel High School plan was originally met with a great deal of “wonderment and caution” among the faculty of the public high school, but he reports that these teachers have since become quite supportive, especially after positive experiences with Laurel students in their classes.  Sherry considers the school to be a success.  Larry Jansen, whose two sons have attended both Pleasant Ridge and Laurel High School, however, feels that the school is “not what it could have been.”  Jansen and his wife Kelly, whose a staff member at Pleasant Ridge originally decided to send their sons to Laurel because there was no tuition and because they felt that Youth Initiative at the time was “too loose” and feared their sons wouldn’t be able to get into college.
  

Jansen recalls that, in the beginning, there was a great deal of parent enthusiasm surrounding Laurel.  At the early parent meetings in which the school’s curriculum was designed, Jansen estimates that there was about 80% parent involvement.  Since then, parent participation has dwindled away to nothing and the parent group no longer meets.  The most difficult and frustrating issue for Laurel parents, according to Jansen, has been the question of who should choose the school’s Facilitator, the lone adult with the students who sets the “tone, destination, and agenda” for the whole school.  Originally, Laurel parents had hoped to hire a highly respected former Pleasant Ridge teacher for this position, but he lacked proper teacher certification to work in the public schools.  Nor has the parent group had any success in hiring a Facilitator of their choice from among existing public school teachers, due, it seems, to rigid hiring and seniority guidelines established by the teacher’s unions.  

Thus, while Laurel High School was originally conceived of as embodying at least some aspects of a membership association, it seems to have squandered much of the community feeling and parent support it once enjoyed.  Moreover, the school has failed to stop the continued growth of Youth Initiative High School, to which a number of Laurel students have recently transferred in the eleventh and twelfth grades.  Both Sherry and Jansen agree that Laurel High School’s future seems uncertain, since, if the Technical College decides not to grant an extension of the school’s rent-free status after 2009, the school district is highly unlikely to lend the charter school any additional financial support.  Such a development would be a pivotal test of the school’s parental circle of support.

F.  Better Futures High School—Founded in 2002


Viroqua’s newest charter school is also primarily the creation of Superintendent Sherry and reflects his career-long involvement with programs for troubled youth.  Sherry describes the process that led to the creation of the Vernon County Area Better Futures High School as arising out of his interactions with the Superintendents of four other local school districts, each of whom had identified two or three students in their schools as being significantly “at-risk of dropping out” of high school.  After a series of meetings held with the Superintendents, the Vernon County Sheriff, local social workers, and various school district psychologists and Directors of Special Education, it was decided to apply to the state in 2000 for money to start regional “at-risk program.”  This application was denied, however, and Sherry turned to the grant-writing process once again to initiate the creation of an at-risk charter school.


The charter school proposed by Sherry’s planning grant, which became the Better Futures High School, is designed as multi-district cooperative school, with individualized lesson plans for two or three highly at-risk students from each of the five participating districts.  School counselors identify and recommend potential candidates for the school, although the students make the final decision about whether they will actually attend.  Since at-risk students typically have trouble getting up in the morning, the new school has a non-traditional schedule, with students in attendance from 2:30 to 7:30 pm.  The 12 to 15 students in the school are expected to come at least 80% of the time in order to graduate.  Since at-risk students also often have significant social problems, the new school was established away from the regular public school.  After originally starting in a local church basement, the school was for a time located in the public high school, which indeed proved to be problematic.  In the end, through a creative arrangement involving an interest free loan from the state and pre-fabrication work done by high school shop classes, a separate building was constructed for the Better Futures High School on existing Viroqua public school property.  

Since the school was created, several Better Futures students have managed to graduate and Sherry considers the school to be a success.  It is operated by the school’s one full-time teacher, in cooperation with the Viroqua Director of Special Education, the regular high school Principal, and Special Education officials from each of the other school districts involved.   Few other people in the local community seem to have heard about the school.   The Better Futures High School is thus an example of an alternative school that represents the polar opposite of a membership association; rather, it represents a pure case of a professionally managed, government-funded service provider.

VI.  Analysis:  Membership or Management? Bonding or Bridging?


The alternative schools of Viroqua represent a broad range of possible types of civic organizations.  On one side are the private schools, Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School, Cornerstone Christian Academy, and Youth Initiative High School, which all display features of true voluntary membership associations.  The schools’ founders seem to have been strongly influenced by the desire to create meaningful community ties between families, ties which were seen both as an important component of education and as highly desirable goods in and of themselves.  Moreover, much like classic voluntary associations, each of these schools regularly and actively involve family members and even students in a number of basic forms of civic participation, including elective governance structures and communal labor in fundraising and facility maintenance projects.  Rather than operating primarily on a “fee-for-service” financial model, all three schools have attempted to construct flexible funding arrangements such as pledge systems or graduated tuition scales, which are intended allow people of all incomes to participate, in recognition of the prevailing local economy.  It seems safe to conclude, then, that these private schools can and do serve as highly effective areas of civic participation.


On the other end of the spectrum is the Better Futures High School, which is in no way an arena of civic participation.  The school was created and is operated solely by government officials and is funded exclusively with tax dollars.  Students participating in the school have been identified as eligible for the school through the bureaucratic application of a definition enshrined in state law.  Students in the school are intentionally separated from the rest of the population and generally work on their own.  No participation on the part of parents or of private individuals in the wider community is expected or desired. Rather than being “members” of an organization, participants in the school might be better classified as clients, or even as patients.


The two remaining charter schools, Laurel High School and the Kickapoo River Institute, on the other hand, seem to represent intermediate cases.  The Kickapoo River Institute was created by a teacher who clearly has a strong interest in community and civic life, as is suggested both by his principled support for the public schools and by his lifelong involvement with camps and with civic organizations like the YMCA.  Moreover, the school’s philosophy itself was avowedly communitarian, with an emphasis on helping students to become aware of local culture, ecology, and history as well as on creating a “learning community” among the school’s students and faculty.  Organizationally, however, the Kickapoo River Institute left little room for family participation.  Families had no involvement with running the school and the use of grants as the sole means of funding the school meant that no effort had to be made to raise funds, normally one of the primary activities of a voluntary association.  Finally, the school lacked even a physical home, which seems to have been an important locus of community participation and volunteer activity in each of the private schools.  Thus, it must be concluded that the Kickapoo River Institute was not a particularly effective area of civic participation, a fact which may have contributed to the school’s downfall.


Finally, Laurel High School seems to have been designed, at least superficially, with the intention of maintaining a significant supporting role for families.  Parents and students were invited to participate in the process of designing and naming the school, as well as in the annual process of admitting new students.  Although the school was originally the center of an active parent community, however, structural factors at work within the public school system seem to have led to a steady erosion of this early network of support.  Bureaucratic rules and union contracts meant that parents had little say in some of the most important questions concerning the school, leading to frustration and eventual resignation.  Moreover, like the Kickapoo River Institute, Laurel High School is funded primarily by grants and lacks a facility of its own to maintain. Thus, while Laurel High School may have originally been an effective arena of civic participation, this characteristic seems to be in rapid decline, leaving the future of this charter school also in doubt.  

On the basis of these findings, it is possible to conclude that charter schools, at least as they have been constructed in Viroqua, face a variety of serious structural obstacles which prevent them from playing an active role in building community and civic ties among their participants.  In this way, the experience of Viroqua casts significant doubt on Skocpol’s “extra-local,” top down” conception of civil society.  Whereas the charter schools have been strongly linked with public institutions, the Waldorf schools’ connections with the national Waldorf organization have consisted of little more than a place on a nationally published list of similar schools, through which they have recruited new families and faculty from outside the local community.  This relative autonomy seems to have allowed Pleasant Ridge and Youth Initiative to creatively cultivate their own highly distinctive models of organization and education, making them probably the most stable and original of the Viroqua alternative schools.  

Cornerstone Christian Academy, however, seems to represent the intermediate case of a school having both a strong grassroots base in the local community and active ties with an international organization, namely ACSI.  As might be expected, this situation seems to have produced mixed results.  On one hand, advice and organizational templates provided by ASCI allowed Cornerstone to launch itself as a full 1st-12th grade school in its first year, a level of development which the Waldorf schools took over 15 years to achieve.  On the other hand, it seems likely that the very rapidity of this process and the formulaic nature of the ASCI templates have led to the adoption of some practices and curricular elements, such as the largely “Biblical” science program, that some school participants were not fully comfortable with, perhaps contributing to Cornerstone’s marked decline in enrolment in recent years.  Thus, on the basis of the experience of the Viroqua schools, it appears that alternative schools would be well advised to approach potential strong linkages with extra-local organizations with caution.

Interestingly, the roles that shared facilities maintenance and fundraising seem to have played in building strong communities around the three private schools suggests that a certain degree of financial struggle might often be healthy for a school.   The exclusive public funding of the charter schools, on the other hand, gives families little in which to participate, leaving the schools with a limited basis of community support.  Thus, the case of Viroqua also seems to contradict the predominant market-oriented education paradigm, which would predict that the schools with the most financial resources and the best facilities should attract the most students.   Instead, the evidence suggests that some sense of shared membership or collective ownership, as actualized in potluck meetings and communal work projects, can be an even more important factor in families’ commitment to a given school.


The question of whether the Viroqua alternative schools are more characterized by “bonding” or by “bridging” forms of social capital is much more difficult to assess on the basis of the evidence collected in the course of this study.  Leaving aside the charter schools, which are still quite new, small, and unstable, the communities that have formed around each of the private schools do seem to be relatively close knit and culturally distinctive.  In particular, Pleasant Ridge families, sometimes referred to as "Ridgers” in the local vernacular, seem to be regarded as somewhat separate from their Viroqua neighbors, both by themselves and by others in the community.  The founders of the Viroqua private schools seem to have been motivated, in large part, by a strong desire to build vital community relationships.  Thus, it is not surprising that the schools they have established have been successful in fostering strongly “bonding” social ties, but this does not necessarily mean that the schools have not served important “bridging” purposes as well.


To show how this might be so, it seems important to first reconsider the motives of the school founders.  In almost every case, the driving ideals behind the establishment of the new private schools were positive in nature, i.e., characterized by a desire to create something new and to build relationships between otherwise scattered individuals, rather than by a negative desire to escape the public schools per se.  Some private school founders, such as David Van Dyke and Sue Berg, even had strongly positive things to say about the public system and tended to see their new schools as enriching the diversity and vitality of the wider community in some way.  Even those individuals, such as Dawn Hundt, who made sharply negative comments about the public schools usually did so on primarily structural rather than cultural grounds.  Thus, Hundt claims that she would have originally preferred for her children to attend school with her immediate neighbors, but felt that public school consolidation was making this increasingly less possible.  Indeed, the primary problem that the private school founders seem to have had with the public system was precisely that they felt its size and bureaucratic organization to be damaging to the community bonds and civic culture once embodied in the one-room country school, which they thus wished to recreate.


Articles published in the local newspapers
 suggest that the founders of Pleasant Ridge took great pains to emphasize that they did not wish their school to be seen as an attack on the local public schools.  “Most people associated with the school don’t feel that there is anything really wrong” with area schools, Terry Beck told the Vernon County Broadcaster-Censor (VCBC) in 1981, “most just like Karen [Philothea Bezin] and the Waldorf system.”
  At the same time, the founders tried to portray the school as carrying on the hallowed tradition of small country schools and proverbial American values of self-reliance and independence, perhaps as a counterweight to their image in the local community as a bunch of scruffy hippies.  Thus, Beck told the newspaper that the school was “based on traditional country values” of neighborliness, while Pritzker-Bacon argued that “One of the great things about the United States is freedom of choice...Why not in education?  Why not here?”
  

While some scholars might see an implicit contradiction in the association of old-fashioned community values with complete “freedom of choice,” this perhaps characteristically American formulation seems to have struck a sympathetic chord with at least some older local residents.  According to current Pleasant Ridge administrator Mary Christianson, “When I explain it [Pleasant Ridge], the old timers say, ‘Oh yes, that sounds more like things used to be.”
  Thus, by actively tapping into the fondly remembered tradition of the one-room schoolhouse, Pleasant Ridge seems to have been able to present itself in a positive and familiar light to a local community that might otherwise have been suspicious of the school’s more unconventional aspects.

The apparent success of this strategy, whether intentional or not, can be illustrated by the fact that both Pleasant Ridge and Cornerstone have occasionally received important support from existing community organizations and even from the local public schools, especially with finding facilities.  The Odd Fellows, for example, assisted in the creation of Pleasant Ridge by selling the school its first building for a bargain price and the Viroqua School District enabled the school to purchase its second building, the former public elementary school, at a significantly reduced rate.  Sue Berg, meanwhile, reported that Westby District Superintendent Roy Green “shared his expertise on organizing and running a school” with the founders of Cornerstone.
  Thus, it seems that the wider Viroqua community has also played a significant role in the birth and development of these alternative schools from the beginning, thereby helping them to find a more or less natural place within the local civic environment. 


Moreover, the evidence suggests that the individuals interviewed in this study are themselves far from isolated within their school communities.  Nearly all have been directly involved with the public schools, other private schools, or with other community organizations (See Appendix I).  Jean Beck, for example, served on the Board of the Westby Public School District for nearly a decade, after she and her husband had served on the Pleasant Ridge Board and after all three of their children had attended that school.  Philothea Bezin reports that she is currently working as a part-time teacher and tutor in both the Viroqua Public School and in a Catholic school in a nearby town, while at the same time serving on committees at Youth Initiative High School, which her son now attends.  All interviewees except David Van Dyke and Wayne Sherry reported some form of involvement with the Viroqua Community Arena or the Viroqua Area Hockey Association, which seem to be important points of overlap between families with children in the Waldorf, Christian, and Public schools.  Indeed, sports and other recreational activities seem to be consistent factors in bringing families associated with different schools together in non-school contexts.
  Finally, the phenomenon of private school families with children in two or more local schools or home school appears to be relatively common, with parents making use of Viroqua’s unique educational diversity to find the right environment for their sons and daughters.


The presence of the alternative schools in Viroqua also seems to have made the town itself less isolated from surrounding communities and from the wider world.  Both the Cornerstone Christian Academy and the Waldorf schools bring people to Viroqua from a wide area on a daily basis, many of whom might never have come to Viroqua otherwise.  Moreover, the Waldorf schools have brought people to the area from all over the country and the world, making Viroqua an unusually vital and culturally diverse small town.  Even Wayne Sherry, the former public school Superintendent, said that he believes Viroqua’s diverse educational field has had “positive impact on the culture of the area” and that the schools have made Viroqua, where he has chosen to retire, an “interesting place to live.”  

Sherry, along with Berg, felt that the appearance of Pleasant Ridge School in 1980 played a major role in the later development of other schools in the area, by “raising awareness of alternative models of education.”  Berg cited the success of Pleasant Ridge as an important inspiration for the founders of the Cornerstone Christian Academy.  More recently, a group of parents from the Viroqua Area district’s last remaining rural elementary school, located in the hamlet of Liberty Pole, attempted to forestall their school’s closure by proposing that it be turned into an alternative charter school, using Pleasant Ridge and Cornerstone as evidence that such a strategy could be successful.
  Overall, the success of the local private schools has clearly put pressure on the public schools to become more innovative.  In addition to establishing Laurel High School, Sherry attempted to attract more students to the public high school by introducing Advanced Placement (AP) courses, which are quite unusual in rural Wisconsin schools.  Sherry also initiated his district’s participation in a project among public schools in the region to develop distance learning courses, designed to increase the public school’s specialty course offerings.  Thus, the establishment of Pleasant Ridge seems to have resulted in a dramatic increase in available educational opportunities in both the private and the public sectors.

Beyond the field of education, evidence suggests that Viroqua’s unusual educational variety has also helped to improve the area’s economy and social institutions.  Pleasant Ridge has consistently attracted doctors and other educated and professional people to the town, not to mention a variety of artists, entrepreneurs, teachers, and alternative healers, thus largely reversing the “brain drain” phenomenon common in rural areas.  This influx of new energy, some local residents believe, has in turn helped the town maintain a strong Main Street business district in the face of the construction of a Wal-Mart Superstore, an unusual feat for which Viroqua has been recognized in the national press, including in the Wall Street Journal, Smithsonian magazine, and most recently on NPR’s Morning Edition program.  Finally, the Organic Valley cooperative, which has been closely associated with the Waldorf schools since its inception in 1988, has emerged in recent years as one of the area’s major engines of economic growth and as an important factor in the preservation of many small family farms.  For these reasons, Pleasant Ridge has come to be seen as an important participant in the local community by Viroqua leaders like Ingrid Mahan, manager of the Viroqua Revitalization Association, who asserts that “We are very lucky to have a Waldorf school in our town.”

VII. Conclusion:  Why Viroqua?


The character of the private schools in Viroqua and their impact on the local community seems to confirm many of the academic arguments articulated since de Tocqueville’s time concerning the importance of voluntary associations for healthy civic life.  By actively involving families in school governance, by bringing energy and new ideas to local education, and by crafting flexible funding schemes that allow a broad range of families to participate, Pleasant Ridge and its successors have been able to inject a remarkable degree of economic and cultural vitality into this otherwise isolated rural community.  By modeling an alternative to existing institutions, Pleasant Ridge also seems to have instigated a wave of innovation and growth in both private and public education and to have attracted many new people to the area.  Finally, individual relationships bridging institutional boundaries and an apparently widespread shared appreciation for “traditional country values,” especially as embodied in the remembered ideal of the small rural school, seem to have allowed Viroqua to maintain a relatively strong sense of community embracing families from all of its various schools.


Viroqua is thus an anomalous community in a variety of different ways.  Not only has it seen growth in alternative education unlike that of any other rural community in Wisconsin, but it has also witnessed a remarkable wave of civic organization building during a period apparently characterized by steep associational decline elsewhere in the country.  As a result, Viroqua seems to have successfully cultivated a community life characterized by uncommon vitality, especially for a rural area.  In the remarks that follow, some of the theoretical conceptions of civic engagement outlined earlier will be revisited in an attempt to shed some light on this mystery.


In their study of the “Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” Gamm and Putnam argue that, during the “Golden Age” of associationalism, voluntary membership groups arose with disproportionate frequency in small cities and rural areas.  Following Putnam’s characteristic social capital approach, the authors present the hypothesis that this apparent disparity between urban and rural areas came about as a result of the relative absence of mass forms of entertainment such as amusement parks and movie theaters in smaller communities. (1999: 551)  This situation, the authors argue, might have led people in these areas to spend more of their time and energy organizing and joining voluntary associations than their urban counterparts.


Although separated from the era Gamm and Putnam discuss by over a century, the situation in Viroqua during the 1970s and 1980s seems similar in a number of respects.  First, Viroqua is located over an hour from the nearest mall, in La Crosse, and the town was without a movie theater for much of this period.  Moreover, due to the consolidation and centralization of the public schools in rural areas, this formerly important arena of community life was becoming increasingly less open to citizen participation and also less satisfying as a field for meaningful civic involvement.  Thus, people in the Viroqua area were faced with a disturbing new void in social life which they were unable, or in some cases unwilling, to fill with commercial amusements.  The sense of frustration produced by this situation can be clearly heard in, for example, Dawn Hundt’s comments about feeling shut out of any meaningful role in the local public schools.   If Gamm and Putnam’s hypothesis is correct, this would seem to be a context ripe for creative individuals to build and promote innovative new civic organizations, as in fact proved to be the case.


This situation, of course, was hardly unique to Viroqua, since rural communities everywhere were faced with similar school consolidation and bureaucratization, as well as the accompanying void in civic life.  The catalyst that set Viroqua on its unusual path was the arrival of that handful of “back-to-the-landers” in the 1970s, a development apparently as random and fortuitous as the Driftless Area itself.  Educated, idealistic, and essentially without connections in the local community, this loose group eschewed even the one form of commercialized mass entertainment that was readily available, namely television.   Instead, the back-to-the-landers devoted their considerable creative energies to the construction of a series new, small social forms, such as food co-ops and folk festivals.  Moreover, unlike many other Americans during this time, most of these people took up livelihoods characterized by a high degree of flexibility.  To this day, a large proportion of Pleasant Ridge families are self-employed farmers, carpenters, craftspeople, healers, or entrepreneurs, all occupations which permit individuals to devote extra time to community projects if they so desire.  Thus, they seem to have been a group of people who largely managed to avoid or escape some of the major sources of civic disengagement predicted by Putnam’s theory.

On the other hand, some of the back-to-the-landers also took the lead in organizing and developing novel and sometimes locally controversial projects initiated by the government or by local leaders, such as Coulee CAP and the Viroqua Day Care Center.  In these efforts, they seem to have been actively assisted by their lack of deep ties to the area, which apparently freed them from a number of cognitive and social barriers that prevented local residents of longer standing from adopting new organizational models and practices.  Thus, Philothea Bezin was able to jump into the project of building the Day Care Center, “because it would be fun,” in part because she was entirely unaware that this was a controversial proposal in the community.  In this way, the back-to-the-landers were in time uniquely able to introduce badly needed new civic forms into a community that was suffering from the shrinking civic arena of the public schools.
  This, then, must be seen as an important qualification of Putnam’s social capital theories, since it was in part precisely their initial lack of dense ties of “trust and reciprocity” which allowed the back-to-the-landers to spark civic renewal in the Viroqua area.


In addition to their freshness and lack of entanglements, the back-to-the-landers also brought with them a powerful and relatively coherent set of values and beliefs, many of which had important practical consequences.  After all, it had been the ideas articulated in Mother Earth News and in books such as E. F. Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful that had inspired them to take the radical step of moving out into the hills in the first place.  Alongside its deep respect for nature and for human freedom, this countercultural philosophy places a high moral and practical value on small, humanly-scaled, community-oriented institutions, in opposition to the “idolatry of gigantism” that Schumacher saw as rampant in modern technocratic society (Schumacher, 1973: 66).  When the time came to apply this philosophy to the creation of a back-to-the-lander school, the ideal vision these ideas conjured forth was one that was oddly familiar to more rooted residents of the Viroqua area, namely, the one-room country school.


In describing what she calls “repertoires of organization,” Elisabeth S. Clemens writes that “models of organization are part of the cultural tool kit of any society and serve expressive or communicative as well as instrumental functions.  In addition, the adoption of a particular organizational form influences the ties that an organized group forms with other organizations”  (Clemens, 1993:  771).  The decision of the founders of Pleasant Ridge to cast their new countercultural school in the image of the traditional country school seems to have had precisely these effects on the new school’s standing within the wider community.  By choosing to adopt this particular educational model from the “cultural tool kit” of American society, even if largely out of “instrumental” and somewhat intellectualized motives, Pleasant Ridge immediately became recognizable, and even relatively legitimate, as a school among its non-countercultural neighbors, many of whom had attended and appreciated such schools themselves.  

This legitimacy and cognitive plausibility, in turn, made it feasible for a non-back-to-the-landers with deep commitments to the Common School tradition like David Van Dyke to represent the school in the community and allowed it to attract local families, like the Hundts, from outside of the original founding group.  As Clemens’ formulation predicts, the adoption of the country school model also influenced the school’s ties with other organizations.  This seems to have been especially the case with the Odd Fellows.  Several interviewees suggested that the country school model allowed aging members of this venerable fraternal association to recognize their handsome white meeting hall as an appropriate home for a school of this familiar type, thereby saving the Order’s fondly remembered lodge from an ignominious end after the group’s own demise. None of these doors would have been opened if the school founders had decided that they wanted to start an entirely novel type of school, such as one that traveled around on a bus, for example.

The choice of a familiar organizational model also appears to have allowed the founders of Pleasant Ridge to overcome some of their inherent newness and cultural strangeness in the local community.  In the long run, this legitimacy, along with the school’s success, enabled Pleasant Ridge to introduce a new form into the Viroqua area’s organizational repertoire, which in turn seems to have helped the community combat the social void produced by the shrinking civic role of the public schools.  Once Pleasant Ridge had become an accepted and valued part of the local community, it became possible for people like Sue Berg and the founders of Cornerstone Christian Academy to take the leap of starting their own non-public alternative school, albeit one based on an entirely different educational philosophy.  In this way, the decision of the founders of Pleasant Ridge to invoke the ideal of the traditional country school acted as a direct cause of the ultimate proliferation of alternative schools in the area.  Thus, the current vitality of Viroqua can in some ways be seen as a return, by way of a most surprising and circuitous path, to its civic roots.

Appendix I:  

Interviews

	Jean Beck
	3/24/2004
	--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School parent, board member

--Westby Area Public School parent, District board member

	Terry Beck
	3/24/2004
	--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School parent, board member, 

              President, founding Vice-President

--Westby Area Public School parent

	Sue Berg
	3/23/2004
	--Cornerstone Christian Academy parent, teacher, 

              founding Administrator

-- current Viroqua Area Public School teacher

-- current Westby Area Public School parent

	Philothea Bezin
	3/27/2004
	--Viroqua Day Care Learning Center founding aide, director,

               and cook

--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School founding teacher

--current Youth Initiative High School parent, committee 

               member

	Dawn Hundt
	3/23/2004
	--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School board member, Board 

                President, current parent, wife of current President

--Youth Initiative High School current parent, founding

                 and current board member

--Westby Area Public School parent, committee member

--my mother

	Larry Jansen
	3/26/2004
	--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School parent, husband of current

                 staff member

--Laurel High School founding and current parent

	James Lewicki
	3/27/2004
	--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School parent

--Kickapoo River Institute founding teacher, administrator

--current North Crawford Public School teacher

--current Westby Area Public School parent

	Wayne Sherry
	4/4/2004
	--Viroqua Area Public School District Superintendent

--Author of charter grants for Laurel High School,

                 Better Futures High School

--Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction Director of 

                 Special Needs and Vocational Programs

	David Van Dyke
	3/25/2004
	--Pleasant Ridge Waldorf School founding parent, founding

                 Board President

--Viroqua Area Public School parent


Appendix II: 

Alternative education in Viroqua and other rural school districts in Wisconsin

 A.  Viroqua in Comparison with other rural school districts

	
	Viroqua
	Others (n=280)

	A.  No Alternative Schools
	
	136  (49%)

	B.  Religious Elementary School(s)
	X
	132  (47%)

	C.  Multiple Alternative Elementary Schools
	X
	56    (20%)

	D.  Charter School(s) (Any grade level)
	X
	30    (11%)

	E.  Religious High School(s)
	X
	28    (10%)

	F.  Multiple Alternative High Schools
	X
	8      (3%)

	G.  Multiple Charter Schools
	X
	3      (<1%)

	H.  Non-Religious Private Elementary School(s)
	X
	2      (<1%)

	I.   Non-Religious Private High School(s)
	X
	0      (0%)

	J.   Religious, Non-Religious, and Charter Schools
	X
	0      (0%)


B.  Rural districts with alternative schools, including Viroqua (n=145)

	
	Religious Schools
	Non-Religious Private or Charter Schools
	Both

	Elementary
	133
	5
	3

	High School
	28
	29
	6

	Both
	28
	3
	1 (Viroqua)


           Sources:  Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI), 2003.
Definitions

1.  “Rural school districts”—All Wisconsin school districts, excluding those with any portion of their total population classified as “urbanized” and those with “urban clusters” of more than 8,000 inhabitants.  Also does not include non-geographically based public school entities, such as tribal schools.

2.  “Alternative school” – includes religious and non-religious private schools and charter schools.

3.  “Private school”—excludes boarding schools, Amish and Mennonite schools, any schools with fewer than 5 enrolled students, and schools only enrolling students in Preschool through 1st grade.

4.  “Religious school”—any private school associated with a church or religious congregation or whose name includes the words “Christian,” “Parochial,” or the name of a saint, denomination, or religious symbol or sacrament.  Any other schools are presumed to be “non-religious.”

5.  “Charter school”— all schools created under Wisconsin’s charter school law, including a number of “schools within schools,” which may not have separate facilities or administrations.

6.  “High School”—any school enrolling students in the 9th-12th grades.  May be part of a school including students of other ages, with any school enrolling students only in the 7th-12th grades being classified as “high schools” only.  All others are “elementary schools”

7.  “Viroqua”—for the purposes of this study, the Cornerstone Christian Academy, which has a Viroqua address but is technically located in the Westby school district, is included with the Viroqua schools.
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� Gatto does not cite all his sources (“for fear the forest be lost in contemplation of too many trees,” p. xxxiv), but he provides this explanation for his calculations:  “Percentage of adults on school boards was derived from # of school boards ( estimated # of school board members (average was 9 as I recall [...]) as a fraction of the total population between the ages of 30 and 65, which, with few exceptions, described the age cohort of sitting school boards” (May 20, 2004:  Personal Communication).  Gatto’s figures for the total number of districts match those of academic sources such as Feldmann (2003) and Theobald (1997).


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.johnkerry.com/issues/education/" ��http://www.johnkerry.com/issues/education/�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nea.org/vouchers" ��http://www.nea.org/vouchers�


� Ironically, Bezin says that she now largely agrees with her early critics, whom she considers to have been “quite prophetic.”  Bezin never sent her own son, who was born in 1988, to day care, and home schooled him for a time.


� Van Dyke remembers the decision to adopt the Waldorf model as having taken place a year after the school was started, although all other participants interviewed, including Bezin, recall it has having happened the year before.


� According to DPI, students “at-risk of dropping out” include those with “poor attendance, failing grades (D/F), family crisis, referred to but did not qualify for special education services, social/emotional/medical issues, free/reduced lunch, below average performance on assessments, discipline problems, drug and alcohol issues, criminal behavior, poor peer relationships, rate high on teacher-generated at-risk profile, retained or being considered for retention, and significant deficiencies in credits.” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/dfm/sfms/doc/alternative_audit.doc" ��http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/dfm/sfms/doc/alternative_audit.doc�)


� Like many rural districts, Viroqua seems to be suffering from a long-term decline in enrolment.  According to one recent story in the local newspaper, the district’s enrolment has declined by “over 100 students in recent years” and the district faces a projected $350,000 budget shortfall in the 2004-2005 school year.  (February 19, 2004: “Viroqua School Board votes to shut down Liberty Pole school,” Vernon County Broadcaster.)  These figures help to explain some of the recent urgency of the Viroqua public schools in courting alternative students.  Since many Waldorf school families have moved to Viroqua from other areas and may have driven up local property values, it is extremely difficult to estimate the financial impact of these schools on the Viroqua district without a comprehensive economic survey of the region.


� After several years of operation at both schools, neither Youth Initiative nor Laurel graduates seem to have had any difficulty in being accepted to private or public colleges and universities.  Indeed, participants in both schools feel that the special character of their schools gives graduates a distinct advantage in this regard.


� The following articles are from the school files of the Vernon County Historical Society.


� “Waldorf School has successful semester,” VCBC: Jan. 8, 1981.


� “Group plans private school,” VCBC:  Jan. 24, 1980.


� “Waldorf a good fit for Viroqua,” La Crosse Tribune (no date, 1990s?).


� “Cornerstone Christian Academy opens in Westby,” Vernon County Broadcaster: Oct. 7, 1993.


� On the other hand, Dawn Hundt complains that many independent athletic and artistic opportunities once organized by youth groups like 4-H and community theater have increasingly been monopolized by the public schools as “co-curricular” (formerly known as “extracurricular”) activities, thereby placing them off-limits for private and home school students.  This would seem to be an example of a government agency crowding out opportunities for autonomous civic participation, along the lines suggested by de Tocqueville.


� After the Viroqua Board rejected this idea in February 2004, some parents in the Liberty Pole group began to discuss the possibility of starting a private school in the facilities of a local Lutheran church.  If realized, this would be Viroqua’s fourth private school. 


� “Waldorf a good fit for Viroqua,” La Crosse Tribune: (no date).


� And also in conventional family farms, since it can be argued that the creation of the CROPP cooperative occurred in essentially the same way.
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