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High schools and middle schools in Richmond's East End cannot consolidate without a special school for the most disruptive students, 
school officials and board members say.

Yet while details of what the merged schools will look like in September have been available for the past couple of months, there is still no 
definitive word on how this so-called "alternative school" for troubled students will operate.

"The consolidations we spent so much time working on this year are dependent on our having an alternative school," Superintendent 
Deborah Jewell-Sherman said at a board meeting this month. "There can be no question about that."

The administration has been reluctant to discuss its plans. That is partly because the district is reviewing three bids it received from 
private companies proposing to run a much larger alternative-school program than Richmond currently has.

One of those bidders is Community Education Partners, a for-profit company based in Nashville, Tenn. CEP has contracts to run 
alternative schools in seven school districts across the country. It currently serves more than 5,000 students in grades six through 12 
each year.

Another is Ombudsman Educational Services, a for-profit company based in Libertyville, Ill. Ombudsman runs five charter schools in 
Arizona and 16 learning centers in seven other states and also serves a total of more than 5,000 students in grades six through 12 each 
year.

The third bidder could not be determined yesterday. School officials have declined to release the names of the bidders, citing state law 
against revealing such information while contracts are being negotiated. CEP and Ombudsman officials both said yesterday that they are 
seeking to run Richmond's alternative school.

Board Vice Chairman David L. Ballard said yesterday that the board will meet with two of the bidders next Wednesday.

Board Chairman Larry A. Olanrewaju said the school will first be established in the Katherine Johnson building on Baker Street, which 
houses the district's current, small-scale alternative programs - Educare, Bridge and the Richmond Acceleration Program.

Olanrewaju expressed confidence that the new program can be up and running by September.

Vashti Mallory-Minor, president of the Richmond Education Association, expressed concern that CEP may have the inside track. She 
pointed to a parenthetical "CEP" notation, listed in the "alternative school" line item of a draft 2004-05 budget, and Jewell-Sherman's 
original stated intent to contract with CEP without going through a bidding process.

"If CEP ends up getting the contract, I'm concerned about how tainted the process will have really been," Mallory-Minor said. "It seems 
like [the bidding process] was a last thought: 'Oh, maybe we should do this.'*"

Olanrewaju said the budget-notation mistake was "unfortunate," but added: "If [CEP] can do the job we need done and they come in as 
the lowest bidder, and that's the recommendation of the superintendent, I will support it."

Randle Richardson, CEP's chief executive, said the city school system contacted his company first.

"I have never met with anyone in their district," Richardson said. "They heard about our success in Philadelphia .*.*. that's my 
understanding. Some of their officials visited the program. They liked the model and they liked the results."

CEP has a Virginia connection. Kirk T. Schroder, a former state Board of Education president and an entertainment industry lawyer, is 
legal counsel and consultant for the company.

Jim Bryant, Ombudsman's director of district partnerships, said his company first heard about the Richmond alternative school when the 
division issued a request for bid proposals in April.
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Mallory-Minor said she is wary of a privately run alternative school in Richmond, no matter the company.

"I think we really need to put an alternative school in place that meets the needs of our children," she said. "But I think we can establish 
this with our own staff."

A board-appointed task force in December recommended that the district expand its own alternative programs. The recommendation 
included having four sites, of 100 students each, for the middle- and high-school Richmond Acceleration Program.

Olanrewaju said it is not cost-effective to have that many alternative-school sites in the city, though he said he is still open to the concept 
of a district-run alternative school. But board member Charles H. Nance said there is not enough time for the district to set up its own 
program and have it up and running by September.

Alternative school

The Richmond school system anticipates about 200 students to enroll in a privately run alternative-school program expected to open in 
September. Here are some of the requirements the school system noted in its request for bid proposals. Company guarantees grade-level 
growth in all core academic areas (reading, math, science and social science), or it will continue to educate students at no additional cost.

Students stay a minimum of 180 days. Upon successful completion, students may return to regular school setting.

Company must follow up with students who return to their home schools.
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