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HOW SHOULD STUDENTS BE ENROLLED 
IN THE DELTA PROGRAM? 

The Delta Program is a community oriented, democratic school fostering choice, voice, 
and diversity of thought to develop engaged citizens and inspired leaders. 

History 

In November 1972, as an outgrowth of years of 
dialogue within the State College Area School District, 
the school board encouraged administration to begin a 
serious study of a school of choice concept. In 1973, 
district staff members, students, parents, and 
interested community members participated in a task 
force to study the feasibility of implementing a model 
school of choice for the district. The committee 
discovered there was considerable community support 
for an educational option that would include the 
following components: (a) the community being used 
as a classroom environment; (b) democratic decision-
making and broad involvement from staff, students, 
and parents; (c) flexible curricula; (d) teachers acting 
as individual academic advisors for students; (e) 
students performing community service; and (f) 
students exercising some degree of self-governance. 

The school board responded favorably to the committee recommendation to begin the new 
secondary program for the 1974–1975 school year. The board established the Alternative 
Program (“AP”) under its own governing structure, separate from the middle schools and high 
school, but in cooperation with them. The AP enrolled more than 120 students in its first year, 
and, in 1976, the school board granted permission for the AP to operate on a continuing basis. 

The program has made changes over the years, including increasing its focus on 
experiential education in 1983, adding a required community service component 
for graduation in 1989, and changing its name to the Delta Program (“Delta”) in 
1993. Recently, in March of 2014, the school board expanded Delta to include a 
separate but very similar program to serve exclusively grades five through eight. 
This program, Delta Middle Level, is founded on identical philosophies to those 
articulated in 1973. (McCormick, 2017) 

As the State College community has changed, so has its perception of the Delta 
Program. In its early years, the AP often provided an alternative environment for 
students who had struggled in their home schools; this contributed to the 
development of a long-running stigma that the program was a school of last resort.  
However, the Delta Program is now generally considered a school of choice in the 
district: students choose to apply to Delta to enjoy a small school environment, to 
exercise more choice among academic courses, and to take advantage of 
additional opportunities for active participation in their community and the 
governance of their school.
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Current Situation  

In recent years, with the changing community perception of the Delta 
Program and the creation of Delta Middle Level, the program now regularly 
has a waiting list of applicants.  As of Fall 2018, Delta Middle Level had 24 
students on its waiting list, while Delta High School was able to admit all its 
applicants.  However, this balance has fluctuated over the past few years, 
with the High School having had as many as 20 students on its waiting list.  
The current Middle Level waiting list also includes a few students who had 
been offered enrollment but who have deferred for various reasons. 

For Fall 2019, of 38 current 8th-grade students at the Middle Level, 31 
have applied to Delta High School.  This leaves space for 12 new High 
School students from other schools. Most new applicants to Delta High 
School are current 7th-grade students at charter schools, applying to enroll in Delta for 9th-
grade.  Applicants to Delta Middle come from a variety of school backgrounds, but the majority 
apply from SCASD elementary or middle schools (72%).  Under the current system, which 
accepts applicants on a “first come, first served” basis with no date limitations, Delta Middle 
currently has 71 applicants seeking enrollment as early as Fall 2019 and as late as Fall 2022. 

In 2017, the waiting list prompted conversations about the Delta admissions process among the school 
board’s Culture, Climate and Learning Committee (CCL) members.  Committee members discussed 
how best to 1) address the size of the waiting list and 2) ensure that the Delta admissions process is 
clear and accessible to all State College families interested in the program, regardless of their level of 
“institutional knowledge.”  To address the first issue, given the number of Middle Level applicants on the 
waiting list, the school board agreed to increase Delta Middle Level enrollment from 100 to 120, 
beginning with the 2019-20 school year (Delta High School enrollment is capped at 160 students). To 
address the second issue, the CCL began discussing various options for the Delta admissions process 
and has requested input from administrators, staff, families, students, and other community members to 
develop a better understanding of the issue and the trade-offs among options.

A Framework for Deliberation 

This issue guide offers three options to consider for addressing enrollment in the Delta 
Program.  By providing three different options, this framework is designed to foster deliberation, 
rather than debate, around possible areas of focus.  The guide also highlights the drawbacks of 
each option to help our community address the potential tradeoffs involved with any decision.  

Option One suggests that Delta base enrollment on each 
applicant’s queue order, or a “first come, first served” system. 

Option Two suggests that Delta accept applicants on a randomized 
basis, using a “lottery” system. 

Option Three suggests that Delta base enrollment on each 
applicant’s individual characteristics. 

Through structured conversation, we will explore which option(s) each of us tends to favor and 
examine the underlying things we hold valuable.  While our opinions may differ, we will strive to 
understand one another’s perspective, seek areas on which we can find agreement, and identify 
reasons behind any tensions we discover.  It is only by working through differences that we can 
begin to find “common ground” from which to develop a community-supported recommendation.  
Ultimately, our community-supported recommendation will be shared with the superintendent, 
who will in turn share it with the CCL and the school board.  If the enrollment process is altered, 
changes would affect applicants for Fall 2020 and beyond.  Current applications for Fall 2019 
would not be affected. 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Option 1: Base Enrollment on Queue Order - “First Come, 
First Served”
As a public program, Delta should not have evaluative entry criteria for applicants, but it should 
consider applicants’ level of interest in and commitment to the program.  Option #1 provides an 
incentive for students to demonstrate interest and commitment by submitting their applications 
as early as possible and, for Middle Level students applying to Delta High School, by giving 
priority to students who are already meeting Delta expectations and who submit applications by 
the opening date.  At the same time, this option addresses inequalities in “institutional 
knowledge” in our community by preventing students from “reserving” space in the program by 
applying years in advance. 

- Applications for new students (grades 5-12) and students desiring to move from Delta 
Middle Level to Delta High School (rising 9th graders) would be accepted beginning 
on September 1 for the following academic year and placed into a queue in the order 
received (no applications would be accepted more than one year in advance).  There 
would be one queue for applicants to the Middle Level program and a separate queue 
for applicants to the High School program. 

- Students from Delta Middle Level who have met Delta expectations and apply to Delta 
High School by the opening date would be placed at the top of the queue by having 
already demonstrated their commitment to Delta.. 

- Students from Delta Middle Level who turn in applications for Delta High School after 
the opening date would be placed in the queue along with other applicants in the order 
their applications were received. 

- Students from Delta Middle Level who have not met expectations would be asked to 
transfer to State High or another high school of their choice (as is current practice). 

- Students who move into the State College area or develop interest in applying to Delta 
mid-year would need to wait until the next application cycle opens. 

- If a space at Delta opens mid-year, the next applicant in the queue for that program 
level would be offered enrollment. 

- Information about the application process and opening date would be posted on the 
Delta website and shared with prospective families through other SCASD 
communications tools.  Information about queue position would be viewable to 
applicants via a real-time, online system (e.g., Google Sheet). 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS (+) TO CONSIDER POTENTIAL DRAWBACKS (-) TO CONSIDER

- May eliminate the advantage for families with 
advance knowledge of Delta program: same 
opening date for all applicants 

- May provide an incentive for Delta Middle 
Level students to demonstrate commitment 
to Delta, while also providing some security 
for current students to remain enrolled 

- Follows a similar model to the system Delta 
is currently using 

- May allow for more transparency

- May create opening-day management issues 

- May provide an incentive for Delta Middle Level 
students to apply to Delta High School on 
opening day to hold a place, even if considering 
going to State High 

- A large 8th-grade class may reduce or 
eliminate the number of lottery spots open to 
new High School applicants 

- Prospective students who move into the area or 
students who wish to transfer to Delta mid-year 
would have to wait until the next application 
cycle
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Option 2: Base Enrollment on Random Order - “Lottery” 
System
As a public program, Delta should not have evaluative entry criteria for applicants, and it should 
not give more weight to early applications. Option #2 levels the playing field in our community by 
randomly assigning available space in the program to new students who submit applications 
prior to an annual deadline.  At the same time, this option provides security for Delta Middle 
students who have demonstrated their ability to meet Delta expectations and who submit their 
applications on time by assigning lottery numbers to these students first. 

- Applications for new students (grades 5-12) and students desiring to move from Delta 
Middle Level to Delta High School (rising 9th graders) would be accepted for the 
following academic year until a deadline of January 31.  All applications received by 
the deadline would be placed into a pool from which names would be drawn randomly 
on February 1, recorded in order, and assigned spaces at Delta until each program 
level is full.  There would be one pool for applicants to the Middle Level program and a 
separate pool for the High School program. 

- Students from Delta Middle Level who have met Delta expectations and apply to Delta 
High School by the application deadline would be given priority; if there is an 
insufficient number of open spots at the high school for these students, they would be 
lotteried as a group first by having already demonstrated their commitment to Delta, 
then other applicants would be lotteried. 

- Students from Delta Middle Level who have not met expectations would be asked to 
transfer to State High or another high school of their choice (as is current practice). 

- Students would be notified of their enrollment status by the first week in February; this 
would allow students to register for State High or another school of their choice by 
their deadlines. 

- Students who move into the State College area or develop interest in applying to Delta 
after January 31 would need to wait until the next application cycle. 

- If a space at Delta opens mid-year, the applicant with the next lottery number for that 
program level would be offered enrollment. 

- Information about the application process and opening date would be posted on the 
Delta website and shared with prospective families through other SCASD 
communications tools. Information about lottery position would be viewable to 
applicants via a real-time, online system (e.g., Google Sheet). 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS (+) TO CONSIDER POTENTIAL DRAWBACKS (-) TO CONSIDER

- May eliminate the advantage for families with 
advance knowledge of the Delta program: 
same deadline for all applicants 

- May provide an incentive for Delta Middle 
Level students to demonstrate commitment to 
Delta and/or to make a firm decision on State 
High vs. Delta before applying 

- May allow for more transparency 

- May create space for families new to State 
College and Delta, particularly at Middle Level

- Some Middle Level students meeting 
Delta expectations may not receive a spot 
at Delta High School if the graduating 
class is smaller than the 8th-grade class 

- A large 8th-grade class may reduce or 
eliminate the number of lottery spots open 
to new High School applicants 

- Some siblings of current Delta students 
may not receive a spot since all new 
applicants would have the same chance in 
the lottery 
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Option 3: Base Enrollment on Individual Characteristics
As the Delta program is a different type of learning environment and each student is a unique 
individual, applicants should be considered on an individual basis to ensure student success in 
the program.  Option #3 emphasizes students’ individual characteristics and demonstrated 
interest in the Delta program.  Like Options #1 & 2, this option provides a clear timeframe and 
process for applications, but it also allows for consideration of factors that will enable students to 
be successful in a more independent, community-focused learning environment. 

- Applications for new students (grades 5-12) and students desiring to move from Delta 
Middle Level to Delta High School (rising 9th graders) would be accepted beginning 
on September 1 for the following academic year, with an application deadline of 
October 31. 

- In addition to student written applications, enrollment would be contingent upon:  
- Student’s attendance record at previous school; 
- Teacher / principal feedback forms; 
- Demonstration of commitment to service at a previous school / in the local 

community; and 
- Completion of a shadowing day at Delta (may be completed after October 31). 

- Students from Delta Middle Level who have met Delta expectations, as well as family 
members of current Delta students or staff, would receive priority by having already 
demonstrated their commitment to and ability to be successful at Delta. 

- If there are more applicants who successfully complete the application process than 
space allows, a committee would review application packets to consider student 
application responses, teacher/principal feedback forms, demonstrated commitment to 
service, and feedback from shadowing in prioritizing applications. 

- Students would be notified of enrollment status by the first week in February, allowing 
students to register for State High or another school of their choice by their deadlines. 

- Students who move into the State College area or develop interest in applying to Delta 
after October 31 would need to wait until the next application cycle. 

- Information about the application process and opening date would be posted on the 
Delta website and shared with prospective families through other SCASD 
communications tools. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS (+) TO CONSIDER POTENTIAL DRAWBACKS (-) TO CONSIDER

- May be a more individualized approach to 
enrolling students 

- May provide an incentive for applicants to 
consider and demonstrate commitment to 
program philosophy before applying (could 
reduce size of waiting list) 

- May set students up for greater success at 
Delta by considering program “fit” during the 
application process 

- Shortening the application window may allow 
Delta staff to focus on other priorities for the 
remainder of the year. 

- May be more subjective, particularly if more 
applications are received than space allows 

- May reward families with more “institutional 
knowledge” due to a more complex process 

- Some students who may ultimately thrive at 
Delta may not yet have had the opportunity 
to demonstrate all relevant characteristics. 

- May be time- and resource-intensive for 
Delta staff during the application window 

- May seem more fitting for a private school 
than a public program 
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