Troubled No More

Gary Seabaugh teaches school system dropouts to take

n a back street just east of the

Country Club Plaza is an exclusive

high school inconspicuously occupy-

ing an upper floor of a church an-
nex. It is not a posh facility, and despite
its high-dollar tuition, it caters to more
than the teen-age offspring of Kansas
City’s rich and famous.

But in its thirteen-year history, the Pla-
za Academy has earned a reputation
among mental health professionals and
educators for being able to influence teen-
agers who for a variety of reasons have

responsibility for their lives.

by Sally Morgan Huggins

become virtual high school dropouts to
complete their educations and in many
cases go on to college.

Director Gary 0. Seabaugh describes
the Academy as a “kiddie college” de-
signed to mesh counseling with academic
studies to teach the teen-agers to manage
themselves rather than rely on others to
control their behavior. For nearly $4,000 a
year, the Academy provides a setting
where teen-agers who have failed to per-
form academically because of drugs, anti-
social behavior, or other problems can

Gury Seabaugh’s unorthodox way of running « school alienated some of Ploza Acade-

my’s board members initially, but they couldn’t argue with his results.
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earn a high school diploma. For many of
the students, the academy is their last
hope.

The education is basie, with no frills.
The students are responsible for following
the rules, and if they don’t follow them,
they know the consequences. Seabaugh
says students may drive to school, but if
they show up late, they ride the bus the
next day. Prompt students get free pop;
late ones don’t. The consequences for mis-
behavior, determined by Seabaugh, vary,
depending on the offense.

Parents and students alike are willing
to trade in extras such as sports and
proms for a Plaza Academy education.

Seabaugh, a staff of four full-time teach-
ers, and an administrative assistant pro-
vide an alternative education to seventy-
one students on a budget of about
$300,000. The Plaza Academy operates in
the black through tuition and donations. It
receives no publie funding, Seabaugh
Says.

The Academy was started in 1974 by
Adel Bush as the New School for Human
Education. Bush was seeking to create an
educational environment for her two child-
ren that was an authentic alternative to
traditional schools. The school struggled
for a few years, and then, in 1978, Sea-
baugh was hired as director.

“I answered an ad for a counselor at a
private high school,” he says. “My inter-
est was to teach teen-agers to manage
their own behavior. In order to do so, I
had to have a population and someone to
work for who would allow me to do so0.”

At first, Seabaugh’s behavior modifica-
tion approach met resistance from several
board members. He found himself meet-
ing weekly with the board to show statis-
tics and graphs on how students were
progressing, which further alienated some
board members who felt the graphs were
dehumanizing, he says. But the numbers
showed his techniques were succeeding,
and the board eventually became sup-
portive.

“We have an authentic alternative.
That's why we've succeeded and others
haven’t,” Seabaugh says. “By educating
the uneducable, we became suceessful.”

The Plaza Academy resides on the third
floor of the Community Christian Church
annex, to which the school pays “very

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ROy INMAN






