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Unwanted Edison Schools Trying to Force Renewal of San Francisco Contract

Edison Schools has made an aggressive new move in its fight to continue running a San Francisco
public school against the will of the school district.

In what San Franciscans are calling a bullying tactic, Edison Schools has proposed early renewal of its
contract to run a San Francisco charter school, which ends in 2003. Edison’s proposal, made in late April,
follows a March San Francisco Unified School District move to revoke the agreement in mid-contract.

The district cites irregularities and def iciencies in the contract and the operation of the school .  It also
charges, as do school districts nationwide, that the Edison school costs the district more than other
schools do. Edison Schools is a for-profit company that runs public schools around the country.  

Edison has previously threatened an all -out legal fight  against the San Francisco school district.  “Edison
is using legal shenanigans and bullying to force i tself on a district where it’s not wanted,” observed
Margaret Brodkin, executive director of Coleman Advocates for Children in San Francisco. “Edison is
trying to declare itself unaccountable and flaunting its contempt for our community.” The school district
action gave Edison 90 days, ending in late June, to correct problems. 

 Observers speculate that if  the district rejects the proposed charter renewal, Edison will turn to the
California state Board of  Education, which can then grant a charter without the involvement of San
Francisco’s Board of Education. 

That move has an eye-catching aspect due to the as-yet-unconfirmed nomination by Gov . Gray Davis of
Gap mogul Don Fisher to the state Board of  Education. Fisher is a prominent Edison Schools investor
and donor. (In an unorthodox  setup, Edison is part ly supported by char itable donations ev en though it’s a
for-profit corporation. The 8-year-old company has never made a profit.)

In San Francisco, Edison initially pounced on the city’s liberal reputation to charge that the school board
move against the company was ideologically motivated.  That accusation was resoundingly discredited
when the Wayne County, N.C., school board voted in April to rescind Edison’s contract to run a school in
Goldsboro, deep in conservative tobacco country.

The Pontiac, Mich., school district is also considering revoking its contract with Edison. It was not known
whether Edison would initiate legal action to force the North Carolina and Michigan districts to keep the
company in their schools, as it is attempting to do in San Francisco.

School officials in all three districts cited the high costs of Edison schools, combined with management
problems and low achievement.

 In San Francisco, where under California charter law a majority of teachers was required to approve
turning a low-performing public school over to Edison in 1998, teachers have since said they were
threatened and coerced to sign the charter petition. The district also charges that Edison has “counseled”
special-education and other students out of the school. The complaint also accuses Edison of failing to
provide information on finances and other issues as required in the charter, of eliminating the school’s
Spanish bilingual program and a free after-school care program, and other violations. 

Edison schools cost districts extra money because Edison contrives to grab what it calls “the whole
dollar” - keeping all the per-pupil funding for the school. Other schools’ per-pupil funding covers
districtwide administrative functions that Edison also uses. That means those schools subsidize Edison
schools by making up the deficit.



Citing high costs and low performance,  the Sherman, Texas, school district, site of Edison’s first-ever
privatized school, declined in 2000 to renew its contract with Edison. The Southwest Independent School
District in San Antonio, Texas, has also announced that it won’t renew an expiring contract  with Edison.

Edison faces other problems and complaints around the country. 

· In Dallas, school officials discovered in March that Edison schools there will cost the district
$5 million to $20 million more than projected over a five-year contract. The school board had
expected higher costs than other schools but was stunned by the amount of the figure.

· In Inkster, Mich., where Edison took over the entire district last year, the school board in
February voiced complaints about Edison and passed a resolution demanding changes in
management and more information from the company. 

· In Milwaukee, school off icials are anxiously hoping for improv ement after a new Edison 
school stumbled badly last fall, with three dif ferent principals in the first semester, a shortage
of basic supplies, and a rapid exodus of both teachers and students. About 20 percent of
students left the school during its f irst semester, with enrollment falling f rom 900 to 712.

· In Las Vegas, the school board voted in April to turn seven schools over to Edison despite
acknowledging that the deal would cost the district $8 million ext ra. But two employee
associations and a Nevada state legislator have sued to block the contract.

· In New York City, parents at fiv e schools resoundingly defeated a March proposal to turn the
schools over to Edison. Eighty percent of the parents who voted rejected the Edison
takeover.

· In Chicago, more than half  the teachers and 25 percent of the students left Edison’s one
school there after its f irst year, and even a charter school adv ocacy newsletter describes the
school’s academic achievement as “less than glowing.”

“Edison tried to portray San Francisco as the only district having problems with Edison and accused the
board of being politically motivated,” Brodkin pointed out. “But in reali ty, district af ter district is hav ing
difficulty with Edison. Edison schools are often sloppily managed. Their costs are high and their
achievement is mixed at best, and more often poor.”
##
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Links to background articles available free online:

Detroit Free Press 4/20/01
Pontiac school officials grading Edison poorly 
Contract may end; practices questioned 
http://www.freepress.com/news/education/zedison20_20010420.htm

Dallas Observer 1/00
No class (on Edison’s record in Sherman, Texas)
http://www.dallasobserver.com/issues/2000-01-27/feature.html/index_html?qs=1

Detroit Free Press 2/16/01
Inkster school board finds Edison partnership rocky 
http://www.freepress.com/news/locway/nink16_20010216.htm



Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel 1/22/01
School recovering from bumpy start, official says
Milwaukee Academy suffered enrollment drop
http: //www.jsonline.com/news/metro/jan01/acad23012201a.asp

Las Vegas Review-Journal 4/24/01
Edison Schools decision opposed
Groups, lawmaker seek to void contract 
http://www.lvrj.com/lvrj_home/2001/Apr-24-Tue-2001/news/15941817.html#mailform

Catalyst: Voices of Chicago School Reform 11/00
(Note that this is a charter school advocacy publication)
Edison Schools, Inc., reinvents city's largest charter school
http://www.catalyst-chicago.org/11-00/1100ChicagoInternational.htm

Bloomberg News Service 8/99
Whitt le and Benno Schmidt Try Another IPO Fast One
(on Edison’s practice of sol icit ing charitable donations for a for-prof it business)
http://www.newyorkobserver.com/pages/story.asp?ID=1588


