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Edison Schods' Hallmark: Slick Fromises, Lackluster Reaults
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Edison Schods sailed into San Francisoo three years ago full of sweet talk and big pramises. The far-profit
corporation takes ove low-performing public schools, vawing to run them for basic funding at no extra cost to
districts improvestudent paformanceand make money for invedors.

Conaumer watchdags have a aredao: If it sounds too goodto be true it prabally is. Andthat’ sthe case with Edison.
The company’s promises don’t hold up.

-- Edi son costs school districts plenty. Two of its earliest contracts, in San Antonio and Sherman, Texas, a e not
being renewed because of high costs to the digtricts. Sherman offici as estimated “hi dden costs’ of the Edison
contract at $1 million a year for 1.3 schods - with lackluster achievement.

-- Edison made no significant improvements in student performance in Sherman and San Antonio - and it hasn’t
in San Francisco, where it took over one lov-perfaming school.

-- Eight-year-dd Edison gill isn't making money, though it vows to make aprofit someday. That may concern
only investors, but it demonstrates Edison’s difficulty doing what it promises.

Edison brought with i t corrupti on and conflict. It cut its San Francisco deal amid costly rewards and payoffs for
school board support - plus coercion, deception and threas to get teache's’ signatures on the charter petition.

In San Francisco, Edison has revamped its student body, with California law prahibiting automatic assignments to
charter schools. A pool o extremely dsadvantaged studentswas previoudy autamatically assigned to the school.
Now all enroll ment is by request, encouraged by aggressive outreach to middle-class families. Edison’s per centages
of low-incame, spedal-educaion and African-American students have plummeted. Itschallenging sudents are
dumped on other schools.

Edison recdves moredistrict resourcesthan other schools, which igr't far and hurts other children. Investors' and
donors' support provides alonger school day and year, more teacher training, and free take-home computer s.

Y et even with those benefits and its revamped student population, Edison posts feeble achievement gains.

L ow-incame students distridwide outperform low-income Edison students at every levd - reading and math in
seoond thraugh fifth grades- by up to 20 percentage points Edison’ smodest gains are matched or bested by eight
other low-performing schoolswith similar demogr aphics. And in the reported subjects, math and reading, Edison
tested only 73.49% of its students. Testing fewer students | ets it drop likely low scorers from its averages. (Fi gures
refer tospring 2000.)

Similar reports tum up nationwide - but they re hardto find. Thepress often behaves asif Edison walks on water.
CEO Chris Whittle, who once ran Esquire Magazine, isa persuasive guy with great media contads. Na everyone
issdd: A BusinessWeek writer described Whittleas a “huckder” who “victimizeshis marks,” and a Blcomberg
News Service columnist likened him to “Music Man” Harold Hill.

But San Frandsco’s schod board isunder heavy media fire for investigating whether Edison is fulfilling the terms
of its charter - something the board committed to doall along but negleced until a new majarity won seatsin
November’ selection.



Y es Edison busesparents to meetings totestify. Presumably, theseare parents d higher-performing students who
like the free computers and longer school hours. But is it fair to drain resources from aher schools to benefit thar
kids, whil e dumping chalenging students? And shouldn’t those par ents questi on the lackluster results achi eved
even with all those benefits?

Edison vows an expensive bloody court battle in San Francisco. The same fight will ensue if the charter isn’t
renewed at i ts 2003 expiration. Six of the seven board members believe it'stheir duty to review the charter now,
since the board hasn’t done so previoud y as promised. T he battle threatens to cost plenty - but the option isto let
Edison dedare itself totdly unacoountableto our school district forever.

The schod board must fulfill its commitment to review Edison’ scharter. Edison must drop thecostly legal
challenges that wil | hurt our schoolchildren. And we all should question promises that sound too good to be true.
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