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EDISON SCHOOL S PURPORTED SCORE GAINSINFLATED

A source at Edison Schools, a controversial for-profit company that manages
public charter schoolsaround the United Staes, has goparently rd eased incorrect
test-score figures showing greatly exaggerated achievement gains.

The inacaurate figures were disseminated to magjor international media. Both the New
Y ork City-based Wall Street Journal and the London-based Economist published an erroneous
statistic for reading scores before and after Edison took over a low-performing San Francisco
elementary school.

The publications used the statidic in January editorials criticizing the San Francisco Board
of Education for discussing the revocation of Edison’s charter. The same incorrect figures have
also been circulated in a charter school advocacy newsletter and inletters to San Francisco
newspapers.

“1 did not give themthat information,” ingsted Gaynor McCown, Edison's senor
vice president of marketing, asked about the inaccurate statisticsby a San Francisco reporter. But
McCown didn’t deny that the figures could have come from an Edison source.

The incorrect statistic claimed that before Edison took over the school, only 2
percent of fifth-graders had scored at or above the nationd average in reading,
and compared that number with a statistic of 35 after the Edison takeover. Those
figures were incorrect by any gauge, but the appropriate comparison would have
been what’ scalled a normal curve equivalent datistic, showing afar more modeg

increase to 42.0 in 1999-2000 from 35.2 in 1997-1998.



Edison criticsaso point out that the school’s percentage of low-income and African-
American children - statistically likely to achieve lower test scores - dropped sharply during that
time.

An Economig editorid writer told reporter Tali Woodward of the San Francisco
Bay Guardanthat the incorrect figure had come from a teacher at the San Francisco Edison
School. The Wall Street Jourral has not responded to requeds for commert.

“If Edison is handing out false statistics, that destroys the credihility of everything
they say,” declared Caroline Grannan, a San Francisco parent and critic of for-profit enterprises
operating public schools.

She also criticized Edison for threatening to wage a costly legal battle if the
San Francisco Board of Education votes to rescind the school’ s cherter. “ Should
our charter be revoked, we will fight it in every way we can,” McCown vowed
to the Bay Guardian.

“Edison istelling San Francisco that we can’t afford to revoke its charter,” Grannan
responded. “It’ sdeclaring itself and dl charter schoadl severywhere totally unaccountaldeto
school districts and taxpayers. The company isvowing to force Sen Frandsco - and by implication
any other school district that lets Edison in - to drain resources from classrooms and children’s
needs to fight legal batles to hold Edison accountable.”

School digricts consdering doing business with Edison - which is currently
launching efforts to take over schoolsin New Y ork City and Chicago - had
better wat ch out, Grannan warned. “San Francisco has just been told that once Edisonisin the
door, the company doesn’'t have to answer to anyone except its own stockholders.”

Edison, whichin 1998 took over a school coincidentaly aready named Edison



Elementary, has ignited controversy since it arrived in San Francisco. Critics charge that a for-
profit company shouldn’t run public schools because its obligation is to its stodkholders not to
children or the community.

Edison’ s bugness concept involves applying private-sector economies and
buying supplies on a mass ve scale, theoretically allowing the company to operate schoolsat a
profit on alotted public-school funding. Critics point out that if Edison
were to turn a profit, the money would go to investors rather than to school children' s needs. That
debate is hypothetical so far, with the corporation losing $40.5 million in the fiscal year ended
September 2000.

The November 2000 election created an anti-Edison mgjority on San
Francisco’ sschool board. The board intends thisweek [Feb. 13] to initiatethe process of
revoking the compary’s charter, both because of the mgjority’ s objections to the for-profit setup
and because Edison opponents say the contract provides more district resourcesto Edison School
than to other schools.

Critics also maintain that Edison has far more leeway than other public schoolsin picking
and choosing its students. And they say its numbers of low-income and African-American
students have plunged, with its ratios of special-education students and boys moving downward
aswadll.

Before privatization, Edison wasthe default assgnment for children from the low-income
Bayview District. All enrollments are now entirely by parental requed, in response to an
aggressive outreach and recr uitment campaign. “All comparisons of test scores are contrasting
entirely different sets of students,” Grannan pointed out. “Any claim that Edison has increased

achievement with the same student population isutterly dishonest.”



As San Francisco parent DanaWoldow noted, “Edison doesn' t haveto play by the same

rulesother schools do.”

Background: San Francisco Bay Guardian article 2/7/01
Full-court press

Edison school chain'sP.R. blitz gets help from media

By Tali Woodward

For-profit Edison Schools Inc. isscrambling to maintainitsgrip on
Edison Charter Academy, the Noe Valley elemertary school it took
over almog three yearsago. Facing anew school board that plansto
revoke Edison's charter, the national school management firmiis
waging an aggressive public reaions campaign. And major media
outlets are bolgering Edison's cause with someinaccurate test score

data

The corporation dispatched a New Y ork administrator to San
Frandsco to rally parents against revocation and provided supporters
abus ride to the Jan. 23 San Francisco Board of Education meeting,
where schoolchildren waved signs declaring, "Edison Rocks," and

backers urged the board not to, as one speaker put it, "dismartle a



system that allows our children to succeed.”

Critics suggest that the public relations blitz owes more to pending
Edison proposdsto take over five schoolsin New York and six in

Chicago thanto concern about Edison Charter Academy students.

"It's so clear they're putting profits before the kids - they're usng
them

as pavns" sad Dylan Berngein of Oakland's Certer for
Commercial-Free Public Education. "They know that the charter is
going to be revoked; they wart this so that they can continueto

expand.”

"It's very clear that the board is moving in a particular direction,"
sad

Gaynor McCown, Edison's senior vice president of marketing.
"Should our charter be revoked, we will fight it in every way we can.

We will definitely pursue any appeals process.”

Board of Education president Jill Wynns plans to introduce a measure

Feb. 13 that would return the school to district control.

National and inter national press have dammed the board for looking



to end the charter. In aJan. 17 editorial, the Wall Street Journal
claimed that 35 per cent of the school's fifth graders scored at the
national average in reading last year - up from 2 percent before
Edison moved in. The Economid ran with the same statistics two

weeks ealier.

But those figures are off the mark, according to data posted onthe
San Francisco Unified School Didtrict's Web site. Thirty-five percent
of last year's fifth graders did meet the national average. But the
year

before Edison Inc. came in, that percentage was 24, not 2.

Looking at another measure, the school's progress iseven more
gquestionable. Last spring 28.5 percent of fifth graders scored in the
top two quartiles in reading. Before Edison Inc. took over, that
percentage was 17.7. But the year prior it was 29.2 - higher than the

current rate.

Thefact tha both publications printed incorrect stetigics suggeds
that the numbers were supplied by Edison Inc. The Wall Street
Journal did not respond to detailed, written questions from the Bay

Guardian.



The Economist's editorial writer told us that he got the statistics
from

an Edison Charter Academy teacher.

"l did not give them that information,” McCown told us. But she

wouldn't rule out the possibility that it came from othersin the

compary.

The inaccurate atistics are swaying community sentiment: they've
been repeated in one of several letters supporting the charter that
wereprinted inthe San Francisco Chronid e and the Indgpendert.
The letter writers weren't all concerned parerts; several told us they

wrote in after reading the press accourts.

A wdcomng sign hanging infront of the San Francisco Edison

school gushes, " Come see our test scores!” But when wetried to vist
the school, we were sent to the principd’s office and told, by

staffer

Fabiola Harvey, that "the protocol for our school isthat you set up

an

appointment with [McCown] or our principal." After telling us that we
could return for one of the scheduled Wednesday tours, another

staffer trailed us on our way out.



Edison I nc. has never had a charter revoked, but ayear ago Edison's
first contract - to run a Sherman, Texas, elementary school - was not
renewed. Administrators there said that working with Edison, which
had reduced st affing and failed to raise test scores, was costing the

district an extra $1 million a year.

The San Francisco charter was narrowly approved in 1998 amid the
controversial dealings of former superintendert Bill Rojas (see
"School for Scanda," 10/28/98). Thereis concern that the
arrangement is costing the district money and that high rates of
teacher turnover - two-thirds of the teachers who worked therein the
fal of 1999 did not return this year - coupled with the company's
scripted curriculumis bad for students (see "Edison Exodus”
7/19/00). Thee's also evidence tha low-income and minority guderts
have been replaced with other kidswho are likdy to score higher on

standardi zed tests.



