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How Million-Dollar Costs,  Mediocre Results Sank Texas Edison School

The San Francisco school  board h as begun  invest igat ing whether to revoke the char ter of  a school operated by
Edison Schools, a controversia l for-profit   chain that manages public schools nat ionwide. Edison has retorted by
vowing to “fight … in every way we can.”

San Francisco is not the first school district to want Edison gone.  In Sherman, 
Texas, when officials complained about the mess at Edison’s first-ever 
privatized school, Edison slunk away with its tail between its legs. The charter 
for Sherman’s Washington Elementary, plus a portion of a district middle school 
that Edison took over, was not renewed when it expired in June 2000.

Philip Garrett, an assistant superintendent in the rural Sherman Independent School District, told the Dallas
Observer that “hidden costs” of dealing with Edison drained $1 million a year from the tiny school district, forcing
it to cut supply budgets. The Edison-run school’s minimal test-score improvements were the lowest among the
district’s schools. 

 “The student performance never really improved,” Texas PTA legislative chair Karen Miller said to Upside
Magazine, “and the school district had to bail out Edison in order to salvage the kids.” 

During Edison’s five years in Sherman, complaints abounded about untrained teachers, management chaos and
poor services for special education. Perhaps not coincidentally, Edison chairman of the board Benno Schmidt has
been quoted as saying Edison economizes by hiring the lowest-paid teachers and by not providing specialists to
work with special-education children. 

At Edison School in San Francisco, the principal rebuffed Teresa Gallegos, parent of a special-education child who
attends another school, when Gallegos asked about special-education services at Edison. The principal said he
couldn’t answer on the spot and that Gallegos would need to make an appoin tment to get any information. “I  asked
about accommodations, curriculum and adaptation,” Gallegos said. “He should have been able to answer those
questions at  the drop of a hat. Any other principal would know most of the answers on the spot and be eager  to give
me the information.”

Edison is attempt ing to take over schools in New York City and Chicago, and already operates schools in Dallas,
the Los Angeles area, Washington, D.C., and other  cities.
The company has had problems in several districts. In Miami, a mass teacher exodus was eclipsed by a scandal
over one teacher’s reportedly beating a student with a stick. In Minneapolis, a reported 75 percent of the original
Edison teachers left in fall 1999. In Boston, as in San Francisco, Edison has been accused of “counseling out”
special-education students, often the costliest and most challenging children to work with. 

In San Francisco, Edison opponents contend that the corporation has touted inaccurate test scores and demographic
figures in a ttempting to polish the school’s image. The school ranks fifth from the bottom on  the distr ict’s list of
low performers - No. 74 of 78 schools. 

Critics also charge that Edison has purged disadvantaged students from the school and that it receives more than
its share of district resources. Even Edison booster Bill Rojas, former schools superintendent in San Francisco and
Dallas who brought Edison to both districts, acknowledged to the Dallas Observer that Edison schools cost districts
extra money.

Edison’s business concept involves applying pr ivate-sector economies and buying supplies on a  massive scale.
Critics point out that any profits would go to investors rather than to schoolchildren’s needs. That debate is
hypothetical so far, with the corporation losing $40.5 million in the fiscal year ended September 2000.



Edison, which in 1998 took over the San Francisco school coincidentally named 
Edison Elementary, has ignited controversy from the beginning. Critics charge that a for-profit company shouldn’t
run public schools because its obligation is to its stockholders, not to chi ldren or  the community. The November
2000 election created an anti-Edison majority on San Francisco’s school board.

Caroline Grannan, a San Francisco parent and critic of for-profit enterprises’ operating public schools, also
assailed Edison for threatening to wage a costly legal battle over its San Francisco charter.  “Edison is telling San
Francisco that we can’t afford to revoke its charter,” she said. “It’s declaring itself totally unaccountable.”

With Edison’s newly combative at titude, school districts considerin g doing business with the corporation  had better
watch out, Grannan warned. “Edison has effectively told San Francisco that the company doesn’t have to answer to
anyone except its own stockholders.”
###

Dallas Observer article on Edison in Sherman, Texas  Jan. 27, 2000 http://www.dallasobserver.com/issues/2000-
01-27/feature.html/index_html?qs=1

Upside Magazine article addressing Edison in Sherman, Texas Nov. 27, 2000 
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