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A Supply-Side View of 
Student Selectivity

John E. Chubb

Chief among concerns about school choice is student selectiv-
ity, or what is more popularly called “creaming.” If parents (or
guardians) are allowed to choose the schools their children at-
tend, and schools are required to compete for students and re-
sources, the best students will become concentrated, like rising
cream, in the best schools. The weakest students will be left be-
hind in the poorest schools. Educational opportunity, which
the public education system is supposed to provide equally to
all children, will become even less equal than it is already.
Whatever benefits school choice may yield—and they may be
considerable for the overall quality of schooling and the level
of student achievement—the risks of inequity may simply out-
weigh them.1

On first inspection, selectivity would appear to be an impor-
tant concern. Some parents are clearly better educated, more
knowledgeable about schools, and more interested in their chil-
dren’s education than other parents. More able and interested
parents would surely try harder to learn about quality school
choices and to make application to those schools. At the same

1On the theoretical benefits of school choice for student achievement, see esp.:
John E. Chubb and Terry M. Moe, Politics, Markets, and America’s Schools
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1990).

chap04.choice  2002-04-08  16:24  Page 85



time, schools would surely prefer to teach children who have in-
terested parents and academic inclinations. Even if schools
must accept all students, schools can still orient their programs
and recruitment efforts toward the best and the brightest.

History offers some support for this reasoning. For the
last half-century, parents have fled the cities for the suburbs,
in pursuit of better and safer schools. Private schools prolif-
erated in the South after Brown v. Board of Education to
serve white families resistant to the integration of public
schools. Public magnet schools are often oases of quality, 
in school systems bereft of decent schools, serving parents
shrewd enough or lucky enough to gain admission.2

But appearances can be deceiving. The school choice pro-
grams being proposed or offered by policymakers today
come with safeguards against selectivity.3 Public opinion sur-
veys indicate that interest in school choice is greatest among
poor and minority families, whose children have historically
not been the highest achievers.4 And the simple fact is that
experience with school choice is too limited to draw any
conclusions confidently about selectivity.5 History provides
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2For arguments and evidence that school choice promotes inequity and segrega-
tion, see: Bruce Fuller, Richard F. Elmore, and Gary Orfield, eds., Who Chooses?
Who Loses? Culture, Institutions, and the Unequal Effects of School Choice (New
York: Teachers College Press, 1996); Ted Fiske and Helen F. Ladd, When Schools
Compete: A Cautionary Tale (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2000);
and Gary Orfield, Schools More Separate: Consequences of a Decade of Resegrega-
tion (Cambridge, Mass.: The Civil Rights Project, Harvard University, 2001).

3On the importance of the structure of school choice systems, see Moe, 
Chap. 7 in this volume.

4The most comprehensive analysis of public opinion on school choice is Terry
M. Moe, Schools, Vouchers, and the American Public (Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2001).

5The bulk of the empirical evidence on school choice comes from settings that are
only proxies for what a widely available, publicly funded system of school choice
might look like. The evidence includes especially, on private schools: James S. Cole-
man, Thomas Hoffer, and Sally Kilgore, High School Achievement: Public and Pri-
vate High Schools Compared (New York: Basic Books, 1982); James S. Coleman
and Thomas Hoffer, Public and Private High Schools: The Impact of Communities
(New York: Basic Books, 1987); and Chubb and Moe, Politics, Markets, and Amer-
ica’s Schools; on small voucher programs for the economically disadvantaged 
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evidence of how families with the financial wherewithal have
chosen private schools or suburban schools—and how
schools have cropped up to meet that demand. But history
provides little direct evidence of how families or schools
would respond if school choice were made available to par-
ents as a matter of public policy, without regard to financial
means.

NEW EVIDENCE

Slowly our knowledge base is improving. In the last
decade, policymakers have begun offering parents truly
meaningful school choice. Most important, some thirty-
seven states now provide for charter schools—public
schools largely independent of local school systems and
open to all students regardless of achievement, income, or
(usually) residence.6 Charter schools represent a major ad-
vance in school choice for two basic reasons. First, and
most obviously, they create demand for public schools that
is not tied to the ability of families to move to new school

87A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

students funded through private philanthropy or, in a couple of instances (Milwau-
kee and Cleveland), public funds: William G. Howell and Paul E. Peterson, School
Choice in Dayton, Ohio: An Evaluation After One Year (Cambridge, Mass.: Pro-
gram on Education Policy and Governance, Harvard University, 2000); Paul E. Pe-
terson, William G. Howell, and Jay P. Greene, An Evaluation of the Cleveland
Voucher Program After Two Years (Program on Educational Policy and Governance,
Harvard University, 1999); and Paul E. Peterson, D. Meyers, and William G. How-
ell, An Evaluation of the New York City School Scholarships Program: The First
Year (Cambridge, Mass.: Program on Educational Policy and Governance, Harvard
University, 1998); on family mobility and competition among public school districts:
Caroline M. Hoxby, “Does Competition Among Public Schools Benefit Students and
Taxpayers?” American Economic Review, 90, no. 5 (December 2000): 1209–38; on
family mobility and racial segregation: Orfield, Schools More Separate.

6On the early experience of charter schools, see: Chester E. Finn, Bruno V.
Manno, and Greg Vanourek, Charter Schools in Action: What Have We
Learned? (Indianapolis: Hudson Institute, 1997); Joe Nathan, Charter Schools:
Creating Hope and Opportunity for American Education (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1996); and Paul A. Berman et al., A National Study of Charter Schools,
Second-Year Report (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, Office of
Educational Research and Improvement, 1998).
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districts or to threaten moves to private schools. Prior to
charter schools, parents with limited financial means could
not demand better or different public schools, except
through school board elections and the political process.
With the advent of charter schools, all parents have the
power to switch schools, creating at least the beginnings of
a market for public education.

The second reason charter schools are important is that
they create a supply of public schools not under the control
of local school systems.7 If parents are given the right to
choose among public schools, but all public schools are
under the control of a single public authority—that is, the
local school system—the right to choose loses much of its
force, or certainly the force associated with a market. When
the “good choices” are all gone, parents are compelled to
send their children to the choices that remain, choices pro-
vided by the local school system. Charter schools free the
supply of public schools from the traditional sole provider.
Charter schools in effect transform a monopoly into a po-
tentially competitive market. Charter schools offer alterna-
tives for families and students, and just as important,
incentives for the traditional public schools to change and
improve. 

The supply of public education is, of course, vital. If par-
ents are free to choose schools, but the schools among
which they must choose never change, school choice
amounts to little more than a reallocation of educational
opportunity. Some students will get to attend better schools,
whereas other students will have to attend worse schools.
This is not the idea of school choice: the logic of school
choice is the logic of the market. Markets require enough
suppliers, as well as “buyers,” to provide the benefits of
competition. If charter schools succeed in creating markets
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7On the general importance of the supply side of school choice, see Paul T.
Hill, “The Supply Side of Choice,” in Frank Kemmerer and Stephen Sugarman,
School Choice and Social Controversy (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution
Press, 2000).
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for public schools, they will do so not only through char-
ter schools themselves but also through responses by tra-
ditional public schools to the competition.8 Charter
schools have the potential to stimulate improvement in the
overall quality of schools from which parents choose.

As charter schools, now numbering over 2,000 nation-
wide, proliferate, and as school systems respond to their
pressure, we have our best opportunity ever to learn how
school choice may affect the selectivity of public schools.
Whom do charter schools attempt to attract? Who chooses
charter schools? How do district schools respond? How do
these new forces of supply and demand seem to affect the
quality and equality of public schools? It may be another
decade before we have confident answers to these questions.
Even the oldest charter schools in America are barely a
decade old,9 and most states have been authorizing charter
schools for less than a decade. School systems may just be
beginning to compete with charters—instead of suing and
lobbying for them to go away. But the data are beginning to
come in. And they are surprising.

EDISON SCHOOLS INC

Perhaps the largest single source of data on the charter ex-
perience is that of Edison Schools Inc, the largest private
manager of public schools in the United States, and also
the largest operator of charter schools. In the fall of 2001,
Edison managed 136 schools in twenty-two states and the
District of Columbia. Located in over fifty communities,
the schools served some 75,000 students. About a third 
of the schools were charter schools; the remainder have
schools of choice within public school systems. Edison

89A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

8On the response of public schools to competition, see esp. Caroline M.
Hoxby, Chap 6 this volume.

9U.S. Department of Education, The State of Charter Schools 2000 (Wash-
ington, D.C.).
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opened its first schools in 1995 and has since increased en-
rollment at an average rate of about 50 percent per year.10

Edison’s experience can enlighten both sides of the school
choice equation—and in a number of ways. On the demand
side, Edison operates scores of public schools of choice, of
three distinctly different types: independent charters (with
no connection to a local school district), district charters
(freed from district management but accountable to a school
district), and district schools of choice. Generally, both types
of district schools are responses to the competition from in-
dependent charters. Who attends the different types of
schools?

As the largest private provider of public schools, Edison
also offers unique perspective on the supply side of school
choice. Whom does Edison aim to attract to its schools? Why?
How does Edison find itself competing with public school sys-
tems through independent charters, yet assisting public school
systems through district charters and district schools of
choice? More generally, how does a supplier of public schools
think about the market? What are the costs and benefits of
serving different types of students? Do the incentives for sup-
plying new schools of choice favor families who have tradi-
tionally had little to choose from or families who already
enjoy quality schools and ample choice? Without revealing
trade secrets, Edison’s experience suggests that supply-side in-
centives favor the traditionally disadvantaged. School choice
may not promote student selectivity or creaming. School
choice may in fact help equalize educational opportunity.

WHO ATTENDS EDISON SCHOOLS?

Edison Schools offers its public education partners—charter
boards and traditional school boards—an education model
that is designed to help all students, regardless of academic or
socioeconomic background, succeed at high levels. The model

90 John E. Chubb

10Edison Schools Inc, Fourth Annual Report on School Performance (New
York: Edison Schools Inc, October 2001).
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is explicitly researched based. It attempts to bring together in a
single comprehensive school design those wide-ranging factors
shown consistently to influence student achievement and school
performance. The factors include not only the obvious edu-
cation variables—curriculum, instruction, and assessment—
but also more general factors such as organization, leadership,
management, technology, culture, and community.11

For example, the model provides for a nontraditional
school organization based on academies, houses, and
teams—devices meant to foster a strong sense of community
and commitment, even in the largest schools. The curricu-
lum in all Edison schools is organized around academic
standards developed by Edison that meet or exceed the stan-
dards in every state. Instruction employs researched-based
programs and practices, including Success for All for ele-
mentary reading, a K–12 math program developed through
the University of Chicago School Mathematics Project, and
science programs developed by one of the nation’s premier
organizations of science educators, BSCS.

Edison schools make extensive use of computers: all teach-
ers are provided laptops, all students above second grade are
provided computers for use at home, schools are equipped
with classroom and lab computers, and all computers are net-
worked locally and nationally, connecting Edison teachers,
students, and families coast to coast. The schools also empha-
size the arts, with every student taking a fine arts or music
class daily. Notwithstanding the breadth of the program, the
schools are decidedly focused—on academic achievement.
Edison high schools, for example, offer only an academic
track—and an extensive remediation program so that all stu-
dents prospectively can be successful in an academic track. 

The model is not aimed at a particular clientele. It includes
elements that are targeted at students at risk of academic 
failure, such as Success for All. And it includes elements that are

91A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

11Extensive details on Edison’s education program and school design are
available on Edison’s Web site <www.edisonschools.com>.
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more characteristic of traditionally high-achieving schools, such
as the math and science programs, the technology focus, and
the academics-only high school. It is a model that would be well
suited to poor and traditionally unsuccessful inner-city students
or affluent and generally high-achieving suburban students.12

It may come as some surprise then to see who actually at-
tends Edison schools. The vast majority of Edison’s students
are economically disadvantaged. Specifically, the average Edi-
son school (see Table 1) has 70 percent of its students eligible
for the federal government’s free or reduced-price lunch pro-
gram, an indicator of economic disadvantage in schools. Nor
are these students a random slice of America’s disadvantaged.
Edison’s students are primarily and disproportionately (that
is, relative to America’s poor generally) children of color.
African Americans constitute 64 percent of the students at 
the average Edison school; Hispanics constitute 17 percent.
On average, Caucasian enrollment at Edison’s schools is only
16 percent, far below what it would be if Edison served all
economically disadvantaged racial groups equally.13

92 John E. Chubb

TABLE 1
Demographics of Edison Schools, 2000–2001

School Demographic Average School Percentage

African American 64%

Caucasian 16%

Hispanic 17%

Free/reduced lunch 70%

Number of schools 87

12On the history of the development of Edison’s education program and
school design, see John E. Chubb, “Lessons in School Reform from the Edison
Project,” in Diane Ravitch and Joseph Viteritti, New Schools for a New Century
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1997).

13Nationwide the racial/ethnic distribution of families below the poverty
line—a proxy for eligibility for free/reduced-price lunch—is 35 percent Cau-
casian, 32 percent African American, 28 percent Hispanic, and 5 percent Other.
See U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., 2000.
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Edison’s students reflect in part the kinds of communities in
which Edison schools have taken hold. Edison schools have a
substantial presence in U.S. cities. Table 2 highlights the loca-
tions of all Edison schools open for the 2000–2001 school
year, the last year for which complete demographic data are
available (and when Edison operated 113 schools).14 Although
Edison offers schools in a wide range of communities, cities
predominate. From big cities such as Boston, Washington,
D.C., Baltimore, Atlanta, Miami, Detroit, Chicago, Min-
neapolis, Kansas City, Dallas, San Antonio, Denver, and San
Francisco, to smaller cities such as Albany, Rochester, York,
Macon, Flint, Wichita, Tyler, and Fresno, Edison schools are
much more likely than not to be urban. The 2001–2002 school
year saw this tendency continue, with new Edison schools
opening in the cities of Las Vegas and Buffalo.

Cities, of course, are made up of a range of people, not
only the disadvantaged. Location alone cannot explain why
Edison schools are so heavily attended by poor and minority
children. Even in cities, Edison schools could easily fill up
with students from more advantaged backgrounds.15 Edison
schools are schools of choice. Although concerns about stu-
dent selectivity would seem to predict a relatively advantaged
enrollment, that has not happened. What accounts for Edi-
son’s student profile? It is not the schools’ education pro-
gram, which is well suited to high achievers. Could it be that
some of the premises of the selectivity concern are wrong? Or
are other factors at work to mitigate the forces of selectivity?

93A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

14Table 2 consolidates elementary, middle, and high schools that occupy a single
building into one entry; hence the total number of schools in the table is somewhat
less than 113.

15For example, urban private schools fill up rather easily with students from
middle and upper class families looking for something either different (e.g., reli-
gious) or better (e.g., safer or more academically successful) than what the local
public schools are offering.  Many such families would seem potential candidates
for (free) Edison schools. On private school choice, see: J. R. Betts and R. W. Fair-
lie, “Explaining Ethnic, Racial, and Immigrant Differences in Private School Atten-
dance, Journal of Urban Economics 50 (2001): 26–51; and R. J. Buddin and J. J.
Cordes, “School Choice in California: Who Chooses Private Schools,” Journal of
Urban Economics 44 (1998): 110–34.
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GOVERNANCE AND SELECTIVITY

All Edison schools operate under one of three basic governance
structures. “District contract” schools are organized by the
policies of local public school systems and are accountable by
contract to the local board of education (or in one case, Balti-
more, to a state board of education that has taken control of
low-performing district schools). District contract schools can
take many forms: existing schools or new ones, closed schools
slated for reopening, failing schools or schools aiming to offer
an alternative program. Whatever the case, a school district
contracts with Edison to implement its school design and be
accountable for all school operations and performance. “Dis-
trict charter” schools are organized by the charter school poli-
cies of a state but are accountable to a local school board, and
sometimes a community charter board as well. District char-
ters can come into being because an existing district school
elects, by teacher and parent vote, to “secede” from district
governance and operate as a charter, or because a group inter-
ested in starting a charter school successfully petitions the local
school board to authorize a new charter school. Finally, “in-
dependent charter” schools are organized under the charter
school policies of a state and are accountable either directly to
a state or to a state-authorized chartering authority such as a
public university. Independent charter schools operate com-
pletely outside of local district policies and control.16

However Edison schools are organized and governed, they are
enrolled as schools of choice. Independent charter schools are 
enrolled entirely on the basis of choice: they have no assigned stu-
dents; enrollment is strictly voluntary. Every student who attends
an independent charter is there because a parent or guardian has
taken affirmative steps to enroll the student. In contrast, students
come to district charter schools and district contract schools by a

96 John E. Chubb

16Each type of governance also represents a theoretically different way for
contracting between the public and private (or independent nonprofit) sectors to
improve education. On contracting, see Paul T. Hill, Lawrence C. Pierce, and
James W. Guthrie, Reinventing Public Education: How Contracting Can Trans-
form America’s Schools (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997). 
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range of means. Although several of Edison’s district schools are
filled by choice alone, most are filled by some form of “neigh-
borhood preference” choice: students in a school’s attendance
zone have the first claim to seats in a school, after which students
throughout the district can fill unclaimed seats by choice. These
rules, though more restrictive than full choice, tend to bring a sig-
nificant measure of choice to Edison’s district schools.

Edison also asks that no student be compelled to attend an
Edison school. Students are therefore free to opt out of their
neighborhood school (implicit choice) if they or their families do
not want Edison’s program. Moreover, many of the schools that
districts ask Edison to manage are low performing and there-
fore underenrolled. They have ample room for explicit choice
students. Although district schools are generally not shaped by
school choice to the same degree as independent charter schools
are, all Edison schools are shaped by school choice.

So, how do enrollments in Edison schools differ with school
governance? Well, not as concerns about selectivity might sug-
gest. Independent charter schools, enrolled strictly through
choice, are not on average more advantaged educationally than
district schools are (Table 3). On the one hand, district Edison
schools have levels of economic disadvantage (as reflected in
lunch programs) that are somewhat higher on average than Edi-
son independent charter schools: 76 percent in district contracts
and 60 percent in district charters (a weighted average of 68 per-
cent) versus 65 percent in independent charters. On the other
hand, independent charter schools are much more likely to at-
tract African American students (83 percent on average) than are
district charter schools (36 percent) or district contract schools
(62 percent). If selectivity works, as it is most feared to work, in-
dependent charters would not enroll such high percentages of
students whose backgrounds predict academic difficulty.17

97A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

17The average level of economic disadvantage in Edison’s independent charter schools
(65%) is much higher than the rate in all charter schools nationally (39%) and in all pub-
lic schools nationally (37%). The percentage of minority students in Edison’s independ-
ent charter schools (90%) is also much higher than the percentage (52%) in charter
schools nationally. U.S. Department of Education, The State of Charter Schools 2000.
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Of course, these differences should not be overinterpreted.
They certainly suggest that choice may not be leaving needy
students behind. But the levels of disadvantaged or minority
enrollment need to be viewed relative to the levels in their re-
spective home districts. Perhaps independent charter schools
are located in communities where African American and eco-
nomically disadvantaged populations are unusually high; if so,
these schools might be relatively more advantaged than they
appear. Or district schools might be in areas with fewer disad-
vantaged or minority students; these schools might be more
disadvantaged than they appear. Finally, demographics only
begin to tell the story about students. Perhaps choice attracts
high percentages of disadvantaged and minority families—but
the families of the highest-achieving disadvantaged and minor-
ity students. If so, schools of choice could still be creaming.

HOME DISTRICTS

What, then, do we know about the communities in which
Edison works? First, they are on average less disadvantaged
than the families that Edison serves. Table 4 compares the
demographics of Edison schools with the demographics of
the public school systems in which Edison schools are lo-
cated. On average, schools in the home districts of Edison

98 John E. Chubb

TABLE 3
Demographics of Edison Schools by Type of 

Governance, 2000–2001

Average School Percentage

School Independent District District 
Demographic Charter Charter Contract

African American 83% 36% 62%

Caucasian 8% 31% 15%

Hispanic 7% 26% 20%

Free/reduced lunch 65% 60% 76%

Number of schools 26 16 45
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schools have fewer students eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch—61 percent versus 70 percent. Schools in the home
districts of Edison schools have far fewer African American
students—42 percent versus 64 percent—and far more Cau-
casian students—34 percent versus 16 percent. Only the per-
centages of Hispanic students are similar when Edison
schools and schools in their home districts are compared, 17
percent and 19 percent, respectively. These data suggest that
not only are Edison schools serving students who tradition-
ally have had substantial educational needs, but also Edison
tends to serve relatively more of these students than does the
average public school in the communities in which Edison
works. Again, this is not an outcome that concerns about
student selectivity would predict.

But, how much does this outcome have to do with school
choice? In Table 5 the demographics of Edison schools are
compared with the demographics of their home districts, for
each form of school governance in which Edison schools are
involved. The picture is generally consistent with the one that
has been emerging: school choice has not enabled Edison
schools to cream the strongest students in their respective
communities. Regardless of the form of governance, hence of
school choice, Edison schools attract higher percentages than
other local public schools of those students whose achievement

99A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

TABLE 4
Demographics of Edison Schools Compared 

with Home Districts, 2000–2001

Average School Percentage

School Demographic Edison Schools Home District

African American 64% 42%

Caucasian 16% 34%

Hispanic 17% 19%

Free/reduced lunch 70% 61%

Note: Free/reduced lunch data exclude 11 schools and 4 districts where dis-
trict data were unavailable.
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has traditionally lagged behind national norms. Focusing just
on the demographic categories that have lagged most consis-
tently—economically disadvantaged students and African
American students—Edison schools enroll higher percentages
of these students than do schools in their respective home dis-
tricts, under every form of governance.

The data do suggest that there may be forces at work on
Edison’s enrollment besides school choice. The percentages
of economically disadvantaged students in Edison schools
exceed the percentages in their home districts by wider mar-
gins in district contract and district charter schools than in
independent charter schools—76 percent versus 64 percent,
and 60 percent versus 51 percent, in contrast to 65 percent
versus 62 percent. This contrast may reflect a preference of
local school districts to locate Edison schools in high-poverty
areas or a preference by Edison Schools Inc to access the rev-
enue available for serving economically disadvantaged stu-
dents and therefore to locate in needier areas. But ultimately
families must choose or accept what Edison is offering.

The evidence in Table 5 suggests that families who tradi-
tionally have had significant educational needs are likely to

100 John E. Chubb

TABLE 5
Demographics of Edison Schools Compared with Home 

District by Type of Governance, 2000–2001

Average School Percentage

Independent District District
Charter Charter Contract

School 
Demographic Schools District Schools District Schools District

African 
American 83% 58% 36% 18% 62% 45%

Caucasian 8% 25% 31% 49% 15% 32%

Hispanic 7% 14% 26% 24% 20% 21%

Free/reduced 
lunch 65% 62% 60% 51% 76% 64%
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choose change. Where Edison offers independent charters—
and choice reigns free—African American families are much
more likely than other families in the local school district to
choose an Edison school: 83 percent of the students in Edi-
son independent charter schools are African American com-
pared with 58 percent in the local public schools. And again,
the choosers, apart from ethnicity, are not the economically
advantaged. The average percentage of students eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch in an Edison independent charter
school is 65 percent, compared with 62 percent in the local
public schools.

These average tendencies are all the more impressive be-
cause they reflect consistent patterns across most Edison
schools. Table 6 compares minority enrollment in each Edi-
son school with minority enrollment in the home district of
each Edison school. Specifically, Table 6 asks which has the
higher percentage of the home district’s largest minority
group, the Edison school or the average district school? For
example, if the largest minority group in a district is His-
panic, and the average district school is 50 percent Hispanic,
the Edison school would need to have 51 percent Hispanic
to qualify as enrolling a higher percentage of the largest mi-
nority group.

In 90 percent of all Edison schools—78 out of 87 schools
where data were available for the district as well as for the
Edison school—the Edison school enrolls a higher percent-
age of the largest local minority group than the average 

101A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

TABLE 6
Edison Schools with Larger Percentage of Dominant Minority Group

Than Home District, by Type of Governance, 2000–2001

Type of Governance Number Percentage

Independent charter 24/26 92%

District charter 14/16 88%

District contract 40/45 89%

All 78/87 90%
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public school does. This high level of consistency is main-
tained for all types of governance: 92 percent for independ-
ent charters, 88 percent for district charters, and 89 percent
for district contracts. Edison schools, in community after
community, attract a higher percentage than the local public
schools do of the families often thought least likely to
choose. 

Similar results obtain for economic disadvantage. Table 7
compares the percentage of students eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch in each Edison school to the average
percentage eligible in the home district of each Edison
school. In 52 out of 75 cases where data were available for
the district as well as for the Edison school, Edison schools
enroll a higher percentage of students from low-income
families than schools in their home districts do on average.
This tendency depends somewhat on governance. For inde-
pendent charters, 54 percent of the Edison schools enroll
more economically disadvantaged students than the average
local public school enrolls. For district charters the percent-
age is 71 percent and for district contracts the percentage is
78 percent. The pattern of results here sharpens a difference
that emerged above. Although Edison schools are clearly
popular with economically disadvantaged families regardless
of how they are enrolled, and there is no evidence that Edi-
son schools attract a more advantaged clientele than the local
public schools even when the schools are independent char-
ters filled by choice alone, there is a tendency for Edison

102 John E. Chubb

TABLE 7
Edison Schools with Larger Percentage of Students Eligible for Free/

Reduced Lunch Than Home District, by Type of Governance, 2000–2001

Type of Governance Number Percentage

Independent charter 13/24 54%

District charter 10/14 71%

District contract 29/37 78%

All 52/75 69%
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schools enrolled with district guidance to be more disad-
vantaged relative to local public schools than independent
charters are. Edison schools do not cream, but choice is not
the only source of their economic makeup.

BASELINE TEST SCORES

In the vast majority of communities in which Edison works,
Edison schools attract disproportionate numbers of econom-
ically disadvantaged students and students of color. This
tendency is true of Edison’s independent charter schools
(particularly with respect to students of color), where par-
ents have complete freedom to choose schools, and it is true
of Edison’s district charter and contract schools, where
choice is constrained. The choice of Edison schools has gen-
erally not depleted the local public schools of their more af-
fluent or Caucasian students, nor concentrated those
students in Edison schools. Choice, in Edison’s universe, has
not exacerbated inequalities. To the contrary, choice has of-
fered all families the opportunity to pursue a different edu-
cation for their children, and although a range of families
have chosen Edison schools, poor and minority families have
been more likely than other families to make that choice.

There is, however, one caveat before we conclude that se-
lectivity may not be cause for inordinate concern. Race, eth-
nicity, and income have traditionally been associated with
student achievement—or a lack thereof.18 But a school that
is relatively high in free or reduced-price lunch students or in
African American students, as Edison schools are, may still
be creaming. Schools of choice may attract the best students
from communities that are largely poor and minority.

103A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

18See esp.: Christopher Jencks and Meredith Phillips, The Black-White Test
Score Gap (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1998); Christopher
Jencks et al., Inequality (New York: Basic Books, 1972); and James Coleman et
al., Equality of Educational Opportunity (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1966).
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This problem is explored first in Table 8. The baseline
test scores of Edison schools are compared with the aver-
age test scores of all schools in the home district of the Edi-
son school. The comparison involves all standardized tests
mandated by states or local school districts. It focuses on
tests taken either the year prior to Edison or during Edi-
son’s first year.19 The purpose of the comparison is to de-
termine the relative achievement of the students that
Edison initially enrolls. Are they more or less accom-
plished than the students in the district as a whole? Who
chooses? We know their race or ethnicity and their eco-
nomic circumstances. But are they perhaps the strongest
students from groups that traditionally have not achieved
at high levels?

The table provides separate comparisons for schools
taking criterion-referenced tests and schools taking norm-
referenced tests. The table reveals that Edison begins
work, on average, with schools where student achievement
is much lower than district norms. Overall, the difference

104 John E. Chubb

19Baseline test scores employ scores from the school’s first year with Edison if
the school is new or is enrolling many new students. Baseline scores employ
scores from the year prior to Edison if the school’s enrollment with Edison is
generally unchanged from the prior year. For details, see Edison Schools Inc,
Fourth Annual Report.

TABLE 8
Baseline Test Scores of Edison Schools Compared with 

Home District, by Type of Governance, 1995–2000

Criterion-Referenced Norm-Referenced
Tests Tests

Home Home 
Type of Governance Edison District Edison District

Independent charter 25% 42% 26 42

District charter 34% 42% 28 37

District contract 38% 48% 33 55

All 34% 46% 32 45
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is 12 points on criterion-referenced tests—an average school-
wide passing rate of 34 percent in Edison schools versus 46
percent in local district schools. On norm-referenced tests
the difference is 13 percentiles—Edison schools begin on av-
erage at the 32nd national percentile rank while  the home
districts of Edison schools average the 45th national per-
centile for the year their respective Edison schools open. The
differences are meaningful for students, amounting to per-
haps a grade level of difference in achievement.20

The differences between Edison and non-Edison students
hold up regardless of governing arrangements. Indeed, the
differences are greater for independent charter schools than
for district charter and district contract schools. This is the
reverse of the finding for economic disadvantage, and it is
quite contrary to what concerns about selectivity would lead
us to expect. Where parents have the complete freedom to
choose—in independent charter schools—low-achieving stu-
dents are especially likely, relative to local achievement lev-
els, to choose an Edison school. The difference in
norm-referenced test scores in Edison’s baseline year be-
tween Edison’s independent charter schools and local public
schools is 17 points on criterion-referenced tests and 16
points on norm-referenced tests. This suggests that Edison
attracts not only students from racial, ethnic, and economic
groups that have not traditionally succeeded, but also stu-
dents who are actually not succeeding on average. Edison
schools do not cream the best students from the communi-
ties in which they work. Edison schools begin on average
with students who are achieving below the norms of their
local communities.

This conclusion is cemented with a look at the initial
conditions of Edison schools on a school-by-school basis.
Table 9 shows rather dramatically that a full 90 percent of

105A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

20For the relationship between national percentile ranks and grade equivalent
scores, see, e.g., Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Technical Manual
(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1998).
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Edison schools open with students who are achieving
below the average of their respective communities. Edison
is not attracting the most successful students in the com-
munities in which it works. This conclusion holds regard-
less of governing arrangement. Importantly, it holds where
families have complete freedom of choice. In 100 percent of
Edison’s independent charter schools, the initial achieve-
ment level is lower than the achievement level in the home
district. 

Families that have exercised school choice through Edison
are disproportionately families whose children are not suc-
ceeding academically. This is the bottom line, regardless of
race, ethnicity, or economic disadvantage. It is also true that
the families who have exercised school choice through Edison
are disproportionately African American and poor. These are
groups whose children have traditionally fared less well than
the national average—and the families school choice is sup-
posed to work against, if selectivity is a serious problem. And
it matters very little whether choice is completely free, as it is
in the lotteries of independent charter schools, or constrained
by neighborhood preferences, as it is in district schools. There
is some evidence that economic need may be a bit higher in
schools if a district is involved, but there is also evidence that
educational need may be higher in schools if only choice is at
work. Overall, the pattern could not be clearer: the processes
of school choice in which Edison schools have been involved
since 1995 have produced schools that consistently and dis-

106 John E. Chubb

TABLE 9
Edison Schools with Lower Baseline Test Scores Than Home District,

by Type of Governance, 2000–2001

Type of Governance Number Percentage

Independent charter 20/20 100%

District charter 13/16 81%

District contract 36/41 88%

All 69/77 90%
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proportionately serve students with serious educational, so-
cial, and economic needs—students that concerns about se-
lectivity suggest would not be well served. The question, of
course, is why?

DEMAND-SIDE CONSIDERATIONS

Part of the answer lies with the families who have chosen—
or have not chosen—Edison schools. These families, includ-
ing tens of thousands who have enrolled their children in
Edison schools and many more who have not, represent the
demand for alternative schooling. Without direct evidence,
perhaps formal surveys of choosers and non-choosers, it is
impossible to say with confidence why families have or have
not selected Edison schools. Edison Schools Inc does not use
survey research to evaluate prospective markets for its
schools.21 Edison does survey parents once they are enrolled
in Edison schools. Each spring an independent survey re-
search firm polls the parents and guardians of every student
in every Edison school.22 These surveys are designed to help
schools improve “customer satisfaction,” and therefore
probe deeply what families like and dislike about their par-
ticular Edison school. But the surveys do not ask why fami-
lies chose an Edison school, and, of course, they are not
administered to families who did not enroll in Edison
schools. To understand the mix of families Edison has at-
tracted, and failed to attract, we must therefore engage in a
bit of speculation.

107A Supply-Side View of Student Selectivity

21Before Edison opened its first schools in 1995, the company did conduct ex-
tensive market research, but that was for the purpose of evaluating the demand
for the concept in the first place and market-testing elements of the education
program and school design. For details on the market research, see Chubb,
“Lessons in School Reform from the Edison Project.”

22The surveys have been done annually since 1995 by Harris Interactive (for-
merly Gordon S. Black) of Rochester, N.Y. The survey also includes teachers and
students and provides an analysis, called CSImpact, of the factors most responsible
for each school’s overall levels of satisfaction. Schools use the surveys and analysis
to improve their practices and increase parent, teacher, and student satisfaction.
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The strongest finding, amid many strong findings, in the
analysis of Edison’s enrollment is the low levels of Edison’s
baseline test scores. Edison schools have attracted dispro-
portionate numbers of families whose children are achieving
below national, state, and community norms. This is proba-
bly the most telling finding of the entire analysis, more
telling by far than the racial and economic findings that are
consistent with it. The test scores suggest, pretty plainly, that
the families most likely to choose Edison schools are those
who believe their current schools are failing their children
educationally; the choosers are not families whose children
are doing satisfactorily but want something better. The
choosers are also disproportionately poor and minority—
groups we know from survey research are relatively dissatis-
fied with their public schools.23 Although a range of families
choose Edison schools, and the mix of families in typical
Edison schools is broadly reflective of their respective com-
munities, Edison’s population skews toward the dissatisfied.

Selectivity concerns would lead us to believe that the fam-
ilies who have not fared well in existing schools would lose
out in the process of choosing schools. Yet the evidence sug-
gests that families who are relatively well served by existing
schools are simply not the ones opting to change schools. We
can only speculate why, but several reasons come immedi-
ately to mind. One is risk. Moving to a brand-new school
without a track record in the community entails risk. Will
the new school really do a better job than the current school?
A family whose children are clearly succeeding may be re-
luctant to accept this risk and move, even if the new school
looks very promising. A family whose children are perform-
ing only tolerably well, and therefore is dissatisfied, may also
be reluctant to switch: there is a risk that the new school
could be even worse. But a family whose children are just
not succeeding—by local, state, or national norms—may be
willing to accept the risk.
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23Moe, Schools, Vouchers, and the American Public.
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A related reason may be what economists would call
transaction costs. Changing schools is potentially disruptive
to children and their families. Friends may have to be left be-
hind. School clubs and after-school activities will probably
need to change. Commuting may become more burdensome,
for children as well as their parents. Just as the risk that a
new school may not prove better than the old school may
scare off all but the most dissatisfied families, so too may the
costs of making a change be too high except for those with
little to lose.

Finally, there is the matter of what families see in what
Edison offers. Edison knows that families like most the
fact that Edison is offering a richer education than many
families are accustomed to receiving. A longer school day
and year, art or music every day, a foreign language begin-
ning in kindergarten, a computer for use at home: these
basic elements of Edison’s education program appeal to
families across the economic and racial spectrum.24 But
which families are going to see these elements as most at-
tractive? In all likelihood, families whose schools are most
lacking in them, which often means families in inner-city
schools.

Concerns about student selectivity may be based on in-
adequate, or careless, assumptions about the decision
process families are likely to go through in evaluating
whether to make a change. The prevailing thinking is that
parents who care most about education and are most
adept at obtaining information about their options will
prevail in a world of school choice. Undoubtedly this is
true, all things being equal. But all things are never equal.
Choice also involves risk, transaction costs, and ultimately
some benefit from making a change. These factors will add
up differently for different families. Choice involves giving
up what one has for the promise of getting something bet-
ter in return.
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24Chubb, “Lessons in School Reform from the Edison Project.”
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The evidence from Edison schools suggests that families
do not want to “mess with success,” no matter how modest
that success might be. The parents most likely to switch are
not the parents who are always on the make for something
better for their high-flying kids. The parents most likely to
switch are those for whom the relative benefits of Edison
schools are dramatic and for whom the costs of continuing
academic failure outweigh the risks and costs of change. Par-
ticularly in these early years of charter schools and contract
schools, choice may simply make the most sense to those
families and students with the most to gain and the least to
lose by making a choice. 

A SUPPLY-SIDE PERSPECTIVE

Edison’s education program and school design were devel-
oped to serve the full spectrum of students and schools
served by public education. That was the company’s ex-
press mission when it was launched in 1991 as the Edison
Project, and it remains the company’s mission today: to
provide a “world-class education to all students.”25 Edi-
son aims to offer a good educational choice for families
and communities whether they are high-achieving or low-
achieving, rich or poor. In fact, Edison serves a range of
communities. For example, Academy Edison Elementary
School in Colorado Springs is located in an upper-middle-
class suburb near the U.S. Air Force Academy and serves a
population where less than 10 percent of the students are
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. Edison schools
serve predominately middle-class communities in San
Antonio, Duluth, and Peoria, among other locations.26

Every Edison school does not begin in academic difficulty.
Yet Edison has watched the demographic profile of its

schools change systematically each year since it opened for
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25For mission statement and supporting detail see Edison’s Web site <www.
edisonschools.com>.

26Edison also has schools serving low-income populations in these communities.
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business. From the 1998–99 school year to the 2000–2001
school year the level of economic disadvantage in the aver-
age Edison school rose from 57 percent to 65 percent to 70
percent eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, and the pro-
portion of African American students in the average Edison
school rose from 46 percent to 55 percent to 64 percent.27

Edison is prepared to serve students of all types, but increas-
ingly it is serving students with the greatest needs. 

Of course, Edison is not a monopoly provider. It must take
demand such as it is. And the demand for Edison schools, as
just outlined, leans toward the needy end of the economic
and educational spectrum. But how does this demand inter-
sect with Edison’s interests as a supplier—with Edison’s eco-
nomic, as opposed to educational, interests? The answer is,
positively.

First, Edison must maintain its schools at a high level of en-
rollment if it is going to receive the revenue it needs to cover
its costs and earn a profit. Every Edison school is funded on
a per pupil basis. The funding is set by state charter school
law and/or by negotiations with local school boards and
charter school boards. The funding level is roughly the aver-
age per pupil funding in the school district in which the Edi-
son school is located. Edison must pay all the costs of the
school from these funds, including the salaries of teachers
and other school staff, books, and other instructional materi-
als, technology, utilities—everything that goes into operating
a school.28 Because most of these costs are fixed, it is impor-
tant to Edison financially that its schools are fully enrolled.
Net revenue is maximized when a school is fully enrolled.

Because Edison obviously is loath to open a school in a loca-
tion where enrollment will be a problem, enrollment prospects
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27Edison Schools Inc, Fourth Annual Report on School Performance.
28Edison also must pay rent or mortgage expenses in its charter schools. Cap-

ital items such as books or technology are amortized. Certain services, such as
transportation, may be provided by school districts and deducted from the per
pupil fee.

chap04.choice  2002-04-08  16:24  Page 111



become an important consideration during the development of
a contract for a new school. Edison wants to minimize the risks
that its schools will not be full. It does so through two strate-
gies, the first of which is most important: Edison, in effect,
shares the risk with a partner. All Edison schools are partner-
ship schools—that is, they are schools organized jointly with a
school district or community group interested in providing an
educational alternative where there is already an identified
need. The need may be one experienced by a community group
that now wants to create its own charter school. Or the need
may be one identified by a school board or superintendent
looking at the schools for which they are already responsible.
Either way, if a school has the community support or political
support to be launched, it generally has a solid base for initial
enrollment.

Edison’s partners thus far have been community groups
such as Friendship House in Washington, D.C., and Project
for Pride in Living in Minneapolis that work with the eco-
nomically disadvantaged, or urban school systems that serve
disproportionately poor and minority families. Edison gen-
erally works with its partners to determine whether the sup-
port exists to launch and fill an Edison school before the
decision to write a contract is ever taken.29 Experience indi-
cates with a high degree of consistency that the partners and
communities most interested in creating new schools are
those that have been experiencing educational disappoint-
ment or failure. Experience also indicates that schools that
are targeted, through sponsorship or location, at families
who have generally not enjoyed successful schools fill most
rapidly.

This experience is reinforced after schools are opened for
enrollment, initial sign-ups are complete, and empty seats

112 John E. Chubb

29A dramatic exception to this practice occurred in New York City in 
2000–2001, when the Board of Education designated five public schools for con-
version to Edison schools without consultation with the school communities.
The backlash from the schools scuttled the completion of the contract.
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must still be filled. Edison does no national advertising, and
obviously aims to keep its enrollment costs as low as possi-
ble. Edison therefore employs a second method to fill its
schools—a range of relatively low-cost techniques to adver-
tise and attract families, including radio ads, direct mail,
parent nights at the school, auto dial calls (to hundreds of
families, with a recording from the school principal), free
transportation to visit the school, “door hangers” to get the
word directly to every home, booths at community events,
school festivals, barbecues, ice cream socials, giveaways or
trinkets for kids, and free immunizations and health screen-
ings. A few of these techniques—free transportation or free
immunizations and health screenings—may appeal espe-
cially to the economically disadvantaged. But most of them
are familiar retail strategies or tried-and-true school recruit-
ment strategies that could be used whether the families tar-
geted were rich, poor, or in between.

The point, then, is not that Edison has targeted particular
families with its advertising and outreach. It is that the fam-
ilies who respond to these straightforward and relatively
low-cost efforts tend disproportionately to be economically
disadvantaged or educationally dissatisfied, or both. Edison
has kept its schools enrolled at over 98 percent of their ca-
pacity, and at relatively little cost. It has done so by working
with partners who have identified genuine educational needs
in their communities and by accessing families who do not
require much encouragement to recognize their educational
needs. If Edison were aiming to fill its schools with families
who were already satisfied, the effort would be considerably
more expensive.

A second supply-side consideration is funding. Edison of-
fers essentially the same educational program and school de-
sign whether it is serving a population that is disadvantaged
or middle class. There are differences, of course. The school
serving disadvantaged students will likely require more read-
ing tutors, more small-group instruction, more social serv-
ices, and perhaps more special education. These represent
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additional operating costs. The school serving disadvantaged
students may also have more teacher turnover because teach-
ing in such schools can be more challenging. This means
more training and support costs. These differential costs are
not trivial. They could easily add $200,000, or sometimes
more, to the cost of a typical disadvantaged school.

But schools serving disadvantaged students or students
with special needs are often, though not always, eligible for
additional funding beyond a local per pupil average.30 Eco-
nomically disadvantaged students qualify a school for fed-
eral Title I funding. These funds can come to $500 per
student or more, and easily exceed $200,000 per school.
Many states offer their own “compensatory” or “at risk”
funding, which depends on a school’s economically disad-
vantaged population. Special Education students bring addi-
tional funding, as do English Language Learners, that is,
students requiring bilingual education or English as a Second
Language (ESL). None of these extra funds are large or, in
the view of many educators, adequate to get the job done.
However, the adequacy of the funds depends to a large de-
gree on the nature of a school’s core education program and
how well that program serves the needs of all students.

Edison’s education program and school design were con-
ceived from the ground up to meet the needs of all students.
The needs of many of the students for whom extra funding
is available are met through schoolwide efforts, not through
(expensive) extra programs, which almost inevitably deny
students some of the regular instructional program. Edison
still employs many specialists, such as special education and
ESL teachers, but these teachers are working with students
within a regular education program that is also meeting their
needs. No money is saved in these specialized areas, but the
results are likely to be better for the money spent. Overall,
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30Some state charter school laws fold all state categorical funds into the cal-
culation of a per pupil funding level for charter schools. In these states funding
does not change with the composition of the school’s student body.
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schools serving economically disadvantaged students can
make financial sense. The extra funds are sufficient to meet
their needs if the effort is made, as Edison has done, to do so
through the entire education program.

A third supply-side consideration is economies of scale. Edi-
son must supervise and support the schools for which it is re-
sponsible. Edison is accountable to its clients for student
achievement, customer satisfaction, and implementing the
Edison school design, among other things. Edison is also ac-
countable to its public shareholders for financial performance.
Edison has therefore developed systems to train, inform, sup-
port, supervise, reward, and control its schools. Some of these
systems are automated and centralized, but others are face-to-
face activities and decentralized. When Edison schools are
clustered geographically, Edison enjoys economies of scale at
the system level. A single trainer or supervisor can cover more
schools at less cost, using automobiles instead of airplanes,
taking minutes for travel instead of hours.

It so happens that it is easier to achieve economies of scale
serving disadvantaged students than serving others. Disad-
vantaged students are concentrated in the densely populated
cores of urban areas. These students are also served by
school systems that tend to include large numbers of schools.
Each of the fifty largest school systems in the United States
includes over one hundred schools.31 School systems are Edi-
son’s most common clients. Edison has the potential to ne-
gotiate deals to operate multiple schools in a large system. In
a small school system, Edison could not operate more than
a single school if parents are to be given a choice. Therefore,
because of economies of scale, Edison prefers contracts, such
as it has in Dallas and Las Vegas, to operate six or more
schools in a single urban area. Disadvantaged students,
heavily represented in such locations, benefit from Edison’s
economic self-interest.
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31National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, Di-
gest of Education Statistics 2000.
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A fourth supply-side consideration is the economic margin
of the school itself. Because Edison’s program and design are
constant, the economics of local school systems tend to
shape the economic viability of any Edison school. Edison
schools generally adopt local salary levels, and then supple-
ment them for the 200-day school year that Edison normally
runs. Edison schools also generally adopt local class size
norms.32 Taken together, these two factors—teacher salaries
and class sizes—determine most of a school’s budget. Be-
cause Edison follows local custom, its core school budgets
are essentially determined by the practices of local school
systems. For an Edison school to yield an economic 
margin—to pay for Edison’s support costs or overhead and
to contribute to the company’s profit—local school systems
must themselves have “margins” or revenues that are not
spent directly on teachers and classrooms.

Of course, school systems do have support or overhead
costs of their own. The interesting fact is that these costs
tend to be proportionately greatest in large urban school
systems.33 Although school finances vary considerably from
state to state, as a general rule, Edison stands the best
chance of operating schools with acceptable economic 
margins if the schools are part of large urban systems, or are
charter schools located within large urban systems. This
economic incentive likewise favors economically disadvan-
taged students.
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32Edison does this for many reasons. First, even small reductions in class size are
expensive (a one-student reduction in a typical 24-classroom school costs
$168,000—in a school receiving a typical $7,000 per student) and provide no reli-
able education benefits. Large reductions in class size are simply not feasible with
locally determined revenues. Second, increases in class sizes are bad for 
business—and often bad for instruction—because they discourage enrollment
among families who, very commonly, see smaller classes as a sign of better schools.

33In large urban school systems the proportion of the budget spent on teacher
salaries is 52 percent and the proportion spent on administration and support is 15
percent. The remainder goes for transportation, food service, utilities, and other
operating costs. See John E. Chubb, “The System,” in Terry M. Moe, ed., A Primer
on America’s Schools (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 2001), 39–40.
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A fifth supply-side consideration is the distribution of
funding within local school systems. Because public schools
are typically not funded on a per-pupil basis, there is a ten-
dency for schools serving the most disadvantaged students
to, in effect, receive fewer dollars per student than schools in
the same district serving less-disadvantaged students. This
disparity occurs principally through the ability of teachers
using seniority rules to transfer schools, a process that tends
to concentrate veteran high-salaried teachers in economi-
cally better parts of town and beginning low-salaried teach-
ers in worse parts of town.34 When Edison is given the
opportunity to run a school in a poor part of town, and is
paid the average per-pupil revenue in the district to do so,
the deal will often bring greater financial resources to the
school than it has received in the past. This reallocation of
funds benefits the economically disadvantaged students who
choose to attend.

Finally, there is a supply-side consideration that would
seem to have little to do with economics. This sixth consid-
eration is politics—and it has a major impact on Edison’s
economics. Where in public education can suppliers like Edi-
son do business most efficiently? Ultimately, the answer de-
pends a great deal on politics. Politics can change, of course.
But for the last decade the dominant movement in education
politics has been accountability: setting standards, giving
tests, and rewarding or punishing schools for their perform-
ance. The accountability movement has proved to be one
that political conservatives and liberals can find reasons to
unite behind.35 Every state but one now has explicit aca-
demic standards, and most states back up their standards
with tests and sanctions. These systems vary enormously in
quality and consequence, but one consistent effect of them
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34See Hill, in this volume.
35Among the many fine works on this subject, see: Diane Ravitch, National

Standards in American Education (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution
Press, 1995), and The Koret Task Force, Accountability (Stanford: Hoover Insti-
tution Press, 2002).
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has been to focus public attention on schools that are clearly
failing. In state after state, schools can find themselves
placed on “low-performing lists,” and threatened with vari-
ous penalties including closure and state takeover.

The accountability movement has been good for Edison.
Superintendents under pressure to get schools off of low-
performing lists are interested in using Edison to spur aca-
demic turnarounds. States faced with the prospect of taking
over local schools are coming to Edison looking for a part-
ner. Edison’s business was spurred in 2000 by both of these
developments. Dallas Independent School District con-
tracted with Edison in 2000 to manage seven schools, in-
cluding three of twelve on its low-performing list that year.
The Maryland State Board of Education contracted with
Edison to manage three schools it had taken over from the
Baltimore City Schools for low performance. The state of
Pennsylvania in 2001 contracted with Edison to run ten 
of eleven schools in Chester-Upland, a highly disadvantaged
school system on the state’s “empowerment” list. In August
2001, Governor Tom Ridge of Pennsylvania hired Edison to
formulate a plan for improving the academic and financial
performance of the entire Philadelphia public school system,
also on the state’s empowerment list. The accountability
movement has heightened government interest in Edison,
and prospectively other firms like Edison. In the process, the
movement has made it better business for providers of edu-
cation to focus on the needs of the disadvantaged. 

LOOKING AHEAD

As policymakers consider the use of school choice to improve
the quality of education, they would do well to look at the
hard data on how school choice has actually worked in 
the United States in recent years. There is much that is not
known about the costs and benefits of school choice. And
there are good theoretical reasons to be hopeful as well 
as concerned. Until recently, one could only infer how 
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choice might work as a broad strategy of school reform.
Private schools, schools of choice in other countries, urban
magnet schools, and other imperfect approximations of a
system of school choice have been used by scholars and
partisans for a generation to debate the merits of this sys-
temic reform. Reliance on weak imitations should begin to
come to an end.

With the advent of charter schools, contracting, and even
widespread experiments with vouchers, hard evidence on sys-
tems much closer to the systemic reforms being proposed for
the United States is becoming available. Arguments that hereto-
fore could only be settled indirectly with evidence can now be
confronted head on. Perhaps the most important of these argu-
ments is that over student selectivity. Does school choice lead to
creaming—to increased inequity and segregation? This is a vital
question, all the more so because public education aspires to
provide equal opportunity to all Americans.

The experience of Edison Schools is a large and instruc-
tive one. In nearly one hundred schools of choice the tradi-
tionally disadvantaged—the poor, children of color, low
achievers—did not fail to choose. They found their way to
Edison schools in larger numbers than did their more 
advantaged peers. This occurred, moreover, whether the
schools were filled entirely on the basis of choice or through
choice constrained by district policy. And on close inspec-
tion, it turns out there are good reasons why this may be so.
The demand for alternatives may favor the interests of the
most disadvantaged, at least in the short term until the risks
of changing schools are reduced. The supply of alternatives
may also be tilted toward the disadvantaged. Edison serves
those families and communities who want to be served; it is
also good business to do so. 
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