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SHNS Investigation Finds “Ghost Schools” Are Paid Millions Despite
Astronomical Student Absence Rates

NEW YORK, October 31, 2008 — Taxpayers pay millions of dollars every month to
educate tens of thousands of students who rarely or never attend class in privately
operated charter high schools, a Scripps Howard News Service investigation has found.
The study shows that it is part of a growing trend of high absenteeism in these schools.

Such “dropout-recovery” schools — 100% supported by tax dollars, though an increasing
number are operated by private, for-profit corporations — are supposed to rescue
students who were failing in traditional public high schools. SHNS reporter Thomas
Hargrove’s seven-month investigation showed, however, that many students are
skipping class and few are graduating. Some of the institutions have become “ghost
schools” with thousands of students who are enrolled but never attend. And because
the schools are paid by the states for official enrollment — not for the number of students
who actually go to class — they are funded even when the desks are empty.

Hargrove used a database from the U.S. Department of Education that tracked
attendance rates at all public high schools in the country and found that many of those
with the lowest rates were dropout-recovery schools promising to salvage an education
for the worst-performing students. Hargrove visited several of these schools, finding
them located in rough neighborhoods and lacking in offerings to students. Many just
spent the day in front of a computer rather than in a traditional classroom.

For-profit companies operate schools in 30 states and in Washington, D.C. Hargrove
cites Ohio as being hardest hit by the ghost school trend, paying $29.9 million a year for
absent students who were enrolled at 47 dropout-recovery schools. The nation’s single
worst truancy rate — according to government records — was at a Cincinnati campus,
where 64% of enrolled students were not in class.
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Scripps Howard News Service (www.shns.com) is a tightly edited news service that
offers 80-100 stories daily to more than 400 newspapers and Web sites worldwide
through United Media. SHNS is prepared by a Washington, D.C., staff and the daily file
includes the best stories from Scripps Howard Newspapers and an award-winning roster
of contributing newspapers from around the world.

United Media is an information and entertainment company that develops and markets
150 comic strips and editorial features worldwide, including Miss Manners, Harvey
Mackay, Steve and Cokie Roberts, Peanuts, Dilbert, Get Fuzzy and Pearls Before
Swine. United Media (www.unitedfeatures.com) is a wholly owned subsidiary of The
E.W. Scripps Company (NYSE:SSP), a diverse media concern with interests in national
lifestyle television networks, newspaper publishing, broadcast television, television
retailing, interactive media, and licensing and syndication.

## # 103108



