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tlust people hold onto a barely concealed skepticism, «f not outnght disdain, toward
marketing and advertising Both mav be ubiguitous in day-ta-day life yet there
continues to be a kenel of popular wisdom that resists the hype Alex Moinar bolh
draws on and wants to reawaken this suspicion in nis new book whicn examines how
various commercial indiatives — from the advertising-driven Channel One. {0 exclusive
vending machine contracts in school districts to for-profit schools run by companies like
the Zdison Project and other market-centred charter schools - threaten the future of
American education

Fart of Routledge's Positions Series Schiool Commerciaism

2005 'f\f"—!tpd at the intersection of "education politics, and

wlture” inovin It challenges the Bush Administration s No Child

Left Behind acl. itis shert. polemical and intended mostly to

bridge the divide between acadeinnc research and public dehate.

Foving between these worlds 1 never easy. but Molnar is idealiy

suited for the task. &s the Directer of the Education Paolicy Studies R
_.aboratow m the College of Edmat\on at Arizona State University
at Tempe Moinar s recognized as the foremnst American cruc of

school L,ommercrahsm Research frem the Policy Studies Lanb has

been crucial in tracking the development and impact of

commercialism and privatization in the ¥-12 school system At the

same bme, Malnaris also a publc intellectual who has had a

pesence i the mainstieam media (e g.. in the New York Times and Peopie Magazme
and on ABC s Nightlmo and CBS s This Morming) since the early 1990s In this poox,
tolnar revisits issues raised in his earlier ang longer text. Ging kads the Business
(1996). Here. his critique of commercialism in public schools focuses on two central
arauments
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i=rmooratic habits of cooparation ard public service by ving them in the classroom P
303 -Nhe,r*v Srhools achieve this all of us are afforded greater opporiunity for a vital Iife
within “an engaged democratic community built on rational intm‘actmns“ {p. 80 The
more advertising, sponsored curricula. fast food and other forms of commerciaiism
seep inte public schools. however. th > institutions fall prey to what Dewey
calied. "mis-educative” experiences Such expenences arrest or distort the growth of
further experience” (Dewey quoted on page 81). They don't create an informea pubiic
ol a curious public, or an active public. Rathel ao‘ver‘isir‘g and markefing
“systematically sot] out to undermine the ability of peopie to make rational
udgments” ip. 783 Instead of working “in the service of the individual and the
comimunity, advertising seeks to destroy continuily and fragment expenence. and
encourages us to give into our inational impuises for the purpose of manpulating ow
behavior (p 84). In short. marketing produces "sponsored wves’ (p 84).
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ree not new i fact Moelnar

Commercial activibes in schools are of :
developments from the beginning of the twentieth certury (pp. 16-13), Yel %9-‘“’»5
year Channel One \'mk mu'u hed — is a betiwether for the expansion of school-based
markating (p. 101 Since then Melar provides ample evidence that sponsorship
Programs. -deusm € wndw g agieements, incentive pld(]l ams (through parinerships
veith Pizza Fut and McDonaid's. etc ) electronic marketing. privatization through the use
ot tor-profit companies to manage schools. and other tunu raising itiatives have all
expanded a commercial presence m schoocls. Compour 1 ing this, ou'side the classrcom
marketing is the wallpaper and sound scape of children’s ives It fills young people’s
days from the moment they wake up in sheets decorated with the latest Disney
character until the moment they 30 to bed in pajamas festooned with other pop cuiture
figures (p. 1-2). Because of this. Malnar telis us. how commercialization alters the
aemociatic nature of schoot spa\,ea is sometimes difficult to see. "It blends seawegsby
with the marketing maelstrom that defines contemporary American culture” (p. 701,

Developing brand consciousness and prand loyalty among chiidren and youliy temair
the holy grail of marketing. To serve these ends. schools are an dea! and hugely

desirous lecation for targeting kids. In are institution. ar otherwise disparate market
sagment s captive and organized by age Even more, because children experience
school-based advertising in what is othenwisc thought to be a public institutian
legitimacy is conferred on marketers’ qrtnong to 7) By pamrimtmr in schools, i other
words, corporate America s able to buy a degree of community goad will while sailing

directly to kids in a focused envirenment

School commercalsm also serves hwo other functions it provides a podium fo
seminate corporate ideas and values and. most significantly. it provides an essenual
vendae for spreading the notion that consumption itself is the most important framework
within which personal and social happiness meaning and fulfilment can be found {p
44> This latter function is really where corporate activity poses a significant Pf‘al\tnmp g
the integrity of schools. As kiolpar explains. through the increased presence of
corporate culture the work of schoots shifts from a site that develops young people as
engaged learners and active citizens to a s#ie that preduces consumers who are brand
conscious and brand loyal, and at an increasingly younger age. “The more corporale
ial interests are E\onved to Ir'if”lp"zf‘p “\;’Hat schonle ruach —and h\f axytencion, limit
we nwnq to-he andthe
Sofd ~\p 45 The legacy of John
ons ang Amernican schools are the
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more tﬁe\, Te SEeEen as passive consumers )
Dewey thus gives way to the logic of public relati

worse for this

Moinar tells us targeting students in schools s immaral and permicious because
chigren. by d€ﬁmtior cannot draw on the same critical rescurces as aduits to protect
themselves fiom the sophisticated invitations of the marketplace. NMoreover, the dangei
of such invitations is Thpy contribute to a rising "tide of materalism in young people
Ithatl is linked directly to personally and socially harmful outcomes, including increased
wking. drinking. and liiecal drug use: a series of mental neaith mnmde 5. . and

31 behaviours including carrying weapons. skipping schoot and
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vandalism™ (Schor 2004 p 9 To this st must be added the growing obasity rates

among children. which coincides with the increasing role of fast food companies in
schools (0 57) Whprp these resulls \h_lq est the dan ngers of school commerciatism.
ff'cmcaHv partnarships with cola and fast food cecmpanies have not proven {c be the
“rancial windfall schools have peen promised (pp. 55 '3 4. Y et the partnerships, the
icao-hcensing agreements. and the sponsaored ciassrcom resources continue. begging
e question. why? This leads to Melnar's second central argument.

The dive 1o commercialize schools. Molnar lelis us. has to ¢o with the vulnerability of
the insttution itself. a situation made ali the more acute by funding cuthacks in
oacation across the US over the past two decades. "Schools seek corporate money
necguse they find themselves unable tc meet the demands of their daily tasks relying
solely on the resources available to them from traditional means: local. state and
tederal tax dollars (p 29). This problem is most acute in poorer school districts where
students cost more to teach hecauise schools are asked to fulfilt a different and more
complex set of roles in students” lives (p 105) Because of thig today "marketers are
arbiters ¢f the condition of public education” (p. 12). One resultis ‘schools must
irevitably be seen and portrayed as falling {hecause the] nature of marketing is to
saomeie dissatisisetion Corporahions create the itch then coliect the money from us to
sorateh it (op 12-13)

Porhaps the best example of a corporation that has created this itch is The Edison
Project. a for-profit leatning company that has been at the centre of the schoal

privat zatlon movement. While offering a detailed tustory uf Edison. Molnar marshals the
most convineing evidence to suggest that Edison schoels have not improved student
resuits, heve often produced uastable learveng environments, and are moie costly to run
ibecadse of added marketing costs; than the puhlic schools they were meant to replace
Like miuch of the privatization rhetoric, in other woras, Edison has offeied a greal deal of
tatk about the benefits of for-profit education without ving 1 to the hype

That Molnar would offer this conclusion is no surprice. nor s the general tone of the
book With good reascns, Molnar is deepiy suspicious of for-profit education anc s
¢learly disdainful of the increasing role corporations have in schools He presents a raft
cf solid evidence (o support his position. and yet. one will surelv read that Schoo!
Commercialism doesn't so much evaluate the impact of the market 1n public institutions
a5 dismiss such a rote from the start. This may be true: butin a book of this lenath.
wilich s intended 1o be polemical, perhaps itis enough that Melnar has cratled a strong
’pus»t«on Market vaiues increasingly insinuate themselves into the mainstream of North
American senools. and yet they “offer no gurdance on matters of justice o1 fairmess, and
‘mrmf therefore represent the interests of all children” (p. 134 A public education
system on the nther hand is charged with doing just that representing the interests of
all young pecpie so that none are made second-class citizens before they are given the
opportunity to be atzens at ail
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