ZapMe!

Linking Schoolhouse and Marketplace
In a Seamless Web

Mr. Molnar questions

the tradeoffs involved
when schools use
programs like ZapMe!
The ZapMe! Corporation
will respond in an

early fall issue.

BY ALEXMOLNAR

N HIS 8 April 1999 column in the
Washington Post, George Will criti-
cized a proposal to put advertising
on the sleeves of baseball players’
uniforms. Will reasoned that such
advertising crossed a line between
advertising that is strategically placed
so that large numbers of people are likely
to see it and “advertising so unavoidable it
is assaultive.” He concluded, “Within the
cheerful swirl of commerce at a ballpark,
there is abaseball game — dignified com-
petition in a zone of its own, within the
white lines.”

If “advertising so unavoidable it is as-
saultive” is unacceptable in baseball, it
should be even less acceptable in a school
setting. Unlike attendance at a baseball game,
a child’s presence in school is required.
Over the past two decades, advertisers have
increasingly exploited this fact. Today, stu-
dents in schools all over America are rou-
tinely required to view advertising in order
to complete class assignments or are denied
access to learning technologies unless they
provide marketers information about them-
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selves and their families. Moreover, these
practices seem certain to intensify as the
current emphasis on computer technology
and the use of the World Wide Web com-
bine to encourage the formation of more
“public/private partnerships” to provide com-
puters, software, and Web access to schools.
Today, the price of a computer lab or a
school website may very well be the will-
ingness to provide advertisers access to stu-
dents and to information about students and
their families. The current focus on elec-
tronic technologies as key elements in school
reform and improvement makes the issue
of defining a school’s “zone of its own”
more important than ever.

ZapMe! Corporation is one example of
how difficult it will be to draw lines around
that zone. ZapMe! provides computer labs
and Internet access to K-12 schools in re-
turn for advertising or promotional access
to students and their families. The struc-
ture of ZapMe! illustrates how marketers
can exploit the current emphasis on elec-
tronic technologies to integrate schoolchil-
dren more fully into America’s advertising
and marketing system.

Linking Internet
Technology and Marketing

Founded in 1996, ZapMe! Corporation
has described its business model as “bring-
ing together technology providers, spon-
sors, and schools.” The company describes
itself as “the leading provider of quality
technology and online educational content
to schools and communities nationwide.”
Its “Netspace” program for K-12 schools
was launched during the 1998-99 school
year. In October 1999, ZapMe! made an
initial public offering of its stock.* Accord-
ing to Wit Capital, an investment banking
firm that underwrote ZapMe!’s IPO, by
the end of 1999 ZapMe! had installed com-
puterlabs in 1,252 schools and had a back-
log of 4,396 expected installations.’

As their reward for participating in
ZapMe!, schools get a very attractive pack-
age of hardware: between five and 15 desk-
top computers with 17" monitors, a network

server, a printer, and a satellite dish. What’s
more, all the equipment is installed and main-
tained by ZapMe!, and the company provides
training and technical support for teachers
and students.® According to a company press
release, ZapMe! has established strategic
alliances with Dell Computer, Gilat Satel-
lite Networks, Microsoft, School Specialty,
NEC, Inacom, Sylvan Learning Systems,
Toshiba, Xerox, Ask Jeeves, and Yahoo!,
among others, to “further enhance the ed-
ucational experience.” In November 1999,
ZapMe! announced its partnership with
Amazon.com to develop the ZapMe! Book-
store, where students can shop for books,
CDs, DVDs, videos, consumer electronics,
computer games, and sheet music. The book-
store is part of a larger commercial section
of ZapMe! netspace called the ZapMall,
launched in December 1999.* Items offered
in the online mall also include school sup-
plies from ClassroomDirect.com, software
from SQC.com, and equipment from Zap-
Me! partners Toshiba, Xerox, Hewlett Pack-
ard, and NEC.?

ZapMe! promotional material explains,
“Corporations WANT to support education.
Corporations are looking for ways to sup-
port education. ZapMe! Corporation has
established a unique business/school part-
nership that is a win-win arrangement for
all.”*® (This rationale will sound familiar
to anyone who has followed the contro-
versy surrounding Channel One, the 12-
minute current events program that includes
two minutes of commercials.) It would ap-
pear that corporations indeed see the Zap-
Me! program as a winning situation. In a
report released in February, Wit Capital
analysts noted, “The [ZapMe!] company’s
$2.1 million in revenue [in the fourth quar-
ter of 1999] handily beat our estimate of
$1.1 million. Approximately 87% of reve-
nue, or $1.83 million, came from content
sponsorship, approximately 10% of reve-
nue came from network services (Sylvan's
after-hours use of the ZapMe! labs), and
3% . .. from impression-based advertising.”
The authors commented, ‘Perhaps the most
encouraging metric was the significant con-
tribution from content sponsorship. We be-
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lieve the uptick in sponsor revenue dem-
onstrates that partner/advertisers recog-
nize, with their wallets, the considerable
opportunity to make a connection with the
various school stakeholders.”"

ZapMe! computers are equipped with
word-processing, spreadsheet, and presen-
tation software, and no software other than
that provided by the corporation can be in-
stalled.'> ZapMe! “Netspace” offers e-mail,
chat rooms, and access to preselected web-
sites (approximately 13,000 according to the
company)."” However, schools may choose
to offer unrestricted Internet access using
the ZapMe! system." Corporations pay Zap-
Me! to provide access to curriculum ma-
terials they have developed. For example,
General Electric has purchased advertis-
ing space on the ZapMe! browser and paid
to have Web content it developed about
space placed on the “Netspace.” "

ZapMe! provides hardware, software,
and content without direct cost to partici-
pating schools. However, when schools sign
a contract with ZapMe!, they do incur ob-
ligations beyond providing the necessary
space, telephone connection, electrical ser-
vice, and such supplies as paper for the
printer. The ZapMe! contract requires that
each computer in the ZapMe! computer lab
be in use an average of four hours a day,
that schools provide ZapMe! corporate part-
ners with access to the system after hours,
that schools participate in ZapMe!’s “take
home” programs, and that school staff mem-
bers provide feedback to the company about
its services and features.'®

Following the Money

On the surface, the ZapMe! program
has considerable appeal. It appears to pro-
mote broadly supported educational goals,
such as teaching computer literacy and pro-
viding students with access to the Infor-
mation Superhighway. It also purports to
address the lack of resources available to
design and implement school technology
programs by harnessing the good will and
self-interest of corporate America. As an
added plus, it seems to address the equity
concerns of many school reformers, for Zap-
Me! is available to rich and poor schools
alike. However, despite its surface appeal,
a look at how ZapMe! makes its money
should set off alarm bells.

ZapMe! bundles together a package of
hardware and software products that are
provided, for the most part, by firms that
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can use ZapMe! to increase their visibili-
ty, showcase their brand, and presumably
win greater market share. The logic is sim-
ple: when a child is familiar with a partic-
ular software application or accustomed to
a particular brand of hardware, it is more
likely that parents will purchase the same
products for home use.

ZapMe! then promotes this package
with the assistance of DD Marketing, a
firm that has become famous for negoti-
ating exclusive sales agreements between
school districts and soft drink companies."”

*Virtually all the ways that ZapMe! makes

money are related to advertising. Advertis-
ers can rent ad space on the ZapMe! brows-
er. Firms can pay to put their materials on
a ZapMe! “Netspace” site. ZapMe! fur-
ther seeks to make itself attractive to ad-
vertisers by gathering demographic data
on students that can be used to target ads
to specific populations. Students who par-
ticipate in the “ZapPoints” program can earn
“learning rewards” in the form of products
sent directly to their homes. The more hours
students spend on a ZapMe! computer, the
more points they accumulate.'® In addition,
when a school contracts with ZapMe!, it
agrees to allow ZapMe! equipment and the
lab space where it is installed to be used
after hours for corporate purposes. For ex-
ample, ZapMe! partner Sylvan Learning
Systems uses ZapMe! labs to house its
proprietary course offerings.

Ethical, Educational,
And Policy Issues

The fact that the ZapMe! program joins
the academic activities of schools and the
marketing activities of corporations in a
seamless web raises a number of impor-
tant ethical and public policy issues. For
example, the suppliers of hardware (e.g.,
Dell) and software (e.g., Microsoft) pro-
vide their products for the purpose of
brand exposure and building future market
share.

Although the hardware and software
provided by ZapMe! are “free,” this does
not necessarily mean that they offer the
best value. For example, the free hardware
and software might not be the most ap-
propriate for realizing a school’s instruc-
tional goals. Furthermore, schools that par-
ticipate may find that their educational plans
are being shaped not by a sound assess-
ment of educational needs but by the busi-
ness objectives of corporations.

ZapMe! also raises money by selling
space in its “Netspace” to corporations,
which then post educational programs they
have developed. This financial relationship
creates the danger of curriculum bias. Cor-
porate-sponsored educational materials are
often very biased and at times promote be-
havior, such as drinking soft drinks or eat-
ing junk food, that is discouraged in the
school curriculum.” In addition, instead
of curriculum options that have been de-

“veloped or selected by teachers, the mate-

rials available to students are those creat-
ed or chosen by whichever corporation was
willing and able to pay to have them posted.
In effect, the school curriculum becomes,
at least in part, an electronic flea market
open to any vendor with deep pockets.

The ZapMe! contract allows the com-
pany to provide its advertisers with aggre-
gated data on students. The company mon-
itors traffic on its websites and collects in-
formation on each student’s age, gender,
and zip code. The information can then be
used to target advertising campaigns and
even to trigger the appearance of certain
ads when a particular student logs on.”

In January 2000, a broad coalition of
consumer and child advocacy groups, led
by Ralph Nader’s Commercial Alert, sent
a letter to all 50 governors asking them to
take steps to protect against ZapMe!’s in-
cursions into student privacy. The coalition
also wrote letters to ZapMe!’s corporate
sponsors and partners urging them to sever
their ties to the company. ZapMe! respond-
ed with news releases declaring its com-
mitment to student privacy and announc-
ing an agreement with Pricewaterhouse-
Coopers to conduct independent audits of
the company’s compliance with its own
privacy policy. The company seemed to
have learned a quick lesson about the sen-
sitivity of student data: ZapMe! identified
itself in its press releases as “ZapMe!, a
champion of student privacy rights as well
as the leading provider of quality tech-
nology and online educational content to
schools.”

Providing demographic information
about students to special interests, even in
aggregate form, is a potential violation of
the privacy of children and their families.
The problem is compounded by the fact
that the information is gathered by requir-
ing that students provide it in order to par-
ticipate in a school activity.

ZapMe! alsorequires that participating
schools make the equipment on school prop-



erty available during after-school hours for
“community education, corporate training,
and/or testing purposes.” To exploit the fi-
nancial benefit of this arrangement, Zap-
Me! announced in March 1999 that it had
entered into a strategic partnership with Syl-
van Learning Systems. Sylvan uses Zap-
Me!’s access to participating schools to
host Internet-based educational and test-
ing services offered primarily during after-
school hours.”

Since schools represent a significant
capital expenditure in every community,
the question of whether a for-profit entity
should be granted free access to school fa-
cilities to engage in its business activities
or to promote its products and services war-
rants careful consideration. Such access may
unfairly favor a particular profit-making cor-
poration not only by providing free space
but by, in effect, promoting that company’s
products and services through ZapMe! tie-
ins. In addition, community and student
groups may have their access limited by
the presence of corporate activities.

ZapMe!’s required “take home” pro-
grams are marketing materials that will be
designed by ZapMe! sponsors. They may
promote contests and other activities that
supplement a sponsor’s “‘on-line message.””
Although student participation is voluntary,
schools are required to participate in the
program. This virtually guarantees that most
students will participate as well. The issue
raised here is the extent to which schools
should act as agents of ZapMe! sponsors
in reaching and putting commercial pres-
sure on students, their parents, and other
members of the family.

The Associated Press reported on a
demonstration of ZapMe! advertising, at
which Frank Vigil, ZapMe!’s president,
clicked on a Schick Razor banner, which
brought up a full-motion commercial fea-
turing “an attractive blonde confidently
marching through the streets as people
rushed to protect her freshly shaved legs.”
According to a ZapMe! spokesperson, click-
ing on a banner might mean being trans-
ported to a corporate website or “pretty
much whatever [the corporations] want”
to get the message across.?

The more ZapMe! is used for required
lessons, the more often students will be
forced by school authorities to view cer-
tain favored commercials, creating a situ-
ation in which a student’s school success
is mediated by an advertiser’s access to
that student. Moreover, the values promot-

ed in commercials may directly or indi-
rectly conflict with a school’s overall cur-
ricular message. The ethical concerns raised
by advertising to children are beginning to
get some attention from politicians and pol-
icy makers, but no real attention has yet
been paid to the impact of linking school
reform to the willingness of schools to fur-
ther commercialize themselves.

The degree to which electronic tech-
nologies represent an opportunity to pos-
itively transform the processes of teach-
ing and learning and what emphasis those
technologies should be given in school re-
form efforts are matters worthy of serious
debate. Unfortunately, across America, pol-
iticians, educators, policy makers, corporate
executives, and community leaders are now
acting as if the role of computers in edu-
cation is well understood. Jumping on the
high-tech bandwagon, they have become
uncritical advocates for virtually any com-
puter/Internet technology in the schools
— regardless of how it is provided.

For their part, software and hardware
companies claim to be responding to the
market demand. In fact, they have had and
continue to have a strong role in develop-
ing this market and creating the policy en-
vironment in which it can flourish.”

In such a frenzied policy environment,
the promise of free hardware, software, or
Internet access has strong appeal for many
schools. However, the potential for harm
done by commercialized programs must
be weighed against the potential for ben-
efit from the hardware and software such
programs offer. If educators and concerned
citizens fail to consider such tradeoffs, our
children will be the losers.
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