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Early in the book, Molnar discusses rhe
eight categories used ro moniror changes in
schoolhouse commercial ism: sponsorship
of programs and acciviciesl agreements giv-
ing corporations exclusive rights to sell in
schools; incentive programs, such as free
pizza for meeting reading goals; appropria-
tion of space, such as advertising in hall-
way's, cafeterias, and classrooms; sponsored
educational materials (SEM$ or corporare-

sponsored curricula such as the McDonald's
nucricional curriculum; electronic market-
ing, such as Channel One (explored in detail
by Saltman); privatization and EMOs (also

explored by Saltman); and firndraising prac-
tices by corporations, which may, for exam-
ple, "encourage parents and neighbors to
purchase the companies' products so thar
the labels can be redeemed for rewards" for
the schools (p. 26). Al l  categories show
marked increases in recent years, and the
remainder o[the book explores the nature
and implications of this trend.

Molnar describes school commercialism
as follows:

Today, across the nation and around the
world, the ideal of the public school as a
pillar of democracy is being transformed
by a wave of commercial ism. Commer-
cialism is an expression o[advanced capi-
talist culture and a profbund rhreat to
democratic civic inst i tur ions. Irs impact
on schools is, at its most basic, to trans-
form the guiding ideal of public schools as
ccnters of Iearn.ing seruing rhe public good
ro cenrers ofprof ir  benefi t ing privare inter-
ests. Once held to be a public good that
could be measured by rhcir contribution
to rhe communiry's well-being, schools
have come to be seen as markets for ven-
dors, venues lor adverrising and marketing
and commodit ies ro be bought and sold.
They are evaluated largely in terms of how
effective they are perceived ar preparing
workers for corporare employers, and their
mission has been transformed concepru-
aily into a "service" that can be delivered
by privare businesses responding to the
profi t  motive. (p. l6)

Molnar traces the origins of commercial,
ism through the birth of the ad industry to
the emergence of modern mass markedng,
and conrrasts Deweyan democraric ideals

with those espoused by the first "adman,"

Edward Bernays. The author of founda,

tional texts such as Propaganda and The
Engineering ofConsent, Bernays argued rhat
"the conscious and intelligent manipula-
tion of the organized habits and opinions

of the masses is an importanr €lemenr in

democratic sociery. Those who manipulate

this unseen mechanism of sociery constitute

an invisible government which is the true

ruling power of our councry" (as quoted by

Molnar in School Commercialism, p.76).

Molnar shows how this engineering and

manipulation not only is hostile to demo-

cratic pol ir ical inst irut ions bur functions as
an effective mode of social control.

Molnar extends this analysis from a

historical and social perspective to *re peda-

gogical, and reveals how commercial pres-

sures are moving in to fill a vacuum left by

years of reductions to funding for public

education at al l  levels: "Schools seek cor-

porate money because they 6nd themselves

unable to meet the demands of their daily

tasks relying solely on the resources available

to them from traditional means: local, state,

and federa l  tax  do l la rs "  (p .29) .Mo lnar

quotes one administrator who acceded to
corporate sponsorship because she "got tired

of begging for money all the time" (p. 29).
But as commercial interests step in to cap-

ital ize on the opportunit ies, such sponsor-

ships will become normalizcd and schools

will increasingly depend on them.
Molnar is pcrhaps at his most compell ing

when describing just how deeply advertising

runs against Dewey's principles and the

ideals of progressive education. Molnar

argues that the pedagogy of advertising is
"miseducative" because it reduces "freedom

of the intellect," to freedom fbr the "exe-

cution of impulses," promoting "pseudo-

communit ies based on consumerism or the

uncritical acceptance oFa panicular policy or

point of view" (pp. 82-83). Indeed, Dewey

may have recognized this danger himself

when he insisted that "the need of the pre-

sent age is to apprehend the fact that, for

becter or worse, we are living in a corporare

age"  (1939,  p .407) .
As Molnar shows, school commercial-

ization is inseparable from the more gen-

eral trend roward the commercialization of

childhood. Many marketers argue rhat they

are performing a public service by educating

children, and some marketers even suggest

that they are a pafl of a dramacic transfor-

mation of rhe tradit ional family from an

authorirarian parenr-centered structure to
one more democrarically centered around

children's rea.l needs and int€rescs (Suther-

land & Thompson, 2001).

Near the end of the book, Molnar sets

commercialism in the elobal context of

neol iberal ism and privatization and dis-

cusses the governing bodies and legal

documents that inf luence i t .  We see that

the trends in the United States are part of a

larger, worldwide shift toward school com-

mercialism. Molnar describes a "World Edu-

cation Market," which "assumes learning

and the educative process to be simply one

more bundle of commodities, ripe for glob-
alization and pro6t maximizers" (p. 131).

The global izat ion is led by educational

corporations such as Eduventures, whose

website announces that, as "a worldwide

authoriry on the education market, [Edu-
ventures serves] a blue-chip client base of

executives and senior managers at hundreds

of leading educational organizations and

technology companies." Thus schooling is

construed as a business like any other, on€
worth $2 trillion annually.

Molnar is somewhat cri t ical of educa-

to rs ' reac t ions  to  these t rends :  " \Wi th

notable exceptions, educators' reactions

range from tacit acceptance to outright

embrace" (p. 121). However, while he cri t-

icizes teachers, he doesn't explain what

teachers could be doing in their schools

and classrooms to addr€ss commercialism

and corporate relarionships. Once teachers

become aware of the trend, how can they

take action? As Molnar notes, recent suc-

cesses in limiting corporate influence have

been achieved through interventions from

parent groups, school boards, or the med-
ical profession (pp. 64-65). l'erhaps this is

because teachers either are expl ici t ly (and

sometimes lega,lly) prohibited from address-

ing commercial ism or are simply over-
whelmed by other demands. The book

concludes too quickly, wirh only passing

reference to ways of addressing commercial-

ism in educatl6n-x great topic for Future

research.

Edison: A New Form of Al legiance

Early in his book, Molnar makes distinctions

benveen markecing ra schools, rz schools,

and a/schook (p. 7). In [act, the three
activities seem to follow a logical sequence:

Racher than merely sell to, or in, schools,

why not run them? The last option is the

focus of Kenneth Saltman's The Edison

Schools: Corporate Schooling and the Assault

on Public Education.

V'hereas Molnar has been rvorking on

commercialism for more fian 30 years, Salt-
man (DePaul Universicy) is compararively

new on the scene. In the last few vears.
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however, he has quickly published several
boo[a addressing the corporarizarion, mili-

tarization, and privatization of American
cuiture and educarion, including Col/atera/
Damage: Corporatizing Public Schook-A
Threat to Democraqt (2000); Snange Loue:

Or Hou, tYe Learn to Stop rilorrying and
Loue the lufarher (2002); and Education as

Enforcement: The Militarization and Corpo-
ratiz,ltion ofSchools (2003). Since the release

of The Edison Schoob, he has complered a

study focusing on the role that American

educat iona l  corpora t ions  are  p lay ing  in
Iraq through funding provided by USAID.
Saltman brings insightful analysis ro our

understanding of troubl ing developments
such as advertising in classrooms and sur-
veillance carneras i n hallways-imperatives
that are characterized as indicative oflarger
changes in American schooling and sociery.

Saltman's book is unique in i ts focus

on one part icular manifestat ion of corpo-
rate influence. In The Edison Schools, b,e
chronicles in meticulous detai l  the dra-
matic rise and fall ofAmerica's first EMO,

the largcst and most ambit ious atrempr ro
launch a publicly traded, narionwide, fbr-

profit manager of public schools. W'hereas
private schools col lect tuit ion from par-
ents, "EMO's seek contracrs with school
distr icts or states to run public schools for

pro f i t .  These compan ies  a im to  use  rax
money to run public schools and extracr
profirs for investors fiom rhe money rhar
would otherwise go co pay for smaller class
sizes, more books and other supplies, and
higher teacher salaries" (p. 2).

Saftman opens the book wirh an evocarive
description of the Edison schools, derived
from his own firsthand observations, which

exempli f ,  the transformation of narional
rever€nce into corporate adulation and the

replacement of citizens with educarional
"consumers." Students l ine up in front of

the American flag before classes starr, bur
Saltman nores thac "it is not rhe pledge of
allegiance to the {iag oF the United States
oF America that rhe studenrs are repear-
ing." Instead, the students repeat a pledge
"to themselves and to rhe Edison Schools

Corporation" (p. 2). Sahman's chronicle is
made even more compell ing by his focus

on the central figure behind Edison: Chris
\X4rittle, the founder of both Channel One

and \X4riwle Communications. This grand
"edupreneur" is an ambit ious "adverrising

ideaman" (p. 7 6) whose self-proclaimed

mission is the prol i feracion of adverrise-

ments and whose demonstrated expertise

lies in the transformation of public institu-

tions and resources into privately owned

for-pro6t businesses. A frequenr, outspoken

critic of public schools, Vhittle has done

li t t le to improve them but instead places

himself in a posit ion to pro6r lrom their

beleaguered condition. His early career of

commercializing public space began with

forays into health care, such as advenising in

doctors'waidng rooms. Saltman shows that

the frequent failures of 'Vhittle's co nrrover-

sial for-proGt school ventures did litde to dis-

courage him but instead led him to launch

rhe Edison schools in 1995.
At present, Edison has 136 schools in

20 stares, with a toral of 132,000 students.
Saltman chose Edison not only because it is

the largest and most influential EMO Amer-

ica has ever seen, but because it is consid-

ered to be the belle-weather of the EMO

movement; Edison is ciosely fol lowed by

the media, academics, parents, and educa-

tors seeking to judge the possible success or

failure of the EMO movement as a whole.

The Edison Schools sta.nds as an essential doc-

umentation of the trials and tribulations,
failures and successes, of this test case. As

Saltman writes,

The most pressing issues about the Edison
schools involve rhe role ofpubl ic school-
ing in a democrary, and more broadly the
meaning of the privatization of the public
sector in a democracy. The success or failure
of Edison is not so much about rhe a.lleged
skills or alleged corruption of a group of
business people as it is about the 6.rndamen-
tal issues ofschool funding, the purpose
of public schools, the role o[ teachers and
administrators, the sociery's commitment to
educating youth to become nor merely con-
sumers or disciplined workers but active
prticipants in forging the fLture with the
hope that *rey will make a better, more just,

equal and hir nation and world. (p. 17)

Saltman's chronicle depicts the roles of

countless illustrious movers and shakers in

American politics, business, and education

who came on board for Edison as a result

of V/hittle's powerful connections. They

range from former secretary of educat.ion
Lamar Alexander and YaJe president Be nno

C. Schmidt Jr. to both Jeb and George W'.

Bush. The Edison schools'corporate donors

range from Time-l?arner ro The Gap, co

IBM and Apple, all seeking access to public

schools and cheir students to bemer create-

or "brand"-firture consumers. Thus cor-

porations that target youth no longer need

to do so through advert ising alone. As in-

vestors, they can gain direct access to school

administrators.

Saltmal offers several reasons that cor-

porations are interested in schooling. First

and most obvious, the schools present a

direct opportuniry fbr immediate profit.

Second, schools are vast sorting sites, where

studencs are not only held captive bur also

organized by age and often by income, race,

and language. Third, and perhaps most

important, schools are sites where cultural

values are taughr and ideological messages

internalized. The book as a whole is a sus-

tained exploration of the consequences of

al lowing corporations ro priori t ize cornmer-

cial values over democratic practices and blur

the line berween public realms and commer-

cial spheres. Corporations are "remaking

the culture of schooling on rhe corporate

mode l "  (p .  10) .

In the privatization of our public schools,

it is the values of rhe marketplace and the

business world that take ove r: All coo often,

efficienry and measureme nr, cost and com-
peti t ion, come at the expense of qual iry,

inc lus ion ,  and equ i ty .  For  example ,  the

market model is said to empower parents

because it allows more "choice." But. in fact,

it often empowers some schools more than
others; and it empowers schools more chan

individual consumers, because some priva-

tized schools can choose which studenrs they

want to admit. Saltman describes problems

in the Edison schools, including charges of
racism and cases ofexclusion oIstudents

who could negatively afFect test results.

In addit ion, as a business, rhe Edison

schools have been less than successful. Salt-

man writes: "The company did not file ta-x
returns in many states that require them.
'Whitt le 

faced more than $10 mil l ion in

unpaid taxes and penalt ies" (p. 43). The

remedy has been numerous government

bailouts and even ollers ofEdison shares to
teachers, including the Florida and Califor-
nia Public Teachers Pension Plan (p. 59),
absurdly making the retirements of public

school teachers dependent on the relative

success of private schools. Fortunately,
intensive lobbying prevented such a confla-

tion of public schools with private pro6t.

In The Edison Schools, Sa.ltman demon-

strates th€ problematic implicarions of the
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prevalence of *re free market model. tVhen

education becomes a business venrure, it also

becomes a high-stakes gamble, subject to a1l

*re risks inherent in economic flucruations,

global economic instabilities, and a highly

volatile stock market. Our children are thus

placed in the hands of unpredictable, imper-

sonal, and essenrial[y unaccountable eco-

nomic interesrs, exposed to the perils of the

marketplace. The paradox is that we are

expected to celebrate economic freedom,

yet embrace increasing corporate clout.

The Canadian Context

The same forces that Molnar and Saltman

describe in the United States are dso begin-

ning to affect i ts northern neighbor, a

process *rat has been compellingly described

in Heather-Jane Robertson's aptly t i t led

No More Teachm, No More Books: The Com-

rnercialization of Canada's .Schools (1998).
-I-he 

so-cal led porous border al lows for

tremendous inf luence by American com-

mercial forces on Canadian educational

systems. For example, 
'W'hit t le 's 

Channel

One expanded into Canada in the 1990s

and renamed icself  "Youth News Net-

rvork." Only a tremendous groundswell

of national opposition prevented its becom-

ing established. Most cases of the comme r-

cializacion of educacion in Canada-from

Wal-Mart and Home Depot to Coke and

McDonalds-are driven by American cor-

porations. In a recent annual meeting, the

Canadian Teachers Federation focused on

the commercialization oICanadian schools

and on a tecent, detai led national survey

exploring key e mpirical indicators of school

commercial ism; this event seems to con-

f irm that the same trends are at work in

Canada as in the United Staces. tW-hether

or not what's good for GM is good for

America, it is rarely good for Canada.

Decreasingly Inquisit ive

The works of Molnar and Saltman help to

expose this controversial issue, too often con-

cealed through secret contracts and legally

binding nondisclosure clauses-or at dmes

through public indifference. Both authors

suppon their positions with specific exam-

ples and num€rous citat ions. But beyond

the evidence, ir is their larger message that

is essential: Rather than abandon educa-

t ion to the marketplace, we should seek

collecdve approaches to str€ngthen Public
schools. In a democratic sociery, it is "we,

the people," who can change rhe schools.

Both authors display resounding commit-

ment to, and hope for, the possibi l i t ies oF

public schooling as the foundation for

engaged and effect ive cit izenship. Their

work constitutes an essendal new contribu-

t ion to the analysis oFthe growing commer-

cial izarion of education. For this reason,

both boola would be useful in graduate or

undergraduate courses such as social foun-

dations, cultural studies, curriculum theory,

phi losophy of education, and educational

administracion.

A culture that places high value on the

acquisition of material goods will be corre-

spondingly l imited in i ts sense of the col-

lective good. Molnar and Saltman ask what

pedagogical practices mighr ensure that pol-

itics transforms shared fears into collective

engagement. As events reveal that "what's

good for General Motors" means laying

ofF thousands, we should be warned of

what equating the corporate good with the

national good might mean for schools and

our children. However, in education the

smkes are even higher than loss ofprofit. The

loss of individual potential is at stake, as sru-

dents become increasingly acquisitive and

decreasingly inquisitive. We should remem-

berJohn Dewey's admonition: 
'Tcquiring is

dways secondary, and instrumental co the

acr of inquirin g" (19161 1944, p. 57).
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