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Abstract  
 
This research will discuss the literature on the topic of commercialism and marketing 

in schools from an international perspective, with due consideration given to the 

educational and marketing views and ethical issues involved in marketing to children 

in schools.  

It will analyse teachers’ awareness of, and opinions on the use of commercially-based 

schemes and materials in primary schools and their actual use of such schemes and 

materials.  

It will consider children’s awareness of commercial activity in their own schools and 

any relation this may have with the attitudes of the children in the schools.  

The research will also discuss the Campaign for Commercial Free Education and 

recent developments made in education in relation to commercial schemes and 

materials, with particular reference to the campaign. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This research will address four broad questions. These are: 

1. How aware are teachers of commercial activities in their schools? 

2. What are teachers’ opinions of this commercial activity? 

3. How aware are children of commercial activity in their schools? 

4. What is the current climate in Ireland in relation to commercial activity in 

schools? 

I chose to research commercial activities in schools, because although I have been 

teaching for only two years, I am strongly aware of the amount and range of 

commercial activity in my own school. I am also involved in the Campaign for 

Commercial Free Education, which will be discussed further in the research. 

 

The research will discuss international perspectives on advertising to children in 

schools from an educational and marketing point of view, current practice in Irish 

schools in relation to commercial schemes and materials, and the current move to 

create learning environments free from commercial activity with the establishment of 

the Campaign for Commercial Free Education. 

 
Commercialism in Irish schools has been around for a relatively long time. For 

example the Texaco Annual Art Competition, is well established, since 1955 

(http://www.texacochildrensart.com/about.shtml). 

 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the last ten years have seen a significant increase in 

the amount and nature of commercial activity in our schools. 
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Commercialism in Education has become an international cause for concern, 

particularly in the last decade, and so more cumulative research has been undertaken 

into it. 

 

As there has been no body governing commercial activity in Irish schools, exact 

figures are not available to indicate the percentage increase in such activities. 

Tesco Supermarkets are possibly one of the best established commercial ‘sponsors’ of 

primary education – filling in the gaps left by cuts in government funding. They have 

been providing schools with computers since 1997, in exchange for tokens collected 

with of shopping, when ICT was the big buzz word, and more recently, and in 

response to the growing debate and concern regarding childhood obesity and diabetes, 

with their Sports Equipment for Schools incentive schemes. Again, with the Sports 

Equipment for Schools scheme, Tesco are filling the funding gap left by the cut of 

Department of Education and Science grant for Physical Education in 2002, just three 

years after the introduction of the Revised Curriculum, 1999. 

 

In recent months however, there has been a move to challenge commercial activity in 

Irish schools, with the founding of the Campaign for Commercial Free Education. 

Since October 2005, the campaign has monitored, evaluated and challenged 

commercial schemes and materials in Irish schools, particularly primary schools, as 

its core base consists of primary school teachers. 
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2. Literature Review 
 
This chapter will review and discuss the literature on commercialism in education, 

from an educational and marketing perspective in current times. It also considers the 

ethical issues of marketing to children in schools. Much of the literature referred to is 

American and Australian based and also web-based. 

 

2 a. The educational perspective 
 
O’Brent and Lunden (2005: 11) describe commercialism as happening  

…whenever a district enters into a relationship with a business that provides that 
business access to students in exchange for some type of fiscal or in-kind resource 
(e.g. money, goods, or services).  
 

Commercialism in schools is not a new phenomenon, however, but one that has raised 

many issues of concern in recent years. 

Research into commercialism in education is a relatively new field of study, and much 

of the study that has been conducted has been based in the United States and 

Australia, where commercialism is of particular concern in education. There has been 

little study from an educational perspective into commercial activity in schools, 

primary or second level in Ireland, until the present time, when anecdotal information 

suggests that many people are undertaking small-scale studies, as part of third level 

courses. 

 

Marketing companies, on the other hand, have the financial backing to conduct 

research on how best to get their message to young people – through television 

advertising and through schools.  A company, Real Event Solutions, based in Cork, 

organises events and competitions for companies in schools and communities. 
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Included in their portfolio are Coca-Cola, Hewlitt Packard, Le Crunch Apples and Pot 

Noodle among others. 

The company is described on its website as being  

…a dynamic educational event management company that offers clients unique and 
engaging ways of building brand awareness within the youth market 
(http://www.real-event.ie/services.htm, 2006). 

 

Iconis (2003, 

http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0816/is_6_20/ai_100171296) 

 found that, 

As far back as the 1920’s, a time of emerging consumer goods, Ivory Soap sponsored 
school soap-carving competitions. 
 

Since the 1990s, research has been conducted into the commercialisation of 

education. Much of this research has been done in the United States and Australia. It 

is clear from the educationally based research available that commercial activity in 

schools is not accepted by educational academics, such as Molnar. 

In the American context, Alex Molnar of the Commercialism in Education Research 

Unit (CERU) at Arizona State University (ASU) has been conducting annual research 

into trends in commercialism in schools. The CERU is  

…guided by the belief that mixing commercial activities with public education raises 
fundamental issues of public policy, curriculum content, the proper relationship of 
educators to the students entrusted to them, and the values that the schools embody 
(CERU, 2005, http://www.asu.edu/educ/epsl/ceru.htm). 
 

Molnar’s research has found a 473% increase in commercial activity in American 

schools since 1990 (Molnar and Reaves, 2001: 2). 

Molnar has conducted annual research into commercial trends in American schools 

since the 1990s (the first report was published in 1998 and was an analysis of trends 

in commercialism from the early 1990s onwards). In his reports, he categorises eight 

types of commercial activity in schools.  
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The Campaign for Commercial Free Education, through monitoring commercial 

schemes and activities, has identified two of these categories as being the most 

prominent in Irish primary schools. 

 

These are: 

·  Incentive Programs –  

o …that provide money, goods or services to a student, school or school district 
when its students, parents or staff engage in a specified activity (Molnar and 
Garcia, 2005: 4).  

 
Examples include token collection in return for a pre-specified value of 

shopping in particular supermarkets (� 10 spend in exchange for one 

token). 

o Examples of current and recent schemes – Tesco’s Computers for 

Schools, and Sports Equipment for schools and SuperValu’s Kids in 

Action. 

 

·  Sponsored Educational Materials (SEMs) 

o Materials supplied by corporations or trade associations that claim to have an 
instructional content (Molnar and Garcia, 2005: 6). 

 
o Examples include Spar Kids, Renault’s Seatbelt Sheriff and Ariel’s 

Stain Removal Science Kit. 

 

In 1991, the Department of Education and Science issued a circular stating 

The Minister requests that schools consider carefully the implications of allowing any 
situation to develop which would result in parents being put under undue pressure to 
purchase a particular product….The Minister requests that school authorities 
following, consultation with staff, to formulate agreed school policies in relation to 
commercial promotions (Circular 38/91). 
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The Department had also issued two circulars prior to this (Circular 23/84 and 

Circular 7/87). In consideration of the significant changes and advances that have 

occurred in commercial activity in Irish schools, such a statement appears somewhat 

outdated. It does request school authorities to develop policies but offers no 

guidelines on such policies and no enforcement of this request. 
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2 b. Ethical issues: 
 
Ethical and moral issues are raised when it comes to advertising to children in 

schools. O’Brent and Lunden (2005: 13), summarise the ethical issues involved posed 

by critics. They found that “school commercialism is [often] unethical.”  

Philip Adams, Australian broadcaster, social commentator and former advertising 

executive 

terms the use of schools to sell products to consumers as ‘corporate paedophilia’, his 
term for ‘the mass molestation of the innocents as mighty corporations turn 
youngsters into economic units’ (Kenway & Bullen, 2003: 91). 
 
 

Amongst the ethical arguments against schoolhouse commercialism are the following: 

- Children are a “captive audience” in schools (Larson, 2002, 

http://www.ericdigests.org/2003-1/schools.htm).  

Education is compulsory. Children are obliged by law to attend school. They 

cannot escape commercial activity or materials in schools if their teachers 

decide to participate. There is no “audience erosion” (Klien, 2005: 90). 

 

- “Commercial activities often promote unhealthy products” (O’Brent and 

Lunden, 2005:13). In an age when obesity is a growing concern, 49% of 

women and 66% of men in Ireland are either overweight or obese 

(Food Safety Promotion Board, 2005, 

http://www.safefoodonline.com/article.asp?article=451). 

 

- The Report of the National Task-Force on Obesity (Irish Medical 

Organisation, 2006: 1) finds that childhood obesity has become a “global 

epidemic”, and that “childhood obesity has increased threefold since 1990”. 
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Much has been done to change television advertising aimed at children, but in 

Ireland, there are no policies on advertising in schools. 

 

- Commercial materials “masquerade as educational materials, activities or 

programs” (Larson, 2002, http://www.ericdigests.org/2003-1/schools.htm). 

Many companies have educational materials produced on their behalf, which 

are intended for use in schools. In the current climate of concern about obesity 

in this country, many companies are producing materials with content on 

healthy eating, e.g. Spar. 

 

- Commercial activities in schools often “take place without the informed 

consent of parents” (Larson, 2002, http://www.ericdigests.org/2003-

1/schools.htm). When a teacher decides to use sponsored educational materials 

bearing a company’s logo, or enter her class into a competition, parental 

consent, or even knowledge is not required.  

 

- Dodd and Miller (2000: 32), on behalf of the US Government Accounting 

Office,  reported to Congressional Requesters that,  

Some commercial activities generate more money for schools than others do, 
and the same type of activity generates different amounts of money for 
different schools or districts. 
 

Thus, in the case of Irish schools, commercial incentive schemes, such as 

those run by Tesco and SuperValu discriminate against small schools, rural    

schools and disadvantaged schools, who do not have the school population or 

the financial backing of families to collect enough tokens to gain worthwhile 

equipment and resources. 
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-  “Commercial activities supplant traditional revenue sources” (O’Brent and 

Lunden, 2005: 13). It is of great concern that western governments are 

spending less and less on education and private companies are filling the gaps 

in funding, particularly in the areas of ICT and Physical Education. Despite a 

large budget surplus of 6.7 billion euro in Ireland in 2004, spending on 

education has dropped from 4.7% to 4.1% since 1997, according to OECD 

figures (Healy, 2005, http://www.tui.ie/Press%20Releases/PR051115.html). 

Schools also face constrained budgets and limited resources, making them 
increasingly vulnerably to business “partnerships”, typically entered into in 
order to buy technology…. (Boyles, 1998: 4).  

 
This is a view held in the research of many others, such as Klien (2005) and 

Molnar (2005). 

According to Kenway and Bullen (2003: 102),  

These pressures have created a conflict of interest between schools’ mandate 
to educate, and their moral and ethical duties to protect children from 
exploitation by consumer culture. Corporations have recognized and taken 
advantage of the dilemma. 

 

- Children,  

particularly those at elementary level have yet to develop the literacy skills 
necessary to discern critically commercial messages (O’Brent and Lunden, 
2005: 13).  
 

Beder (1998, http://www.uow.edu.au/arts/sts/sbeder/children.html) argues that 

there are questions about the ability of children so young to understand 
advertising and its intent and not be deceived and manipulated by it. 
 

She finds that  
experts say that children don't understand persuasive intent until they are 
eight or nine years old and that it is unethical to advertise to them before 
then. 
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2 c. Another perspective – the corporate point of v iew 
 

Children, particularly the tweens (those aged 8-14 years), are invaluable in the 

consumer market (McDougall & Chantrey, 2004: 9). McDougall and Chantrey 

conduct a large annual research project with 100,000 children in 35 countries. Their 

research (2004:10) found that  

…not only do children influence the brands they buy for themselves and the ones that 
are bought for them like breakfast cereals or soft drinks, but they also influence many 
expensive household purchases. 
 

One of the most expensive household purchases children have been found to influence 

is cars. 

Von Hoffman (2005, http://www.cmomagazine.com/read/040105/little_spender.html) 

found, in a study conducted by J.D. Power and Associates for Nickelodeon, that  

62 percent of parents now say their children ‘actively participate’ in car buying 
decisions.   
 

The television advertising based on these statistics is becoming more and more 

prevalent, with many car advertisements now being aimed at children and including 

child actors. 

 

Beder (1998, http://www.uow.edu.au/arts/sts/sbeder/children.html) finds that 

“children represent three different markets”. Children may spend the money that they 

have themselves, they influence the spending of parents, and they are the future 

market. If marketers can reach children at a young age, they may have a customer for 

life. Beder comments that  

advertisers recognise that brand loyalties and consumer habits formed when children 
are young and vulnerable will be carried through to adulthood 
.  

So, what better time to reach your audience than when they are children?  
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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become of increasing importance to 

marketers in recent times. Businesses want to be seen to be doing their best for the 

community, and their customers or potential customers. In an article in The 

International Journal o f Advertising and Marketing to Children, Bruce Nixon (2004: 

21-22), a management consultant, finds that Barry Coates (a former director of the 

World Development Movement) identifies three levels of corporate responsibility. 

These are: 

1. Saving money through ethical practices (e.g. recycling, avoiding prosecution). 
2. Ensuring that the company and its products don’t get vilified by taking actions that 

improve corporate reputation and protect brands.  
3. Acting in a socially and environmentally responsible way because it’s the right thing 

to do. 
 
 
As CSR has become more important, many companies have joined a charity called 

Business in the Community. 

Business in the Community is a unique independent business led charity whose 
purpose is to inspire, engage, and support and challenge companies, to continually 
improve the impact they have on society. (BITC, 2006, 
http://www.bitc.org.uk/about_bitc/index.html).  
 
 

Business in the Community was established in Great Britain in1982 at a time of high 

unemployment. The Irish Business in the Community was founded more recently in 

January 2000 and describes itself as  

the only business-driven network in the country specialising in corporate 
responsibility and community involvement (BITC, 2006, 
http://www.bitc.ie/backgroundcontact.htm#Aboutus).  
 
 

Business in the Community, Ireland, currently has a membership of 30 high profile 

companies. Members’ charitable donations are tax deductible (BITC, 2006, 

http://www.bitc.ie/memberspartners.htm#WhyJoin).  

Of these companies, seven have been present in Irish schools in one way or another 

since the current school year began. These companies include Ulster Bank, Coca-
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Cola, AIB and Tesco. Schools are an invaluable resource to companies, particularly 

when it comes to brand promotion and awareness, and targeting consumer groups.  

In an article in The International Journal of Advertising and Marketing to Children, 

Geraci (2004: 13), through interviewing 878 people, found that,  

On average, those working in companies that market products and services to young 
consumers feel that it is appropriate to begin advertising to children at the age of 
seven. 
 

This is in direct conflict with the ethical views of Beder (1998) and O’Brent & 

Lunden (2005), as argued above. Geraci’s study, undertaken by Harris Interactive in 

conjunction with the Kid Power Xchange (Geraci, 2004: 11), also found that those 

interviewed feel that “…young people can view advertising critically at age 9.1”, and 

“…can effectively separate fantasy from reality in media and advertising at age 9.3”, 

and furthermore, respondents felt that it is not until the age of 11.7 that children “can 

make intelligent choices as consumers” (Geraci, 2004: 13). The study also found that 

pester power is a strong marketing tactic. 
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2 d. Conclusion 
 
Recent years have seen a major shift in thinking among educationalists regarding 

commercial activities in schools, and the Irish system is just catching up. The concern 

in America, and it is a growing concern in Ireland, is that if the issue of 

commercialism in schools is not tackled, and tackled with force, more than ‘public 

schooling’ will be lost. As it stands, in America, there are schools that have sold 

exclusive rights to companies such as Coca-Cola and Pepsi – and so we have Coca-

Cola and Pepsi schools.  

Giroux (1998, http://www.henryagiroux.com/online_articles/business_education.htm) 

believes that there is more at stake. He argues that, 

There is also the issue of how individual achievement is weighed against issues of 
equity and the social good, how teaching and learning get defined, what sorts of 
identities are produced when the histories, experiences, values and desires of students 
are defined through corporate rather than democratic ideals. 

The research of educationalists expresses concern that education is being 

contaminated by the marketing message and the “branding of learning”, as outlined 

by Naomi Klien (2005, Ch. 4) and Henry A. Giroux (2000: 83), who argues that  

One of the most important legacies of American public education has been providing 
students with critical capacities, knowledge, and values that enable them to become 
active citizens striving to build a better democratic society. Within this tradition, 
Americans have defined schooling as a public good and a fundamental right. Such a 
definition rightfully asserts the primacy of democratic values over corporate culture 
and commercial values. 

This legacy is mirrored also in the Irish Primary School Curriculum. One of the defining 

features of the Curriculum is that  

It enables children to function effectively in a changing society and to cope 
successfully with the demands of modern life. (Education and Science, Dept. of, 
1999a) 

Corporate and commercial influences are, without doubt, a demand of modern life. 

The Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) Curriculum encompasses a strand 
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on Media Education which objectifies that children, by the time they leave school in 

6th class would be enabled to 

o identify the audiences at which different aspects of the media are aimed; 
o become aware of the different forms of advertising, its purpose and the messages 

it promotes; 
o become increasingly critical and discerning in his/her own attitude to advertising 

and the techniques used to promote products, life-styles and ideas. (Education 
and Science, Dept. of, 1999b) 

The Primary School Curriculum does not endorse commercial messages and 

influences – merely states that children should be enabled to be aware and critical of a 

variety of media. 

Research and articles from a marketing and advertising perspective suggest that 

thought and consideration has gone into the ethics of marketing to children, in and out 

of an educational setting, but that as children represent such a valuable market, to 

target them in school settings is necessary, and even obvious practice.  
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3. Methodology 
 
In this chapter, the design of the investigation is outlined in detail and the methods 

employed are described. 

3 a. Design of the Investigation 
 
The investigation consisted of three elements: a “self-completion questionnaire” 

(Miller and Brewer, 2003: 250) for teachers from three schools in Dublin; a focus 

group with children in each of the three schools; and the participant observation of the 

development of the Campaign for Commercial Free Education. 

The sample was opportunistic and was restricted to designated disadvantaged schools 

in Dublin to control such variables as social economic status. 

A more qualitative approach was adopted to enable the research to consider deeper 

the attitudes of teachers regarding the phenomenon of commercial activity in primary 

schools. As Miller and Brewer (2003: 193) state  

 The qualitative approach is based on intensive study of as many features as possible 
of one or a small number of phenomena. Instead of condensing information, it seeks to build 
understanding by depth… 
 
 

3 a. (i) Description of the questionnaire 
 
A self-completion questionnaire was chosen because  

it enables the collection of large quantities of data from large numbers of people. This 
can be done relatively easily… [and] because each respondent is asked exactly the 
same questions and in the same way, the responses score high on reliability. (Miller 
and Brewer, 2003:253). 
 

All questionnaires were distributed through one teacher in each school and collected 

through that teacher. Twenty seven questionnaires were distributed in total and 

eighteen were returned. School 1 returned five of nine questionnaires; School 2 
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returned nine of twelve questionnaires; School 3 returned four of six questionnaires. 

The overall return rate was 66%. Refer to Appendix 1 for sample questionnaire 

The questionnaire included both open-ended and closed questions. Closed questions 

were used as they  

…have an advantage in that they are more straight forward to answer and the 
responses are easier to code (Miller and Brewer, 2003: 250). 

 

Open-ended questions were used as they 

…give the respondents the opportunity to give an answer to the question in their own 
words. Open-ended questions have an advantage in that they allow for elaboration in 
a response and so can provide insights into the meanings which respondents attach to 
their actions and beliefs (Miller and Brewer, 2003: 250-251). 

 

Responses have been coded, using Microsoft Excel in order to establish qualitative 

data.  

 
The questionnaire consisted of three sections. 

Section 1 aimed to establish some background information on the teacher and the 

school – class, class size, type (boys, girls, mixed), school size and status through six 

closed questions. The section included questions on school and class size and type. 

The section did not ask respondents to specify gender as this was not of issue in the 

research. 

 

Section 2 aimed to establish teachers’ awareness of commercial schemes and 

materials in their schools and classrooms, their usage of commercially produced 

educational materials and their involvement in commercially based incentive 

schemes, such as those run by supermarket chains Tesco and SuperValu. The section 

consisted of five questions.  
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Section 3 aimed to establish teacher attitudes and opinions on the commercially based 

educational materials and schemes, the relevance such schemes and materials to the 

1999 Revised Primary School Curriculum and the presence of logos on commercially 

based materials. 

 

3 a. (ii) Description of the focus groups 
 
The research included children because as Miller and Brewer (2003: 29) argue, with 

reference to the 1989 United Nations Conventions on the Right of the Child, children  

…not only have the right to articulate their opinions on issues which affect them but 
they have the right to have their views listened to. 

 
As the issue of commercialism in schools is aimed at, and directly affects children, the 

research deemed it not only appropriate, but necessary to include the voices of 

children. 

 
  
Focus groups with children were chosen because 
  

…consideration must be given to finding appropriate data collection methods that are 
respectful and fair to children and allow them full participation in the research 
(Miller and Brewer, 2003: 30),  
 

and because focus group techniques  
 

could be used to elicit children’s views and opinions in a peer supportive environment 
(Miller and Brewer, 2003: 31)…where the interaction within the focus group can 
sometimes stimulate new thoughts from respondents, reflecting and sharing 
information (Miller and Brewer, 2003: 122). 

 
 
 
The focus groups from two of the schools consisted of 4th class children. The third 

focus group consisted of 6th class children. The research also aimed to determine if 
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there is any difference in children’s’ ability to critically discern advertising between 

children ages 9 and 10 years and children aged 11 and 12 years.  

The focus group interviews all took place in quiet areas of the school, where 

interruptions would be minimal. There were interruptions in two of the three focus 

groups. In School 1, the lunch bell sounded over the intercom, and in School 3, a 

teacher entered the room, but left promptly. 

Each focus group was of approximately twenty minutes duration. 

There were five children in each focus group, chosen by their teachers on the basis of 

their ability to talk and respond to questions. 

In order to protect the children’s identities and recognise their voices in order to 

transcribe the interview tape, the children in groups 1 and 2 chose code names that 

they stated before responding to a question. The children in group 3 were from my 

own class, so did not need code names for voice recognition. Initial letters were used 

in interview transcription.  

The order of questions in focus group interviews may be found in Appendix 2 and a 

sample of transcript may be found in Appendix 3  

Questions 1-3 asked the children about pocket money and personal spending. 

Question 3 served a dual purpose: it aimed to establish children’s brand preferences 

and to lead up to the somewhat unusual question of their favourite supermarket. 

Question 18 served a similar dual purpose: it aimed also to establish brand preference 

and help children understand the meaning of ‘logo’ before posing Question 19. 
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3 a. (iii) Description of the observation of the Ca mpaign for 
Commercial Free Education 

 
The final methodology used in the research was observation and the tracking of the 

issue of commercial activity in Irish schools. This observation and tracking began last 

October, with the founding of the Campaign for Commercial Free Education, and 

finished with INTO annual Easter Congress 2006. 

The method of observation used was “overt participation observation”. This method 

was employed in the research because I am an active member of the Campaign for 

Commercial Free Education, and as argued by Miller and Brewer (2003, 213) 

With participant observation data obtained as a result of watching the phenomenon 
under study is augmented by data generated through introspection on the part of the 
researcher. That is, by the observer reflecting on internal experiences arising from 
doing and sharing the same everyday life as those under the study, a process 
sometimes called ‘auto-observation’. In this way, data collected by participant 
observation are not external stimuli unaffected by the intervention of the observer: the 
experiences, attitude changes and feelings of the observer form a central part of his or 
her understanding. 

 
The observation of the Campaign for Commercial Free Education (CCFE) occurred 

from the founding of the Campaign in October 2005 to the 138th Annual INTO 

Congress in Killarney from 17th to 19th April 2006. 

Overt participation observation took place at private and public CCFE meetings and at 

the INTO Congress.  

CCFE publications can be found in appendices 4 and 5. 
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4. Data Analysis 

This chapter analyses the data gathered through use of the three methods outlined in 

the previous chapter. It will examine and discuss correlations between teacher and 

pupil responses within the same school and discuss the developments of the 

Campaign for Commercial Free Education. 

4 a. Questionnaires 

4 a. (i) Teacher awareness of commercially-based ma terials 

This section will examine teachers’ general awareness of commercial schemes and 

materials, and specific awareness of school-based commercial schemes and materials 

from given companies (Refer to Appendix I: Teacher Questionnaire). 

When asked ‘How aware are you of commercial schemes and materials in your 

school?’ eight of eighteen teachers say that they are aware, and a further six say they 

are very aware. Two teachers say they are quite aware, one says she doesn’t know 

much and a further one teacher says he is too aware. (See Table 4a (i) 1) 

 

Table 4a (i) 1 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Awareness of schemes and materials

1

8

2

6

1
Don't know much

 Aware

 Quite aware

 Very aware

 too aware
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Of the five teachers who responded in School 1, one says she doesn’t know much, two 

say that they are aware, one says she is quite aware and a further one says she is very 

aware. 

Of the nine respondents from School 2, one says s/he is quite aware, five say that they 

are aware and three say that they are very aware. 

Of the four respondents from School 3, one says she is aware, two say that they are 

very aware and one says that he is too aware. 

The responses indicate that the teachers in School 1 have the lowest level of 

awareness of commercial schemes and materials in their school and that School 3’s 

respondents have the highest level of awareness. 

 

Image 4a (i) 2: The Seatbelt Sheriff (National Safety Council, 2006) 

 

 

 

Renault cars run a campaign in association with the National Safety Council. The 

campaign is aimed at children in first class and is headed by an attractive cartoon 

character called the ‘Seatbelt Sheriff’ (See Image 4a (i) 2). The aim of these materials 
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is to “make sure everybody in the car wears their seatbelt on every trip” (National 

Safety Council, 2006). 

 
Table 4a (i) 3  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Table 4a (i) 3 shows the responses of teachers when asked how aware they are, on a 

scale of 1-5 (where 1 is not aware at all and 5 was very aware), of commercial 

materials from Renault. As the table shows, twelve teachers answer that they are not 

aware at all. Four of these teachers are from School 1, five are from School 2 and 

three are from School 3. Only one teacher in School 1 indicates 3 on the awareness 

scale of 1-5. In School 2, four teachers indicate between 3 and 5 on the awareness 

scale. Of these teachers, three teach infant classes and one teaches first class (at which 

the materials are aimed). One teacher in School 3 indicates that he is very aware of 

the materials. This is a 5th class teacher. 

 

In 2002, the Department of Education and Science cut the grant to primary schools for 

Physical Education. In March 2003, McDonald’s Ireland launched its Catch and Kick 

programme in association with the GAA. McDonald’s  

Awareness of Renault Seatbelt Sheriff road safety m aterials
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2

2

2
Not aware at all

 Very aware
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issued 3,000 primary schools with footballs, pumps, bibs, cones and kit bags as well 
as coaching manuals, score charts and assessment guides. (CCFE, 2006, 
http://www.commercialfreeeducation.com/evaluations/mcdonalds_gaa_2003.h
tm). 

 
All equipment bears the McDonald’s logo.  

In a statement to the Sunday Business Post on 24 August 2003, Will Cooke, 

McDonald’s Ireland’s head of operations said  

We need to encourage children to get off their backsides and get into sport. That's 
what our deal with the GAA is all about. We're here to sell a product and there's 
absolutely no denying that. (O’Mahoney, 2003, 
http://archives.tcm.ie/businesspost/2003/08/24/story940866536.asp) 

 
In an article in the Irish Examiner on 4 August 2004, chief executive of the Irish Heart 

Foundation,  

Mr O’Shea said a survey of 510 school principals showed 92% disapproved of 
promotions for Coca-Cola and McDonald’s in schools. (McEnroe and Ring, 2004, 
http://archives.tcm.ie/irishexaminer/2004/08/04/story121128065.asp). 

 
 
Two thirds of respondents in the three schools questioned in the research say that they 

are not aware at all of McDonald’s equipment (See Table 4a (i) 4). Three of these 

teachers are from School 1, seven from School 2 and two from School 3.  

 

Table 4a (i) 4 

 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Awareness of McDonald's equipment
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It may be deduced that because 92% of primary school principals surveyed 

disapprove of such promotional material as referred to previously, and principals are 

the ultimate decision makers with the Boards of Management in schools, that this may 

be a cause for teachers’ lack of awareness of such high-profile branded materials that 

were made widely available to schools. 

  

Image 4a (i) 5 McDonald’s Catch and Kick Launch (Cumann an mBunscoil, 2006). 

 

 
 
 
 
When asked how aware they are of commercial materials from Spar and Dunne’s 

Stores supermarkets, respondents report quite a significant lack of awareness.  

 

Eleven of eighteen teachers say that they are not aware at all of commercial materials 

from Spar (See Table 4a (i) 6). Two report being very aware, four indicate 3 on the 

scale of 1-5, and one person indicated 2 on the scale. 

The materials in question are a resource for teachers to teach healthy eating habits to 

children in the classroom and include a teacher pack with lesson ideas, and posters. 

The pack includes reference to all SPHE Curriculum strands. All materials bear the 

Spar logo and a character named ‘Sparky’ (See image 4a (i) 7) 
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Table 4a (i) 6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Image 4a (i) 7 Sparky (Spar, 2006) 
 

 
 
 
 
With regard to Healthy Eating Materials from Dunne’s Stores, twelve of eighteen 

teachers say that they are not aware at all. Two teachers each indicate 3, 4 and 5 on 

the awareness scale (See Table 4a (i) 8). A significant number of teachers in each 

individual school indicated that they were not aware at all of the materials. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Awareness of Spar Healthy Eating Materials
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Table 4a (i) 8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4a (i) 9 refers to the level of awareness teachers report in relation to Texaco. As 

discussed in the introduction of the research, the Texaco Art Competition is a long-

standing competition in Ireland, established in 1955. As this competition is so long in 

existence and generations have participated in it, one might expect that teacher 

awareness of it would be higher than indicated in table 4a (i) 9, which shows that ten 

of eighteen teachers say that the are not aware at all of it. Many of the teachers who 

responded are in their twenties, and it may be deduced that newer teachers to the 

profession are less aware of the competition. 

Table 4a (i) 9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Awareness of Dunnes Stores Healthy Eating Materials
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Table 4a (i) 10 

 

Table 4a (i) 10 shows teachers responses when asked ‘Have you used commercial 

materials (e.g. Renault’s Seatbelt Sheriff road safety packs from any companies?’ 

As discussed earlier, six teachers said that were aware (at different levels) of 

Renault’s Education materials. It may be deduced that the example given in the 

question caused some bias in the answering of this question. There are, however 

several commercial materials mentioned here that are not referred to in the 

questionnaire, such as Crest and Colgate Toothcare, AgriAware Colouring and Dublin 

Bus and Ulster Bank Pencil Cases, and Junior Achievement. 

 

Junior Achievement is a “business and economic education organisation” (Junior 

Achievement Ireland, 2006, http://www.juniorachievement.ie/). People from the 

business community act as volunteers to come into classrooms and teach courses on 

the local community and business. Although only one teacher in School 3 mentions it 

in her questionnaire, Junior Achievement is used annually in School 3. Several 

teachers each year accommodate a volunteer who delivers the course to the class, 

while the class teacher ensures that the children are listening and participating. 

Full data for teachers’ awareness of a variety of other commercially-based materials is 

in Appendix 3. 
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4 a. (ii) Teacher awareness of commercially-based s chemes 
 
This section will discuss teachers’ awareness of and involvement in commercial 

incentive schemes run by Tesco and SuperValu supermarkets. 

 
Image 4a (ii) 1(City Wide, 2006) 

 
 
 
Respondents show a significant level of awareness in relation to commercial incentive 

schemes. An explanation for this is the high level of marketing and advertising that 

goes into such schemes.  

Tesco launched a television advertising campaign and they also advertised through 

local print media, such as City Wide Newspaper, in which Tesco marketing manager, 

Neil Mullen was photographed with two young children, holding up the Computers 

for Schools tokens (See image 4a (ii) 1). 

 

Table 4a (ii) 2 shows that sixteen teachers say that they are very aware of the schemes 

run by Tesco. One teacher marks three, and another marks four on the scale of 1-5. 
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Table 4a (ii) 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4a (ii) 3 shows teachers responses when asked to rate their awareness of 

SuperValu schemes on a scale of 1-5. Eight teachers say that are very aware, two say 

that they are not aware at all, and a further eight teachers marked 3 and 4 on the scale. 

SuperValu also launched a television advertisement campaign endorsed by celebrities 

Ray D’Arcy and athlete Sonia O’Sullivan. 

 

Table 4a (ii) 3 
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It may be deduced that teachers are more aware of Tesco Incentive Schemes as they 

have been run for a number of years and SuperValu Kids in Action is SuperValu’s 

first such incentive scheme. 

 

Seventeen of eighteen teachers say they have been involved in token collection 

schemes. One teacher has not. This teacher is a member of the Campaign for 

Commercial Free Education. 

School 2 was participating in both the Tesco Computers for Schools scheme and 

SuperValu Kids in Action when they filled in the questionnaires. This is shown in 

Table 4a (ii) 4. 

Table 4a (ii) 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This table shows commercial incentive schemes that teachers have been or are 

involved in. Tesco Sports Equipment for Schools was not a current scheme at the time 

of research. Table 4a (ii) 5 shows teacher involvement in current token collection 

schemes. 
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Table 4a (ii) 5 

 

 

 

 

 

A criticism of such commercial incentive schemes is that they put undue pressure on 

parents to direct their shopping to particular supermarkets in order to help their child’s 

school gain resources (Klien, 2005, Ch.4).  

When asked ‘If you are involved in token collection schemes, how do you encourage 

the children in you class to collect tokens?’ nine teachers say that they encourage 

children, five say they don’t and four teachers do not give a response (Table 4a (ii) 6). 

In retrospect, the above question should have had two parts: 

- Do you encourage token collection? 

- How do you encourage token collection? 

This may have avoided lack of response from teachers. 
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Table 4a (ii) 6 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Table 4a (ii) 7 shows how teachers encourage their students to collect tokens. Five 

teachers say they give the children and/or their parents reminders, some daily, to 

collect the tokens when they are shopping. 

 

 

Table 4a (ii) 7 
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4 a. (iii) Teacher attitudes and opinions on commer cially based 
schemes and materials. 
 
This section will discuss the opinions and attitudes of teachers on commercially based 

schemes and educational materials in schools. 

Table 4a (iii) 1 shows that eleven teachers feel that commercial materials/schemes are 

relevant to the Revised Primary School Curriculum (1999). Five teachers feel they are 

not relevant. One teacher says that some schemes/materials are relevant and one 

teacher does not give an answer. 

The questionnaire did not generate wholly accurate data in response to this question, 

as some of the teachers who said that they felt that the schemes and materials were 

relevant referred to particular schemes and so it might be deduced that they feel that 

‘some’ are relevant.  

Table 4a (iii) 1 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teachers who disagree with commercial schemes and materials in schools make 

comments such as 

- Some materials within schemes may be written to suit curricular 
subjects. No matter how many links companies try to create, the 
scheme’s real aim is the sale and promotion of brand - not 
learning; 

Are commercial materials/schemes relevant to the Re vised 
Curriculum?
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- I don’t agree with them at all. They put pressure on families to 
shop in a particular outlet and money is not readily available in 
disadvantaged areas for the pressure of these schemes; 

- I suppose honestly they aren’t really. Anything can really be 
slotted into the primary school under the guise of fitting in with 
the Revised Curriculum. 

-  
The responses of teachers who feel commercial schemes/ materials are relevant to the 

Revised Curriculum are shown in Table 4a (iii) 2. These teachers also made 

comments such as 

- Free materials and equipment is always welcome; 
- It’s great to get extra equipment both in sports and computer 

area; 
- Some schemes are more beneficial, e.g. Computers for Schools. 

Relevant because of the emphasis on technology in recent years. 
 
 
Table 4a (iii) 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The teachers who see relevance mainly see it in relation to Physical Education and 

ICT.  In a later question a teacher says that she would prefer not to have to use such 

materials or be involved in such schemes but “economics dictates”. 

It may be argued that teachers only feel these schemes and materials are relevant 

because they provide schools with equipment that the education system itself does 

not.  
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Table 4a (iii) 3 shows teachers’ responses when asked if the presence of logos 

affected their decision to use commercially-based schemes or materials in their 

classrooms. Twelve teachers say that the presence of logos does not affect their 

decision to use such materials. Five teachers say the presence of logos affects their 

decision to use such materials and one teacher did not respond. Seven of the twelve 

teachers who say logo presence does not affect their decision give a reason. Some of 

the reasons given are as follows: 

 - If resources are adequate to lesson; 
 - If the material is appropriate for the topic being covered; 
 - Equipment is often limited - a case of 'Take what we can get'; 
 - The decision depends on content or what is involved; 
 - If equipment/materials are beneficial to the child and their educational  
    progress. 
 
All of these reasons refer to materials and resources – the basics for any school. As in 

the third comment above, teachers will often “take what they can get”, because often 

there is a lack of resources in schools, due to low Government funding and as found 

by O’Brent and Lunden (2005). 

 

Table 4a (iii) 3 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Does the presence of logos affect your decision to use 

commercial materials/schemes?

12

5

1

No

 Yes

 No answer given



 40 

Table 4a (iii) 4 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4a (iii) 4 shows teachers reasons for not being affected by logo presence. Three 

teachers say that they would use materials if they are appropriate or of benefit to their 

class. One teacher says she would use them because equipment is limited. One teacher 

says they are “familiar and safe”, and one teacher says, “We don't push or discuss the 

commercial venture - it is mostly parent driven”. Four of the six teachers who respond 

here comment on equipment and make reference to lack of equipment and resources. 

A pattern seems to be emerging here whereby teachers use whatever materials, 

equipment and sources they can to resource their schools, classrooms and lessons. 

 

When asked Do you agree with the use of commercially based schemes/materials in 

schools? ten teachers are undecided or give no opinion. Six teachers agree with their 

use – their comments suggest that they agree with the use of commercial schemes and 

materials due to a lack of resources from elsewhere. As one teacher responds: 

“Economic dictates”.  

Two teachers disagree with their use, because they are 

“exploitative”, “excuses and prolongs underfunding”, “distort the educational 

message”. 
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All of the ten teachers who are undecided or have no opinion make comments mostly 

in relation to the need for resources. Their answers are reflected also in Table 4 a (iii) 

6 and Table 4 a (iii) 7. 

 

Table 4a (iii) 5 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4a (iii) 6 
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Table 4a (iii) 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4a (iii) 8 shows why teachers believe companies provide educational materials, 

competitions and incentive schemes to schools. Although a significant number of 

teachers use such materials and are involved in incentive schemes, eleven teachers 

recognise here that advertising is a main focus for companies and four say it is to 

promote their product or their shop. One says companies provide schemes and 

materials for tax purposes. As stated earlier, BITC members’ donations are tax 

deductible. 

 

Table4a (iii) 8 
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4 b. Focus Groups 

 
The focus groups conducted in the three schools find that children are quite brand 

loyal, and are towards the top of Millward-Brown’s Branddynmics™ pyramid 

(McDougall and Chantrey, 2004:12). Fourteen of the fifteen children interviewed 

wore branded clothes or shoes on the day of the focus groups.  

Nine children say their favourite chocolate or sweets is Galaxy. Eight children say 

their favourite sports clothes is Nike, four say Adidas, another four say McKenzie and 

one each say Reebok, Lacoste and Echo. Similarly, a significant number say their 

favourite drinks are popular, and highly advertised brands such as Coke and 7UP. Just 

one child answers Milk. 

 

Table 4 b 1 shows children’s responses when asked what their favourite supermarket 

is. 

Table 4 b 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eight of fifteen children interviewed say their favourite supermarket is Tesco.  

A child in School 3, became quite excited at this question and asked “Aw, teacher. Do 

me first! Tesco”. When asked why this is their favourite supermarket, most children 
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say that they sell good things or they can get chocolate there. Two children, however, 

one from School 1, and one from School 2 made more brand aware comments: 

“Tesco – because every little helps”  and “Tesco – because they give tokens for 

computers”. 

The children were asked why they thought supermarkets want to help schools. 

Children in all three schools mention Tesco tokens and computer equipment in their 

schools. A child in School 2 says “My mam thinks it’s just a scheme to get more 

money”. In School 1, a child says “To help children with their education” and there 

was a general agreement among this child’s peers that this was the aim of the 

supermarkets. 

 

The children in Schools 1 and 2 are not aware of the McDonald’s GAA equipment, 

nor have they seen Samba Soccer in their schools. The children in School 2 are very 

aware of Samba Soccer in the community, however.  

 

The children in School 3 are very aware of McDonald’s GAA equipment and Samba 

Soccer.  

When asked “Why do you think McDonald’s have their name on the GAA gear?” a 

child in School 3 responds, “…just because kids go to school and then most kids go to 

McDonald’s as well. That’s why they gave them to us” . 

A child who appears to be quite aware of teachers’ opinions in the school says that it’s 

not a good idea for McDonald’s logo to be on their PE gear because it doesn’t “look 

good…because the teachers don’t like us wearing it in a photograph”. Another child 

adds, “I think the teachers don’t like it cos it’s not healthy food”. 
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The children in School 3 see Samba Soccer in their school towards the end of the third 

term each school year, when a skilled representative comes into the school, all the 

classes gather in the hall for 45 minutes and watch the representative demonstrating 

skills and involving a random selection of children who then get goody bags and 

prizes for their participation.  

When asked “Why do you think they come to the school?” one child responds “They 

want more people to join”. This child seems aware of the marketing aspect of the 

Samba Soccer demonstration in schools. 

 

As discussed earlier in the research, O’Brent and Lunden (2005) and Beder (1998) say 

children are too young and have not developed the literacy skills to critically analyse 

advertisements. The research found this particularly evident in the focus groups. Ten 

of the fifteen children (those in Schools 1 and 3) are in 4th class, and so are aged nine 

and ten years. The children in School 2 are in 6th class, and so are ages eleven and 

twelve years. The reponses children in School 3 give are more media conscious and 

critical than the children in the other schools.  

Of particular relevance is the fact that all three schools are in designated 

disadvantaged areas. Where literacy skills are particularly low, it is evident in the 

responses of particular children in the focus groups.  

McDougall and Chantrey (2004) argue that children influence their parents’ spending. 

This is mirrored in the research. All fifteen children interviewed say that their parents 

will buy things they wouldn’t normally buy if they were shopping without their 

children.  

All fifteen children receive weekly pocket money ranging from � 5 to � 30 to spend as 

they please. 



 46 

4 c. Correlations 

The teachers who responded to the questionnaire in School 3 are more critical of 

commercial schemes and materials in their school, although this school has a high 

amount of commercial activity. This attitude is clear to the children in the focus group 

in the same school and they refer to their teachers in some of their answers.  

School 1 is a school where teachers are willing to use commercial schemes and 

materials to fill in the gaps in funding to resource the school. The children in the focus 

group in this school are very aware of logos and brands. 

School 2 is also quite a commercial school, involved in two token collection schemes 

at the time of research. The children in this school are quite brand loyal, but less 

critical of media. This may be attributed to age and/or literacy skills. 
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4 d. Participant Observation 

This section will discuss the participant observation of the Campaign for Commercial 

Free Education, which was founded in October 2005 by Joseph Fogarty, a teacher 

who was very concerned with the growing amount of commercial activity in schools 

in Ireland. The aims of the Campaign are: 

- To promote and support Commercial Free Schools throughout Ireland; 
- To raise critical awareness of Commercialism among teachers, parents, 

students and the wider public; 
- To assess and advise on commercial schemes as they are produced; 
- To conduct and disseminate research on Commercialism in our schools. 

(CCFE, 2005, www.commercialfreeeducation.com/about_the_campaign.html) 
 
October 2005: 

The Campaign began with a public meeting, organised by Fogarty, in the Education 

Centre in St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra. The aim of this initial public meeting 

was to discuss commercial activity in schools, to look at examples of commercial 

schemes and materials from the school year 2004-2005, and to identify people who 

would be interested in becoming involved in a campaign to tackle the issue.  

  

Image 4 d 1 – A McDonald’s Catch and Kick play bag. 

 

November 2005: 

A number of people attended a later meeting, which was held a small room in the 

Teacher’s Club on Parnell Square. This meeting opened with an address from Joseph 
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Fogarty, outlining his concerns and his hopes, followed by a presentation from a 

teacher, Rory McDaid on the commercialisation of education, particularly in America. 

Image 4 d 2 – Display of commercial materials at Campaign’s initial public meeting. 

 

The image includes Renault’s Seatbelt Sheriff, Tesco Sports, Independent Newspapers 

and Domestos Germ Catchers. 

 

Two working groups were formed at this meeting (See images 4 d 3 and 4 d 4). The 

working groups discussed two courses of action that the campaign could take. One 

group discussed ideas for grassroots campaigns and the other discussed the website – 

it was certain at this early stage that a website was to be an integral and vital part of 

the campaign. 

 

The second group discussed campaign ideas – initially, it was most important that 

there would be a contact and mailing list, to keep people informed of the 

developments of the Campaign. It was decided that a fact sheet would be produced, 

detailing the aims of the Campaign and its concerns. It was also vital at this stage to 

ensure the Campaign had sufficient media coverage to get itself off the ground.  
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Image 4 d 3 – The Campaign for Commercial Free Education: Website group 

 

The Campaign subsequently issued a press release and a full page article entitled 

Maths, Irish, English…Would you like fries with that? (Kerr, 2005a) was published in 

the education section of Irish Times on Tuesday 22 November 2005. 

The meeting concluded with the election of four Campaign officers: Chairperson - 

Joseph Fogarty; Vice-chairperson – Niall Smyth; ICT Manager – Seamus Diamond; 

and Treasurer – Anna O’Loughlin. 

Image 4 d 4 – The Campaign for Commercial Free Education: Campaigns group 
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December 2005: 

On Friday 9 December 2005, the national day of protest against Irish Ferries, with the 

knowledge that INTO members would be out in force, the Campaign had prepared its 

factsheet and distributed approximately 400 factsheets to INTO members (Appendix 

5). 

With the aim of launching the Campaign website at the end of January, it was 

necessary to get plenty of press coverage. 

On Friday 30 December 2005, the Irish Times published another article by Aine Kerr. 

In the article, she reported: 

Commercial schemes in schools are replacing educational content with advertising 
messages and turning blackboards into billboards, according to the head of a 
campaign aimed at achieving commercial-free education (Kerr, 2005b). 

 

January 2006: 

On 6 January 2006, the Socialist Worker published an article by Joseph Fogarty, 

campaign chairperson, explaining why “companies target schools” (Fogarty, 2006: 4), 

outlining two of the categories of commercial activity in schools as described by 

Molnar and Garcia (2005) – sponsored educational materials, and competitions and 

incentive schemes.  

Through December and January, while working on the website, Campaign officers, 

did a number of regional radio interviews nationwide that received a lot of interest 

from locals in relevant areas. 
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Press coverage was on the increase, when on 25 January 2006, Hot Press published a 

one and a half page article entitled ‘Corporate Takeover’. The article, written by Rory 

Hearne, included an interview with Joseph Fogarty. Hearne used George Orwell’s 

novel 1984 as an analogy for the future, with regard to corporate takeover. He said 

George Orwell’s famous novel 1984 outlined a dark vision of the future, where the 
power of the state would dominate every aspect of our lives through cultural 
conditioning, fear and thought control…Was Orwell’s vision just a nightmarish 
science fiction, or is that future scenario our daily reality? (Hearne, 2006: 14) 

The sentiment echoed in this article is that the situation of corporate takeover has 

gone too far and is not now a future fear, but part of the here and now. Commercial 

activity in the Irish Education system crept in quietly, but now, it seems there is no 

end to it – to the number of commercial schemes and volume of commercial materials 

that will arrive, unsolicited to schools each school year. 

The Campaign website was launched at the end of January (See image 4 d 5), to a 

packed room in the Teacher’s Club, Parnell Square. Before the launch, Joseph 

Fogarty was interviewed on RTE Radio’s 5-7 Live. The interview brewed interesting 

debate. SuperValu Marketing manager defended his company to much backlash from 

the public.  

Image 4 d 5 – Speaker, Rosie Hand; Chairperson, Joseph Fogarty; Vice-chairperson, 
Niall Smyth 
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Interested parties present at the launch itself included Irish Times education journalist, 

Aine Kerr, University lecturers and academics, third level students and teachers. 

Rosie Hand, pictured below (See image 4 d 6) gave an interesting presentation on 

commercialism in schools from a marketing perspective. She explained to the room 

why marketing companies target children in schools, with particular reference to the 

sale of cars – the purchase of which children have great influence over, as argued by 

Von Hoffman (2005). 

Image 4 d 6 (Rosie Hand, presentation from a marketing perspective) 

 

 

March 2006: 

Through March, the Campaign organised a series of public information and 

presentation evenings across the greater Dublin area. The meetings took place in St. 

Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Blackrock Education Centre, and Navan Education 

Centre. The Campaign was satisfied that some progress had been made in raising 

awareness of the issue, particularly in Co. Meath, where the meeting was preceded by 

local newspaper and radio coverage. 
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April 2006: 

By this time, the most important focus of the Campaign was INTO Congress in 

Killarney. The Campaign wished to tackle the issue at national level, concerned that 

the situation here in Ireland could worsen – as it is in the United States, for example. 

In an interview in The Tribune Magazine on Sunday 9 April 2006, Fogarty stated: 

Historically, commercial schemes have been commonplace and have been unopposed 
within Irish schools for years. But now they are becoming an industry unto 
themselves, as in the US, Britain and Australia (McHugh, 2006: 12). 

Four branches – Dublin City South, Tallaght, District Committee 9 and Dublin City 

North had passed a motion on commercialism in education at branch level. Motion 

124 read as follows:   

 Congress: 

a. Deplores the underfunding of education which has starved schools of 
resources and public funding; 

b. Expresses its concern at the growing commercialism of education and the 
growing number of schemes that require teachers to promote products in 
classrooms; 

c. Instructs the CEC to immediately devise and circulate a policy on 
commercialism in schools that will support teachers promoting a commercial 
free education in primary school classrooms; 

d. Instructs the CEC to launch a campaign to bring education spending into line 
with our European counterparts (INTO, 2006: 13). 

The Campaign had prepared a professional leaflet (see Appendix 6) for Congress and 

aimed to not only raise awareness, but to gain the support of fellow teachers 

nationwide.  

Armed with leaflets and wearing eye-catching t-shirts, campaign members with the 

help of a handful of other interested delegates, distributed close to 800 leaflets over 

the three days at Congress in Killarney (See image 4 d 7). We spoke to many 

delegates informally, and held a meeting after Congress on the second day. At this 
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meeting, the support of a number of teachers and school principals was realised, and 

the Campaign’s contact list began to grow. 

Image 4 d 7 (Campaign members leafleting at Congress) 

 

Through an appeal to the Standing Orders Committee on the second day of Congress, 

Dublin City North Branch succeeded in seeing Motion 124 put second on the list on 

the final Standing Orders paper. The motion was passed unanimously by delegates 

without debate as the final motion of the INTO Congress 2006, to the delight of the 

Campaigners. 

As the school year draws to a close, the Campaign is very satisfied with the progress 

accomplished in its early days. It acknowledges that this will be a long-term battle 

against the corporate world but feels its aims are strong. Fogarty says 

The outlook for the future is positive if we can maintain the momentum we’ve built 
up this year. The effectiveness of the motion passed at INTO Congress depends on 
the kind of guidelines they produce. If the leadership choose to listen to business and 
advertising interests, their guidelines may well act to consolidate and normalise 
commercialism in Irish schools rather than counter it. We will be looking for a policy 
in support of commercial-free education and one which reflects our belief that 
marketing has no place in classrooms.  
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5. Conclusion 

This research considered the current available literature on the commercialisation of 

education in the international context. It found that, according to Molnar and Garcia’s 

(2005) categories of commercial activity in schools, two are prominent in Irish 

primary schools – Incentive Programs and Sponsored Educational Materials.   
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The research considered a range of ethical issues involved in advertising and 

marketing to children through schools. These ethical issues have been considered in 

The International Journal of Advertising and Marketing to Children (Geraci, 2004). 

There are journals, however that advocate marketing to children and give tips to 

marketers, such as Young Consumers (McDougall and Chantrey, 2004). 

 

The research also considered the corporate point of view, and found that children are 

a valuable market in themselves as they influence parents’ spending, have money of 

their own and are future consumers (Beder, 1998; McDougall and Chantrey, 2004). 

The research examined the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (Nixon, 2004) 

and the reasons that companies are accepted in schools, i.e. underfunding. 

Joseph Fogarty felt that this underfunding, as well as educational disadvantage and 

school resources would be of interest to the INTO delegates in relaying the message 

of the Campaign. 

 

Through the use of teacher questionnaires and focus groups with children in three 

Dublin schools, the research found that commercial activity is high in schools. The 

general attitude of teachers who responded was that they must take what resources 

they can get through whatever means are necessary. In the words of Joseph Fogarty, 

“teachers have become conditioned to accept and participate in commercial 

schemes”. 

Teachers and children are significantly more aware of commercial incentive schemes 

than sponsored educational materials. 
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The research, through participant observation within the Campaign for Commercial 

Free Education, tracked developments in commercialism in education in the Irish 

context. Less than a year in existence, the campaign has raised awareness of the issue 

and started to promote commercial free school environments. 

Fogarty claims that  

Commercial activity often works to excuse and prolong government underfunding of 
schools, ICT and PE equipment for example. 

 
The commercialisation of education is still an issue in Ireland, and may be for some 

time to come, but with growing resistance to such activity in, and exploitation of 

schools, it may be hoped that the Irish education system will never reach the extremes 

that can be seen in US education. 
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