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The Exploiting
Business

By Deron R. Boyles

ex.ploit (eks/ploit) n. [ME. & OFr. esploit < L.
explicitum,neut. pp. of explicare: see EXPLICATE]
an actremarkable for brilliance or daring; bold deed.
vt. 1. to make use of; turn to account; utilize
productively. 2. to make unethical use of for one’s
own advantage or profit; specif., to make profit from
the labor of (others).!

PR AR S
Introduction

In virtually every neighborhood grocery store, one
will find a program where a percentage of sales will be
“donated” to local schools. In Michigan, Glen’s Mar-
kets has a “Save-Share 2000” plan. The store, like most
others, provides a “value card” and customers “swipe”
their card at a machine located at the register. From the
total bill, one percent will be “donated” to a school the
shopper designates. Interestingly, the store does not
keep track of the individual contributions so that
those who shop at the store have no idea whether their
contribution was actually made.? Harris Teeter has a
similar program. They boasted, in a letter to River Eves
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Elementary School (Roswell, GA), that they “gave away $500,000 to 1,
schools” in 1998.2 Each school, in other words, received $255.75. Like Glen’s (
Kroger, Publix, Acme, Bruno’s, Stop-n-Shop, etc.), Harris Teeter uses schools asn
cost marketing tools for their stores. In the letter to River Eves Elementary, H
Teeter informed the school that it had only $8.78 earmarked for its school. Sing
the company will not cut a check for an amount less than $250 (but keeps the intere
accrued on such funds), the school was sent a list of ideas “to increase [their] dol] :
earned.” The suggestions included posting the Harris Teeter account number on
school’s marquee as well as in sight of the car pool line. The suggestions a]
included advertising the program in the school newsletter, announcing the program
at school events and PTA meetings, and copying reminder cards to be distributed
to parents. For $250, Harris Teeter gets free advertising in a variety of ways (thy
school marquee, newsletters, handouts, and announcements) and the school spen;
money and time on paper, printing, and “human hours” devoted to advertising. The"
“River Eves Eagles Newsletter” did, indeed, include a “front page” headlin
proclaiming “Hooray for River Eves Business Partners.”* "
Lakeside High School, in Atlanta, Georgia, participates in a program that manyﬁf
other schools also adopt. They have “The Student Planner,” which is a calendar fi
students. Distributed by the American Student Activity Planner, LLC, 1,650,00
copies are handed out nationwide. The copies are free because “sponsors” unde
write the cost of the calendar by including advertisements throughout the docu-
ment. Sixteen pages—out of one hundred and sixty pages—are given over the
Lakeside High School’s listing of policies, phone numbers, the alma mater,
discipline code, etc. The rest of the spiral booklet has calendars on the right page, -
while the left side has full page advertisements. One hundred forty-two pages (out
of one hundred sixty) include some form of advertisement. Advertisers include
Paramount Pictures, which uses the slogan “We rule after school” to promote its A
lineup of television shows (7" Heaven, Sabrina, Moesha, and Clueless). Other “
advertisers include AT&T, BarraQuda.com, Roxy Watches, OTB (“One Tough
Brand” for “young men & boys,” “One Tuff Babe” for “juniors and girls”), DKNY
Jeans, SeanJohn.com, PacSun, Muddjeans.com, Gellyroll pens, Toyota, Best Buy, 9
T.J Maxx, U.S. Coast Guard, Quiksilver, etc. Each page that lists weekly dates and
times also has at the top of the page a smaller advertisement. Certain dates within
the weekly calendar listing encourages students to “Let Madame Clizia predict your
future @ Muddjeans.com.” SAT and ACT registration deadlines and test dates are
noted, as is the promise to “Win Cool Prizes—Today Only @ www.gellyroll.com.”
Interestingly, one advertisement by PNB Nation (a clothing web site) explains its
initials. “PNB nation stands for ‘post no bills.” The term [sic] ‘post no bills’ means,
‘donot put up advertisements.” We have used this term as a metaphor for individuals
to not put up false images of themselves, but to represent whoever they are. . .’
Coca-Cola has a summer “economics™ institute program to promote competi-
tive business practices. Nissan automobile dealerships participate in “automotive
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: renticeships.” CiCi’s Pizza sets aside one night per month when
g apé) arents from participating schools come to the restaurax.lt. A I‘)erc?fltage
B (ﬁ oss) sales is “donated” to the school. Subway provides * fre:‘e subs
e * ho%)li and a representative from the store, in order to make an eflucat,:
v al‘f,c aﬁz comes to the school as a guest speaker on “health pccupatlons.
e hld” secures itself as part of a cafeteria “choice” program 1n a Colorado
. d Soffers business credit to students who “intern” as f:ooks and servers.
SChOOI anO e is connected to thousands of classrooms, providing students with i
e r;m and commercials for jeans, candy, makeup, an.d other “targeted
" prog’; ker Federal Bank and Wachovia Bank participate in an “Academy of
o am which claims to prepare junior high and high school student.s for
the financial services industry. In August }%0010, I\llastclgggi
i i i was suing his loca
i kel Ofggfnhteriri?o?nlllellct)izlhﬁo local bagnks who contact

the school from giving s on- :
tiufi?rrl)ts about setting up savings accounts. The principal of the school interpreted
S

i i bank as being a “friend to the school.”
t as a nuisance and he defended the . .
4 S’11{1}16 General Accounting Office (GAO)recently came out with areport warning

izationi i jmes article
of the increase in commercialization inschools. As notedin a New York Time. ;

Finance” progr
2 b B
«rewarding careers” 1n

The G.A.O. report cites textbook covers distributed by ilair((;l’lial?h L:l{l;rrekngrt;il
ilip Morris Wi d logos fully displayed. ew 3
Philip Morris with company names an it s AR
ioni ideri puters fora
d of Education is considering a plan that woul pro .
ﬁlseslt?t?cfernts starting in the fourth grade. The computers might carry adsand possibly

encourage shopping on a particular Web site.®

The Cobb County (GA) Chamber of Commerce lists the beneflts of school(—1
business partnerships as follows: “Present firsthand require?mengﬁsauslei.ctloils;:;r;d
i i 1d.... Alert teachers to the job skills applicants
expectations of the business wor . bl
kills.... Help develop career
and help them find ways to develop these s bl T
i :ob-market needs both now and in the
geared to specific local job-mar R A 4 vomk il
i th is vital to the econo
tandine of the school systems, whose hea tof
Ezgne:oi“nthe gcommunity.... Become known as a community involved company
which adds to your public relations efforts.”

Note the slant. The benefits are for businesses, but schools are referred to in ways

that assume them to be beneficiaries as well. It does not follow, in this particular

i than residual
example anyway, that the benefits for the schools are anything more than

and they appear linked to the kind of fiscal policies that prlmaéily fayo: ?;;SSH;S;‘SJ'ZSB
ir students what businesses desire in te
Teachers are supposed to teach their stu :
i i bout schools, but for the purpos
skills.” Businesses benefit from learning more a” : =ph
of the “economic well-being of the community.” To the possible question Why

should my business get involved?,” the chamber of commerce already provides the

; ] A d Bl
answer: so your business will be perceived as being involved in the community,

“which adds to your public relations efforts.”
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Far from being limited to supermarket programs, school-business partnerships
are increasing in number and variety and arguably represent a larger, exploitative
agenda. The agenda is a pro-business, pro-capitalist, pro-careerist one that excludes
questions about whether business is exploitative of workers and consumers (and
schools), whether capitalism is the only or best economic theory, and whether
elementary school students should be forced to consider their future based not on
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” questions, but “What do you want
to do when you grow up?” questions.°

T A P T Sy S S i e
Historical Considerations

It was notalways this way. School-business partnerships grew out of a historical
context that ultimately saw business interests deeply penetrate pedagogical inter-
ests. Before widespread industrialism, schools were places where students would go,
just long enough, to learn necessary information to further their purposes. Early
American schooling expanded and reflected general education and literacy at a time
when schooling was also seen as a means for social mobility, only not in terms of
consumer materialism. Regarding the general-education purpose of schools, Cremin
notes that “As almanacs, newspapers, pamphlets, and books dealt with matters of
topical interest, especially after the Stamp Act crisis of the 1760s, a premium was
placed on literacy in segments of the population where illiteracy had long been
[stigmatized].”"! Kantor further clarifies that “prior to 1880, schools were seldom
seenas mechanisms to prepare youths forjobs.... Nor, by and large, did people expect
that schooling beyond the elementary and grammar grades would influence one’s
chances for employment.”> McNeil adds, “While having school-supplied skills
(geography, accounting, literacy) might help a person find an apprenticeship, there
was no notion of going to school in order to get ajob or be trained for one, or to obtain
a certificate of attendance.”" Reading and ciphering learned, students would apply
this knowledge as they intended it, or found utility for it. Literacy and economic
achievement were linked. That is, those who were functionally illiterate had less
earning potential on average than those who were literate, but the argument for
schools as sites for specific forms of literacy (math and science achievement,
industrial- and computer-oriented vocational training, etc.) is a mid- to late-
nineteenth-century and twentieth- century development.* These arguments al§0
lay the foundation for consumer materialism by recasting schools as reductionist
institutions whose purpose it is to compartmentalize and transmit bits of informa-
tion deemed “marketable.”

Spring suggests that an inherent tension here is one between cooperation of a
particular kind and the agrarian individualism of the late nineteenth century.'* The
cooperation to which he refers was the result of immigration, urbanization, and the
rise of industrialism. “Early American society was conceived of at a time when gro
and progress resulted from everyone working for his own self-interest as an indepeti-
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dent economic unit without the restraints of a tightly knit social organization By the
end of the century many Americans believed this conception of society was no longer
relevant to the urban and industrial world of the post-Civil War period.”!6

Perhaps the roots of the push toward consumer materialism can be traced to
arguments given in the nineteenth century by Horace Mann in favor of common
schools. He advanced the “wealth position”: individual wealth depends upon the
general wealth of the community and schools are places where the traits that make
productive workers can best be instilled.”” Mann’s position should not sound
strange to contemporary ears, partly because the success of consumer materialism
has dulled sensibilities about what is primarily pedagogic—not economic—about
- schools, and partly because the sensibilities that are dulled are easily dulled. That
& ~ is, without a thoughtful position regarding the various purposes of schools (social,
- political, economic, pedagogic, etc.), Americans hear appeals to their materialist
~ fears about jobs, productivity, and competition. By linking these concerns to
~ schools, conversation about the purpose of schools is slanted. Mann understood the
- power of this link, but not quite for consumer materialist purposes. Mann’s position
~ was offered to sway voters in favor of common schools, but was also the way to have
~ people swallow a bitter pill—funding in the form of taxes to support common
~ schools. What he did was successfully argue that those who should pay for school
are not only those who have children attending school. This way, more people pay
- because, according to the “wealth argument,” it was in everyone’s interest to see to
it that schools succeeded in producing productive members for society.'® One of the
problems with Mann’s position, given modern times, is that corporations have come
0 negotiate reduced taxes in order to locate or re-locate in various communities.
en, with only some of the money they would ordinarily have to pay in taxes, they
- use schools to promote themselves and their wares. What results is the nefarious use
of schools, otherwise known as exploitation.

The Point: Exploitation

Referring to the definition at the beginning of this article, the primary claim
Te is this: that school-business partnerships exploit schools in the sense that they
ake unethical use of [schools] for [their] own advantage or profit” insofar as
School-business partnerships promote consumer materialism, thwart critical tran-
Vity, and negatively alter what it means to be a citizen. The intention of this paper
to champion the other definition of the term in order “to make use of, turn to
count, [and] utilize productively” school-business partnerships as object lessons
Students’ critical analysis. One way to overcome the negative impact of business
erships, however, utilizes the partnerships themselves. This paper intends to
oW why exploiting business partnerships (in the first sense of the definition) is
S Important to do as it is difficult to achieve. To understand why, let us look at two
"% Concepts: consumer materialism and critical transitivity.
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Consumerism on One Hand and Transitivity on the Oth
e

Consumer materialism i
ismis the focus onl imari
bes : nly or primarily o by
: “t Z‘I;e}racten'zed by students wanting to know how li};ﬂ: §IOOds and endg
for %1 co?lriissmg grade or whether they are going to “get” tﬁeir g )
, consumer materialism ci ‘money’
Consime s alism circumvents process i -
= Linkre gn?(t)enahsm.ls also the valuing of easy answers over; df;jlf‘f,'or %
b 1::;})llilvemence, consumer materialism manifests itself{(.:ult Iny,
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thinking t;?};;;?;‘srré cor(rilmodlﬁes existence by reducingg sear(;}sl;i(gl (ti:ff
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education, critically [transitiveet]‘zzzghggggusati; Xl?[eriencl: e issues.,,,g In
meanings with i : ents synthesize per A1
School-gusmes :;1::131122 }gleme, text, or issue.”?? Students and tefchzfsn :&}h?gr?gcwel
i e demo};ss tiat}.ler t.han §eek them out and/or participate in thcgrln
The point of connectin ating, in minor form, what critical transitivity entails
relation to school-busin § consumer materialism and critical transitivity i :
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s for business involvement in
sthe benefits for businesses,
businesses altruistic in their

nd arguments over, for example, the motive
fits from partnerships for schools versu:

fools, the bene : : ;
hatis gamed and 1.OSt in specific pgrtnershlps. Are Sinesses
d W »0 How much time and money is spent by school districts in “human hours”
supp a.nd maintaining partnerships? If businesses paid non-reduced taxes (ile.,
' inesses get tax reductions for locating in particular areas), would the dollar
» to schools be greater or smaller than what they
a tax break? These are the kinds of

f their “contributions
¢ paid if they had not received
d are also questions that, by virtue of
materialist assumptions regard-

hat critical transitivity requires an
formed and asked, challenge consumer
wers and convenient, simple conclusions.

ty utilizes processes of investigati

Maxine Greene calls the “givens
tudents would be better off being young philosophers of
ling at the very time they are engaged in

it. Unfortunately, formal opportunities for questioning are limited as testing,

grading, and preparation for future life-oriented curricula (i.e., pro consumerism, job
and workforce preparation, skills-oriented approaches) are overly plentiful. The
concern here is that ntly inhibit questioning and

business partnerships inhere
instead help develop uncritical consumers rather than critically transitive citizens.
This happens, in part, by thei cepted by schools and

ir institutionalized nature. Ac
reinforced in society, business assumptions including consumer materialism and
jntransitivity become “peyond question.

» Unwilling or unable to raise questions
(for fear of losing funding?), teachers and school leaders often demonstrate for their
students what it means to accede to the

given” of commercialism and consumer
materialism, e.g., “Coke Day,” advertisement-soaked school calendars, candy and
candle sales, etc. One re

sult is that schools harbor non-criticality and confer
diplomas to students (and employ teachers and administrators) who are unable (and/
or unwilling?) to raise questions ab

out motive, meaning, and the consequences—
both positive and negative—of supporting business influences on and in schools.
A cycle is established, then, where business expectations for schools beget schools
that push products, provide free advertising, and “produce” future consumers who,
in turn, favor and support business interests and corporate involvement in public
schooling. Some call this a “win-win” situation, but who wins what? Who wins how
much? Who wins in the long run?

While a compelling case might be made to get rid of school-business partner-
ships altogether, this paper (A) assumes school-business partnerships are not going
away and (B) argues that, therefore, schools should exploit their “partnerships” by
engaging in critically transitive investigations of the partnerships themselves. A
surreptitious way, perhaps, to slow the 303 percent increase in the number of school-
business partnerships since 1990, it is asserted here that not investigating school-
business partnerships is the surest way to conflate consumerism with citizenship.

1 ounto

on that do not accept the

Critical transitivi
» of an imposed “real

: nervious realities that
world.”” In this sense, S
education: questioning their own schoo
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Such a conflation portends increased inaction and the ipso facto support of an
oligopoly.

ISt RS NS SR R LRI 8 S [Tiee
Partnerships Exploited: An Example

Schools, then, are faced with programs connecting them with businesses while
also having outside forces further the idea that schools and businesses should
become even more closely aligned.? The problem here is that students and teachers
become subsumed in a market logic that, in part because of its pervasiveness,
appears impervious to critique.” Fortunately, there are examples of those working
to thwart further corporate encroachment.

In university communications departments, students study television and print
advertisements for their symbolism, hidden messages, overt messages, aesthetics,
etc. Guided by experts in the field, meanings intended by advertisers—as well as
meanings other than those intended by advertisers—are identified, revealed, and
debated. Much like in textual analysis, literary criticism, and hermeneutics, the ads
become fodder for investigation. School-business partnerships offer the same
opportunity. Consider one example.

After studying school-business partnerships, critical transitivity, and a variety
of other related topics during a recent summer term, a middle school music teacher
returned to her classroom. Her intention was to explore the possibility that her fifth
grade students might alter the climate of their classroom by questioning the school-
business partnership program she operated to fund set production for school
musicals. Relating her experiences, the student wrote the following:

I had to let you know about several classroom conversations today.... I introduced
my fifth graders toanew concept—critical transitivity! I shared with them my dilemma
regarding the “Box Tops for Education” [General Mills initiative whereby tops from
cereal boxes are collected for money] fund raiser for the coming year. We talked about
the large profit margin for General Mills and the free advertising I’d provided for the
past two years. I then asked them why General Mills would want to “help” schools
like this. After a brief silence, one little boy said, “They want to control schools.”
Anotherlittle girl corrected him and said, “they want to manipulate schools!” Ialmost
fell over in amazement. From the mouths of babes! “We” decided, collectively, not
to continue the Box Tops campaign.”’

Only anecdotal evidence, and only in one classroom, the example nonetheless gives
us a glimpse of the challenge. Forget for the moment that the teacher considered the
change a success. One might, for example, justifiably wonder whether the teacher
is accurate in her assessment that the students actually “learned” or “demonstrated”
critical transitivity. They might have been led to the conclusion the teacher wanted
and thus void the larger claim. Yet, there might be enough of a glimpse in what the
teacher wrote to suggest that she really did demonstrate the larger point being made
here. Including the students in the consideration is key, even though the set-up was
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suggested (that the teacher had a dilemma regarding the “Box Tops for Education”
program). Their responses, little cynics though they may appear, indicate a level of
sophistication and understanding that, should schools provide the opportunity for
their development, would go a long way toward developing critical consumers and
more discriminating citizens.”®

Getting the teacher to consider a critical stance regarding school-business
partnerships was not an easy process, however. This particular teacher was pot
initially willing to consider that the business she courted could be seen as anything

' other than helpful. It took a variety of examples and corresponding analyses to move

the student from intransitivity to critical transitivity. Indeed, the revelation and
refutation of her pre-existing beliefs—her elenchus, if you will—resulted in her
proclaiming, as though she just realize she had been “had” or “taken,” that she had
been a “Captain Crunch pimp” for years.

To help teachers (and others) look at school-business partnerships differently,
some (only some) guiding questions might include the following:

(1) What is the primary reason for entering into the school-business
partnership?

(2) Whose interests are being served? Who benefits most? Who benefits
in the long run?

B (3) How much time is given to the business part of the school-business

{5 partnership? What amount, in terms of teacher (or administrator) salary,

% does the time equal on an hourly basis?

j'f‘;” . .. .

g\ (4) What is learned as a result of the partnership? In addition to the claims

= associated with specific projects, what is the larger message or meaning

% being conveyed to students?

" (5) Are business partners willing to share financial information with
! teachers and students regarding their benefits from the partnership?

(6) Can individual teachers or classes opt out of partnership programs?

These and other questions form the basis of an initial critique of school-business
partnerships. The student in the example asked at least some of these and used them
to guide her actions. : .
The point here is to illustrate how using school-business partnerships as o‘bJ.ect
lessons goes toward (even if not fully achieving) critical transitivity and CI‘lth.al
consumerism. The teacher noted, in fact, that “one small effort has been made in
developing critical transitivity.” It is not a complete package to be “had” just
because one program was thwarted, even though the teacher and the students came
to the conclusion collectively. What other programs, inside or outside the specific
school in the example, might also offer opportunities for further critique? Such a
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question goes to the Deweyan point that problems solved only reveg)
problems to be solved in such a way that habits of the mind are formed from edy
experiences. The example is not (yet) educative in the sense that we do not kn.
whether further learning and further educative experiences obtained. Still, De
would have to be pleased that students were engaged, actions were taken,
problem was identified and (temporarily?) solved.

One caution from the suggestion, of course, is that teachers have pleny
curriculum mandates to keep them chasing objectives, goals, and testable maty
Adding to the curriculum is not the intention here. Instead, the point is to take
is already a part of school life—and an increasing part of school life—and
questions about it. The not-so-covert intention here is to reveal how schoy
business partnerships are pushing uncritical consumerism into what businesses
longer consider schools, but markets.? For the utilitarianism and reductionism of
such a viewpoint to go unchallenged will mean giving over to businesses |
markets they so eagerly crave. Businesses exist to make money, schools do not. ]
carefully examining school-business partnerships, such distinctions may help
reveal larger social concerns, namely, the reification of oligarchical power, i

corporate interests directing and controlling government. Recall Dewey in Rec
struction in Philosophy:

In spite of its interest in a thoroughly social aim, utilitarianism fostered a new class
interest, that of the capitalistic property-owning interests, provided only property was
obtained through free competition and not by governmental favor. The stress that
Bentham put on security tended to consecrate the legal institution of private property
provided only certain legal abuses in connection with its acquisition and transfer were
abolished. Beati possidentes—provided possessions had been obtained in accord
with the rules of the competitive game—without, that is, extraneous favors from
government. Thusutilitarianism gave intellectual confirmation to all those tendencies
which make “business” nota means of social service and an opportunity for personal
growthin creative power buta way of accumulating the means of private enjoyments.*

Schools, as extensions of government, are being delivered to corporations as the
favor to which Dewey refers. Accordingly, the “social service” and “personal growth
in creative power” that schools can offer is consistently subjugated under commer-
cial interests. This, again, is the second definition of “exploit”—*“to make unethical
use of for one’s own profit; specifically, to make profit from the labor of (others).”
Combating the second definition is the first definition: “to make use of; to turn to
account; utilize productively.” In terms of school-business partnerships, teachers
and students should demonstrate the first definition by investigating—in critically
transitive ways—the impact and effect school-business partnerships have on their
classrooms, schools, and lives outside of school.
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