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Public Citizen is a consumer protection organization based in Washington, D.C., with
more than 300,000 members and supporters, and 1,500 in Philadelphia alone. Commercial Alert
is a project of Public Citizen that aims to keep commercial culture within its proper sphere, and
to prevent it from exploiting children and subverting higher values of family, community,
environmental integrity and democracy.

We urge the Committee on Rules to withdraw Bill No. 130694, to allow advertising on
Philadelphia School District property, from further consideration. We understand that the
financial pressures Philadelphia schools currently face have prompted you to identify non-
traditional sources of funding. Your primary concern to avoid shortchanging students as a result
of budget cuts is valid. However, subjecting children and the community to even greater amounts
of advertising has high costs in the long run. Our research has shown that it will raise
insignificant amounts of revenue while undermining the mission of the School District of
Philadelphia to “provide a high-quality education that prepares, ensures, and empowers all
students to achieve their full intellectual and social potential in order to become lifelong learners
and productive members of society.”

Childhood and adolescence are crucial periods for young pupils to develop their
identities. Corporations exploit these developmental challenges, and convey through
sophisticated marketing strategies that children should build their identities and judge their peers
based on what they have, rather than on who they are. Children are already surrounded by near-
constant advertising that promotes materialism and commercial values. But the ubiquity of



advertising is not a reason for allowing school advertising — it is a reason why children need a
sanctuary from a world where everything seems to be for sale.

Education should empower students to think critically, creatively and independently.
Schools are designed to be spaces where students form their own beliefs and develop their
individual interests. Commercial marketing and advertising interfere with these goals.
Advertising in schools conveys market rather than civic values and impedes the ability of the
education system to function as a neutral learning space where ideas are freely exchanged and
the next generation of public-minded, conscientious students can grow.

Marketers are eager to gain a foothold in schools, roping children into "brand loyalty"
while they are young and creating “customers for life." Those advertisers who aim to sell
harmful products, like unhealthy food and drink, are among those most likely to seek to
capitalize on the opportunity to push their products on a captive audience. Schools are meant to
encourage students to focus on education and learning, not commercial brands.

The bill to allow advertising on Philadelphia school property includes few provisions
regarding the advertising that will be permitted on school property. While the bill does not
permit alcohol or tobacco advertisements on school property, it leaves open the possibility for
other advertising that is particularly inappropriate or harmful to children, including junk foods
and sexualized or violent media. By permitting advertising on school property, the school system
is perceived to be endorsing the products and services advertised. These endorsements influence
the purchasing decisions of children and parents alike.

Even if the state or individual districts were to adopt guidelines for “appropriate”
advertising, such guidelines will likely fail to provide sufficient protection. In states across the
country that permit school advertising, guidelines have not prevented companies from selling
fast food, soda, and other unhealthful products from purchasing ads that target students. The City
of Philadelphia risks costly First Amendment legal challenges if it later places restrictions on the
types of advertising permitted in schools.

Weighted against the real harms of school commercialism, the financial benefits of such
schemes are minuscule. Our recent report, School Commercialism: High Costs, Low Revenues,
shows that in some of the largest districts in the country, school advertising schemes consistently
generate less than 0.05 percent of the districts” annual budgets. For example, in Florida, the
advertising revenue raised by the Orange County Public Schools amounted to 0.02 percent of the
total operating budget. Houston Independent School District’s 2010-2011 advertising revenue
amounted to less than 0.01 percent of the district’s 2011-2012 budget. Public Citizen’s research
shows that private agencies acting as middlemen between school districts and advertisers
generally take anywhere from 20 to 50 percent of the already insignificant revenues generated by
advertising.



Our research shows that the costs of school advertising to children far outweigh any
proposed financial benefits for the Philadelphia School District. Furthermore, opposition to
school commercialism is widespread. Nearly 15,500 people across the country, including in
Philadelphia, have signed a Public Citizen petition, opposing commercial advertising in schools.

We understand that there have been a number of other proposed avenues for raising
revenue for the District. We urge you to pursue those other avenues and withdraw Bill No.
130694 from consideration.



