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National School Boards Association
1680 Duke Street

Alexandria, VA 22314

Dear Dr. Bryant,

We are writing to urge the National School Boards Association to disavow its report,
“Creating & Connecting: Research and Guidelines on Online Social—And Educational—
Networking,” which suggests, among other things, that schools consider easing their
restrictions on the in-school use of social networking sites.* Both the funding and the
content of the report are at odds with the NSBA'’ s stated mission to “serve as atrusted
representative of the nation’s 95,000 local school board members...dedicated to
leadership for student achievement.”?

Studies suggest that the source of funding is afactor in research findings, particularly
when it comes from corporations with a vested interest in the results.® As an educational
organization, NSBA should model sound research techniques. This report was
underwritten by three corporations with significant financial interest in promoting
commercia social networking sites; News Corporation, which owns MySpace;*
Microsoft, which recently purchased a stake in FaceBook® and Verizon, which advertises
on both sites.® As you are aware, many schools block the use of MySpace and FaceBook
during school hours.” Microsoft, News Corporation and Verizon all have a significant
interest in seeing those restrictions removed.

With these funders, it is not surprising that the report reads more like a public relations
tool designed to allay educators concerns about social hetworking than a serious
investigation of the complex issues raised by introducing new commercialized
technology into the classroom. In fact, the report was researched and written by
Grunwald Associates, a public relations and marketing firm that helps “clients to garner
positive media coverage” and “enhance their brand image.”® If the report was merely the
product of Microsoft, Verizon, News Corporation and a PR firm, it would be easy for
schools to dismissits self-serving findings. But with NSBA’ s imprimatur, the
recommendation that schools “reexamine social networking policies’ that ban the use of
MySpace islikely to be taken seriously.

Second, notably absent from the report is any mention of the fact that leading social
networking sites generate revenues through advertising. Thisis essential information for
school boards because incorporating these sites into classrooms will significantly increase
students exposure to marketing in schools. Advertising is seamlessly embedded in
MySpace and other socia networking sites, and any endorsement of these sites asan
educational tool also carries an implicit endorsement of products advertised. Some of the
products currently touted on MySpace are:



e McDonad s, Burger King,® Dominoes,** and Jack-in-the-Box.*? Junk food ads abound on MySpace at a
time when school districts across the country are limiting unhealthy food in school s because of concerns
about the childhood obesity epidemic.

e Manhunt 2,*® aMature-rated videogame so graphically violent that it was banned in Britain, and Saw 1V, the
latest installment in the R-rated film series notorious for its torture scenes.

e Tobacco brands like Marlboro,™ Camel,* and Skoal,* and brands of alcohol including Skyy Vodka'® and
Captain Morgan.™® The Captain Morgan My Space page explicitly promotes binge drinking and alcohol-fueled
sexual activity.

Third, in addition to overt advertising on social networking sites, both MySpace and Facebook plan to mine users
profiles for data that will allow marketers to send ads targeted specifically to their interests.®® Facebook is aso
encouraging young users to allow the company to send their friends unsolicited ads disguised as personal
endorsements.”

The push to drive kids to online social networking with its ubiquitous marketing is enormous—beginning with sites
like Barbie Girl or Webkinz that are increasingly popular with children as young as five.?? Given the financial stakes,
itis not surprising that News Corporation and Microsoft would do everything they can to get their sitesinto schools.
But it is unconscionable that the National School Boards Association would help them by lending its prestigious hame
to apublic relations ploy clearly designed to convince educators to drop in-school restrictions on social networking.

Instead, the NSBA should be asking hard questions: What are the educational consequencesif children are immersed
in online marketing even in schools? How does it affect critical thinking? What are the ethical implications of
companies exploiting friendship to get kids to market products to their friends? What values and skills are essential
for students growing up in a highly commercialized culture?

Organizations like NSBA have aresponsibility and a critical role to play in providing honest, objective information to
help educators respond to the unprecedented convergence of sophisticated, ubiquitous media technology and
unfettered commercialism. We ask that you immediately disavow “ Creating & Connecting: Research and Guidelines
on Online Social—And Educational—Networking” and advise school boards around the country about the subtle and
unscrupul ous marketing techniques practiced by major commercial social networking sites.
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