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Abstract: In early years’ educational settings, digital media is increasingly used as a teaching resource; however, researchers 
are concerned about advertising content that often accompanies learning material because some content is inappropriate for 
children. Few studies have explored this from a teacher’s perspective. This qualitative study aims to examine this phenomenon by 
exploring Singaporean preschool teachers’ attitudes towards advertisements in digital media. Adopting a multiple case study 
design, five teachers selected through purposive sampling were interviewed. The semi-structured interviews were conducted 
using Zoom video communications platform, due to COVID-19 pandemic constraints. Data was analysed using inductive and 
deductive coding in NVivo. Preliminary results from this study reveal that teachers are most concerned about the effects of 
advertising in their classroom; however, the teachers viewed some advertisements to be useful for children. They also have 
intentions and strategies to avoid unintended advertisements in digital media that they use in the classroom. The findings of this 
study inform policy makers and teacher training institutions interested in revising their policies or training related to the use of 
digital media in early childhood classrooms. 
 

Introduction 

In contemporary times teachers are not limited to using only physical resources in the classroom. 
Alternative educational resources, such as digital media, are abundant and readily available and accessible on 
multiple devices (e.g., laptop, tablet): the content can be presented instantaneously and simultaneously on multiple 
screens. Digital media resources have been shown to compliment teaching and learning in the classroom 
(Chassiakos et al., 2016). The use and benefits in education of digital media have led to governments world-wide 
encouraging teachers to adopt digital media for teaching and learning in the classroom. Educators in Singapore 
recognised the benefits of digital media in teaching (Tay et al., 2021) and, as such, Singaporean teachers are 
encouraged to integrate digital media into their classroom activities, even in early childhood (Karuppiah, 2015; Tay 
et al., 2021). 

Digital media refers to content such as images, videos, audio, or text, created by individuals and 
companies. Content is available on platforms such as YouTube, apps or, websites, which are readily accessed from 
computers or mobile devices such as smart phones, tablets, and laptops (Chassiakos et al., 2016). While digital 
resources are linked to benefits in learning, many studies have raised concerns related to the use of digital media for 
teaching and learning. The more commonly discussed contentious aspects are: too much screen time; and, 
appropriate content for children; however, research also has suggested that similar attention should be applied to 
possible inappropriate advertising in digital media (Meeus et al., 2014; Papadakis et al., 2017). Several studies have 
examined advertisements with unsuitable content that may affect children. For example, Boyland and Whalen 
(2015) in their review of articles published between 2009 and 2014, found that food advertisements are prevalent, 
specifically unhealthy food advertisements that potentially impact children’s diet. Another example is the influence 
advertising has over children, which may cultivate a desire in a child after watching an advertisement, such as the 
desire to own a toy or try a certain food product. This may eventually result in the child persuading their caretaker to 
purchase the product for them (Healey & Mendelsohn, 2019). Since advertisements are known to affect children, 
content in advertisements within digital media needs to be evaluated, especially for children under eight years of age 
(Calvert, 2008; Kunkel et al., 2004). The links between the literature is shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 



Advertisements in Digital Media and Teacher’s Role

 
Note. A flow chart of the review, beginning with discussion on the use digital media in education, followed by presence of advertisements, 
concerns about the effects of advertisements and finally importance of teachers’ role in helping to mitigate effects of advertisements.  

While many researchers have examined the effect and impact of advertising relating to children, much contention 
exists about children and their understanding of advertisements. One view is that children’s understanding of 
advertisements can be developed over time and may not be dependent on their age. Proponents argue that educating 
children about the effects of advertising can help them critically evaluate and drastically reduce the effects (Austin 
& Johnson, 1997; Buckingham, 2008). Others argue that children’s understanding of advertisements is dependent on 
age (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Rozendaal et al., 2011), and claim that children must be able to differentiate 
advertisements from program content and understand the message in order to understand the intent of 
advertisements. Despite the debates, there is consensus that children below eight years of age are susceptible to the 
effects of advertising (Calvert, 2008; Kunkel et al., 2004); therefore, adults need to play the critical role of 
evaluating and educating children.  

Since researchers have reasoned that children under eight years of age might not understand the intent of 
advertisements, and this lack of understanding in the intent of advertisement may result in a negative influence on 
children. Teachers using digital media need to play a critical role in helping to filter digital content used with 
children. At the same time teachers need to help children to understand the intent of advertisements (Adams et al., 
2016; Palaiologou, 2016). To be able to help children, teachers must be aware of the pitfalls associated with the use 
of digital media in the classroom with children (Karuppiah, 2015). However, despite the emphasis on the importance 
of the role of the teacher, studies have demonstrated that classroom teachers using digital media resources with 
young children, may lack the necessary knowledge to evaluate and help children understand the intent and mitigate 
the effects of advertisements, attributed to the lack of training and knowledge in the area of digital media use with 
children (Adams et al., 2016; Meeus et al., 2014).  

Singapore was chosen as the context of this study because of the prominence in digital media use in school 
and its recent development in early childhood education; therefore, this qualitative study investigates early 
childhood teachers in Singapore and their attitude towards advertisements in digital media for use with children. 

Methodology 

An overview of the methodology is shown in Figure 2. The diagram included the breakdown of the key 
stages (in rectangles) with the key details of each stage on the right. 

Figure 2 

Summary of Methodology 



 
Note. This diagram summarises the methodology for this study. On the left are the key stages and progression and to the right are the steps of 
each methodological stage. 

Research Questions 

This explorative study uses the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). The theory posits three 
components: attitude, subjective norm and perceived control behaviours, which are indicators of an intent towards a 
certain behaviour. The three components are investigated and will be used to understand the behaviours of the 
teachers towards advertisements in the classroom.  

Research Design 

A multiple case study design (Yin, 2009) was utilised because it consists of more than one case study and 
so will be more reliable (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Moreover, the design enables analysis of individual cases and 
between cases (Gustafsson, 2017). This study design may enable a better understanding of the phenomenon explored 
in this study. This study encompasses a collection of five cases, with each participant recruited through purposeful 
sampling; however, due to the small sample size, the results from this study are not generalisable (Gustafsson, 
2017).  Approval to carry out the study was obtained through Griffith University’s Research Information systems. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data were collected using a combination of semi structured interview and video elicitation. For video 
elicitation, the researcher created a short story clip for children embedded with three different types of 
advertisements for the video interview. Questions were prepared in the form of an interview guide, in order to 
prompt prompting participants during the semi-structured interview and separate questions for video elicitation. The 
interviews were conducted using Zoom, a Cloud-based video conferencing platform. Each interview lasted an 
average of 60 minutes per participant. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed by the researcher.  The 
analysis of data followed the steps as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, data were analysed by 
reading of the transcripts repeatedly. Second, inductive coding was performed, where quotes were lifted from the 
interview transcripts. NVivo qualitative analysis software was used to code data. This process was repeated for all 
interview transcripts. Third, the researcher amalgamated any similar codes to form a code that was representative of 
both codes. Finally, the codes were located under specific themes (e.g., attitude, subjective norms and behavioural 
control). 

Preliminary Results with Discussions 



The study, which remains underway, aims to understand teachers’ attitudes, subjective norm, and 
behavioural control towards advertisements in digital media. For this reason, only the preliminary analysis, shown in 
Figure 3, will be presented, answering the research question “What is Singapore preschool teachers’ attitude towards 
advertisements in digital media for use with children?”. Analysis revealed numerous favourable and unfavourable 
attitudes towards advertisements, and also revealed that teachers had their own classroom strategies to manage 
advertising in digital media. 

Figure 3 

Preliminary Analysis of Teachers Attitude towards Advertisements 

 
Note: The figure shows a flow chart of the favourable and unfavourable attitude towards advertisements. The numbers in brackets showed the 
number of quotes related to the theme lifted from the interviews.  

Unfavourable Attitudes 

The majority of the responses related to the unfavourable attitude towards advertisements. Unfavourable 
attitude refers to the teacher’s negative views about advertisements. The teachers in this study generally viewed the 
advertisements that appear in digital media as a concern. Although the presence of inappropriate advertisements 
with sexual or violent content was concerning, teachers were more concerned what children could learn from the 
advertisements. Teachers were more apprehensive towards the undesired effects of advertisement, which can be 
defined by the influence that the advertisements have over the viewer (Buijzen, 2007). The undesired effects are 
understood to have influence over the children’s behaviour (Buijzen, 2007; Kunkel et al., 2004). The three undesired 
effects of advertisements mentioned by teachers were 1) influence, 2) distraction and 3) unwanted curiosity, with 
influence and distraction mentioned more often. To teachers, children are quick to remember the advertisement they 
watch (Calvert, 2008). For example, teacher A recounted how quickly children remembered what they watch “They 
will register in them just that maybe they don't know how to ask a question regarding that. But I think it will be stuck 
the image will be there in their in their head”. Teachers are also concern that the recall of advertisements and the 
negative influence after watching.  Teacher C gave an example of how advertisements influence children, she cited 
an example of how children kept calling out the name of the website after they watched the advertisement. Teachers 
found it challenging to get children to focus on the lesson. Especially when advertisements are unintendedly 
presented digital media content that teachers showed to children during their lesson. One Teacher W shared her 
experience of an advertisement that appeared mid-way in her lesson, “they will forget about the story that they are 
watching and then they will start talking about maybe the event the excursion to McDonald's with their parents who 
eat what was their favourite food and then they will be distracted from the story. And then you'll be I can't imagine 
the teacher having a hard time to gather them back and continue the story”. This finding is similar to a study from 
The Common Sense Census (2019), where teachers found advertisements to be disruptive in the classroom. 



Favourable Attitudes 

Teachers shared three favourable attitudes towards advertisements: educational, family bonding, special 
occasion. Firstly, teachers allowed children to watch some advertisements because they believed it could have 
educational benefits. The findings from this study correspond with Harris et al. (2018) study that advertisements 
may contain contents that presented learning opportunities. These are advertisements related to 1) festivals, 2) 
important occasions (e.g., Valentine’s Day); 3) career / recruitment; 4) health advisory (e.g., Covid 19); and 5) 
places of interest / travel. The advertisements with this content are seen to have educational value promote family 
bonding and raising awareness of festive occasions. Teacher T recounted how an advertisement of a place of interest 
benefited children, “they do have for places of interests, maybe places of interest, it could be I mean, I guess that 
would be a good one for them. It will create the awareness of, of these places”. There are some types of 
advertisements that teachers believe are non-harmful and are therefore relaxed with children watching. While not 
educationally beneficial, these advertisements do not contain content that is deemed inappropriate. The 
advertisements may be from reliable sources (e.g., news agency), b) advertisements with words or contents that 
children may not understand, c) child related content (e.g., toys), and d) content in the advertisement that teachers’ 
opinion is not of interest to the children. 

Strategies towards Advertisements 

There are three strategies teachers utilised that relate to control, avoidance and reactions when dealing with 
advertisements. Firstly, teachers’ lack control of the given advertisement. Advertisements are a common sight in 
digital media and these advertisements may appear when least expected.  Teacher W shared why it is not something 
within her control, “you cannot have any choice unless you pay a premium to stop any advertisements in your video 
or your application. So yeah, is sort of like stuff to you and force you to watch the advertisement in between the 
programs or the video that you're watching, or even when you're visiting the website.” To her, this is a trade-off for 
using free digital media resources. Secondly, teachers have their own strategies to avoid advertisements. Even 
though advertisements may not be something that is within a teacher’s control, this study suggests that teachers have 
their own strategies to overcome situations when encountering an unwelcome advertisement. While there are various 
strategies they use, the most commonly used strategy is to close the advertisement screen. This probably is the 
fastest and most efficient way for teachers to avoid any unnecessary situations happening in the classroom. Thirdly, 
Teachers presented contrasting views about reacting to advertisements. They have reservations about reacting to an 
unintended advertisement in their classroom. Reacting to situations may in turn create a spotlight on the situation. 
Teacher K explained that “my reaction might trigger the children’s behaviour”, to her she thought that the children 
might be wondering why she is avoiding the advertisement. As Banaji (2010) rightly put across “We also need to 
have clear about the reasons for teaching about advertising”. The teachers who presented this perspective might 
believe that “ignorance is bliss” and have reservations on addressing advertisements possibly because of the lack of 
clarity on the boundaries to address advertisements.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the preliminary analysis from this qualitative study revealed that teachers are aware and are 
generally concerned about advertisements but also see benefits in them. Based on the results, it can be concluded 
that the content of advertisements may be one aspect that is of concern, but teachers in this study are more 
concerned about the effects that it has on children in their classroom. Despite the concern’s teachers may have, they 
also see benefits in allowing children to watch advertisements when there are learning opportunities. Moreover, 
teachers are not concerned about all advertisements and will not respond to all of them if they do not see it as a 
concern. The findings from this study also revealed that teachers have their own strategies towards unintended 
advertisements. These strategies are common amongst the teachers, and they will apply different strategies 
depending on the situation and type of advertisement. The result from this study adds valuable insights to the trends 
and issues on the use of digital media in the early years classroom. Additionally, this study might also highlight the 
need for more professional development or training to help teachers address the advertisements in the digital media 
used in the classroom. 
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