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Abstract 

 

 

Economic education is overlooked in the United States public education requirements. Students 

endure course after course in physics, chemistry, mathematics, and English; all of which are vital 

subjects. However, students emerge with the ability to properly graph a parabola, but not how to 

obtain a mortgage. By evaluating the detrimental effect of financial illiteracy on crime rates, 

socioeconomic status, and ability to perform executive functions, it is reasonable to suggest the 

need for economic education in K-12 schools. Increased economic education can influence more 

informed fiscal policy, and a better understanding of how to protect oneself during the inevitable 

economic downturns. This can be achieved not only through student coursework, but through the 

proper education of those who teach economics.  
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Process Statement Analysis 

 

Selecting my topic for my thesis was an arduous process. Throughout my time at Ball 

State, I have written and researched over many ethical, economic, and philosophical issues. My 

classes have revealed passions I never knew I had, and subjects I never knew existed. When I 

entered ball state as a first-year student, I had little grasp on the concept of economics, or the 

influential role it plays in our lives.  

After Economics 201, Introduction to Microeconomics, I fell in love with supply and 

demand graphs, and their ability to reveal preferences that seem so simple; yet, are so convoluted 

in our everyday nature that we do not recognize the profound impact these preferences have. 

When I took Economics 302, Intermediate Macroeconomics, I learned how to run regressions to 

assist in researching the policies I craved to understand. This research led me into the realm of 

public policy, where I realized how little is understood about economics, and how much is to be 

gained from it.  

When choosing my topic for this thesis, I knew that I wanted economics to be the 

forefront. As I explained some ideas to my fellow classmates, my roommates, and my family, I 

realized how little economic instruction they received in grade school. In order to draft this 

thesis, I had to produce some hypotheses about economic education, and do some initial research 

to see if I would be able to prove or disprove them. I keyed in a multitude of keywords, such as: 

“economics” and “K-12”, or “state standards” and “economics”, even “childhood” and 

“socioeconomics.” These searches helped me find scholarly, peer reviewed articles that 

suggested just what I had anticipated: economic is important, and there is not enough of it. 

My understanding of the economy helped me make informed decisions. As the pandemic 

fluctuated the market in way that were not consistent with the last recession, I amazed even 
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myself at how easily I was able to understand what these fluctuations meant, how those 

fluctuations affected my buying and investing decisions, and how they even affected my chances 

of getting into law school. My predictions were correct, interest rates are low, personal 

consumption bounced back, and graduate schools are as competitive as before. Not only did we 

enter into a recession, but we also watched a very historical election unfold. In this election, it 

was difficult to discern truth from political ploys; however, my economic education helped me 

make informed decisions based on the proposed policy changes, and whether I wanted those 

changes for my country.  

Economics makes me feel empowered. I am a more informed citizen, a better investor, 

and more mindful of my finances. It was my pleasure to write this thesis, and I hope to convince 

its readers that they deserve to feel empowered by economics, too.  
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1) Introduction 

More than 1 in 6 K-12 students do not reach baseline financial literacy before graduation, 

according to the Council for Economic Education. The council goes on further to claim that ¼ of 

millennials over-spend their income., and “67% of Gen Y have less than 3 months’ worth of 

emergency funds.” (“You're never too young to learn about money”) These statistics represent 

the gross oversight in economic education occurring in the United States. From these statistics 

alone, one could see how undereducation in economics and financial literacy can affect the way 

society prepares itself for financial success. Of course, society may take it upon themselves to 

learn about financial literacy and economics. There are plenty of online resources and YouTube 

videos that can give a ground level understanding necessary to thrive. However, this assumes 

that those who want to learn have a readily available internet access and the time to devote to 

learning. So, what happens when a sizable percentage of the population is never afforded the 

opportunity to understand how the very dollar they strive to earn and save is valued?  

Not only does economic education inform its students on the ways in which the economy 

operates, but also teaches them the most cost-efficient ways for them to borrow and save their 

money. Furthermore, an understanding of the events leading up to previous economic disasters 

can prepare society for the best way to combat them in the future. As credit increasingly 

becomes the preferred method of payment in today’s world, does the average American 

understand the implications of the debt they acquire? Additionally, one can find a particularly 

strong relationship between the voting preferences of individuals, and the amount of education 

they receive. Economics plays a role in the implication of many human rights policies, whether 

the public understands this or not. Economics permeates into laws regarding healthcare, gun 

control, abortion, and many more topics. From The Council for Economic Education: “Our 
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global economy has become so complex that the gap between what people know about 

economics and personal finance, and what they need to know, is widening every day. Americans 

are increasingly responsible for their financial future; yet an alarming number lack even basic 

economic awareness” (“You're never too young to learn about money” 3). A proficient level of 

understanding of economic principles and outcomes can help the United States develop better 

citizens, and better policies for its’ citizens. 

While this paper focuses on the United States’ efforts regarding economic education, it is 

important to note that the U.S. is not alone in its misallocation of education. According to the 

Assessment of Global Financial Literacy, only one-third of adults world-wide are financially 

literate. The United States ranks 14th among the 148 countries that were studied. (Klapper et al.) 

I expect to address multiple aspects of this argument as the paper progresses. First, the 

current state of economic education: curriculum, teacher preparedness, extracurricular programs, 

and information on the retention of the lessons. Next, I will explore the ways in which economics 

shape society. Examine trends after significant economic events, childhood economic security 

and its effects on spending, and the encouraging results of increased education. As mentioned, 

this paper will take the importance of economics a step further and investigate how these 

personal economic experiences and economic education effects public policies and the way 

voters feel about them. The research will then compare states’ standards for economic education, 

and attempt to glean possible discrepancies in their “life preparedness” due specifically to an 

increase in education standards. Lastly, discover what can be done to improve the United States’ 

position in this issue, and what is being done already.  

The goal of this paper is to show that the United States should consider increased 

economic education due to the considerable number of financially illiterate graduates and 
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profound impact that economics plays in society, government, and the life of each individual. 

Furthermore, that by allocating more resources towards economic education, the United States 

can improve its global position and produce better global citizens.  

 

2) The State of State Education Standards on Economics 

David Casalaspi explains in his article published in the History of Education Quarterly 

that, “for the first 176 years of its existence, the US federal government was mostly absent from 

the nations K-12 public education system, deferring much of the responsibility for schooling to 

the various state and local governments” (247). Because the United States leaves education 

standards up to each state to define, we see a wide variation of how much emphasis is placed on 

economic education throughout the nation.  

In a study called “Implementing Economics Standards: A Pilot transition Program” 

Thomas Cargill and other researchers attempted to introduce a nine-week economics section in 

an already required high school civics class. The authors describe the same scenario as predicted 

by this paper: economic education programs lack uniformity. “Economics standards had been 

adopted in 49 states and the District of Columbia by 2004. However, school districts were 

required to offer an economics course in only 17 states, and the students were required to take an 

economics course in only 15 states” (1). As of February 2019, 25 states specifically list 

economics in their curriculum, but require that students only complete 0.5-unit credits worth 

(equivalent to one semester of instruction). (“High School Graduation Requirements - Education 

Commission of the States”). Consequently, the poor adaptation of economic education has 

caused the programs themselves to lack focus.  In her master’s thesis, Ashley Stephen argues the 

need for microfinance to be included in Indiana’s economic curricula. Microfinance studies 
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financial services and how they can be utilized to improve the outcomes for the impoverished 

community. When asking teachers why they do not include discussions on microfinance in their 

curriculum, Ms. Stephen had remarkably interesting survey responses. The two most selected 

reasons why teachers do not include micro finance were because there was no state standard for 

the inclusion of this material, and because they felt that there were too many other topics to cover 

in the single semester given allotted to them. (23) With developed and insightful economic 

curriculum, teachers can hit all the major markers needed to ensure financial literacy.  

Stephens research also introduces another point: there needs to not only be clearly 

defined standards, but also adequate time to fulfill these standards. Stephen’s data found 

“Several respondents also mentioned the inclusion of microfinance as a topic in their curricula 

would be more probable if the course were longer than the traditional one-semester duration” 

(24). A general one-semester class will allot for about 67 instructional hours, assuming that the 

teacher instructs from bell to bell, with no breaks or time given for testing days. To 

accommodate this, suppose that there are 60 instructional hours in a semester. This means, 

assuming a student does not miss any school days, that teachers are given 60 hours of time to 

ensure a student is “financially literate.” To be financially literate, a student must be able to “use 

various financial skills, including personal financial management, budgeting, and investing” 

(Fernando 1). It is necessary to cover topics like household budgeting, settling debts, evaluating 

tradeoffs, compound interest, time value of money, health insurance, student loans, and many 

more. For reference, Ball State require 92 instructional hours in economics and personal finance 

for business students. Miller College of Business students take two introductory level economic 

classes that cover introductory micro and macroeconomics. This is equivalent to 81 instructional 

hours for just the introductory classes that every business major is required to complete. This is 
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in addition to the 11 hours of instruction in FIN 101, a personal finance class required in the 

Core Curriculum for all Ball State students.  With these 3 classes, Ball State feels as though they 

have an introductory level understanding in economics; however, high school teachers are 

expected to produce financially literate students in only 60 hours of instruction. The inadequate 

amount of time devoted to economic education isn’t the only thing holding financial literacy 

back. Even with ample instruction time, students still lack financial literacy. 

The next most selected option in Stephen’s research for why microfinance isn’t covered 

in high school economic curricula may be surprising: “a significant number of the respondents 

either do not know what microfinance is or do not know the State of Indiana’s economics 

standards” (Stephen 25). If there has never been a standard for economic education, it is not fair 

to expect our high school teachers to be adequately educated. When coupled with the fact that 

economics is usually combined with a high school government or history class, teachers aren’t 

expected to be fully prepared to teach an economics course. Financial illiteracy permeates not 

only in this generation of students, but in generations past. Cargill and his fellow researchers 

found that there was a significant training issue when it came to economic education. In 1997, 

only half of the certification agencies for teachers required that social studies teachers take a 

course in economics. In a separate study, the researchers discovered that over half of the teachers 

assigned to instruct economics course had taken less than 2 college-level economics courses. 

(Cargill et al.) Recall that two college courses equate to about 81 instructional hours, and a single 

high school semester is about 67. This means teachers are provided 81 hours to master economic 

principles well enough to explain and fill nearly the same amount of instructional time for a high 

school student.  The study goes on to reveal that, “five or six economics courses are needed to 

prepare secondary social studies teachers for effective presentation of economics content” 
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(Cargill et al. 2). It is now established that not only do public high schools lack significant 

curriculum to bolster economic education, but that the courses they do offer lack direction due to 

the inadequate training of its instructors. Consequently, some schools have tried to introduce 

economic education and financial literacy in other ways. 

Economic Education is not specialized to just high school students. Theorists suggests 

that the earlier economics is discussed in homes and schools, the better prepared one will be to 

manage finances In the future. Junior Achievement is a non-profit that believes just that. In 

2019-2020 Junior Achievement held courses in 16,561 classes across all 50 states. These courses 

are powered by volunteers who believe in the power of economic education. From the Junior 

Achievement website, their purpose “is to inspire and prepare young people to succeed in a 

global economy” (Junior Achievement USA). Junior Achievement believes in their mission so 

much they conducted research in 2016 to see how effective their program has been in helping 

alumni succeed. Their research had some pretty compelling evidence for the important of 

financial literacy. They found that 93 percent of participants had a high school diploma or GED 

equivalent, compared to only 88% of the general population. Furthermore, Junior Achievement 

participants were 30% more likely to have a bachelor’s degree. (Junior Achievement USA 3). 

This is all positive findings, but does junior achievement help their participants manage 

finances? According to Junior Achievements research it did. “News reports that it takes an 

average of 21 years for college graduates with four-year degrees to pay off their student loans. 

Nearly half of JA Alumni, or 47 percent, paid off their student loans within 10 years, with most 

of those occurring by the five-year mark” (3). This bears the question: if this program is so 

helpful in preparing students for financial success, why isn’t it offered everywhere? Simply put 

not all schools have the money to fund these programs. For example, when hosting a STEM 
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Summit, Junior Achievement listed its total cost per student as $26. This includes educational 

materials, administrative fees, and transportation. (Junior Achievement USA 1). It is not feasible 

to spend that kind of money on educational programs, especially ones that are not clearly defined 

in state curriculum, when schools can easily lump economic education into an already 

established required course.  

The current state of economic education lacks promise. Schools’ curriculum is 

underregulated, instructors are underinformed, and funds are underprovided. Unfortunately, each 

one of these issues is out of the control of the affected parties, yet they bear the full burden of 

their implications. Should economics education be pushed to the side, simply because the 

resources don’t allow for it? Many successful citizens have emerged from the public school 

system facing these same educational obstacles. However, economics is prevalent in more than 

just the classroom. The effects of economic situations can impact multiple sectors of life. In the 

next section, I dive into the possibilities of the presence of a profound economic in our everyday 

lives. 

 

3) Economics in Everyday Life 

Now that it is established that the introduction of economic education can induce better 

economic outcomes for its participants, why is it important to achieve an improved 

socioeconomic status? In short, improved socioeconomic status, which we have established can 

be achieved through economic education, can improve your overall well-being. It is important to 

note that there are many reasons why certain areas have poor overall socioeconomic status. 

These disparities can be related to political actions, which have kept minority classes at the back 
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end of proper education; this is another issue in itself. In this section, the evidence simply seeks 

to prove that socioeconomic status is tied to your overall wellbeing. 

This area of economics is well-studied not only on an individual level but at a societal 

level as well. One of the basic principles of economics is that better institutions (education, 

government, technology, etc.) lead to a more developed society and higher standards of living. A 

nation can only develop these institutions through a well-maintained economy that is abundant 

with investment in each of its institutions. Just the same, we assume people are always better off 

with more money at their disposal. The more money that people have, the more goods and 

services they will buy to enhance their utility, or happiness. Not only is more money important, 

but the ability to manage it.  

 There are many examples of poorly managed fortunes in pop culture. The late 

Michael Jackson owed nearly $400 million dollars in debt due to interest on unpaid loans. 

Another shining example comes from actress Kim Basinger who used her fortune to buy a town 

in Georgia for $20 million dollars, only to file for bankruptcy 4 years later. (Michaels) 

Conversely, there are many examples of people who have turned little money into incredible 

empires: see Steve Jobs. These are very extreme examples. What this section wants to focus on is 

the average citizens ability to improve their socioeconomic status and the benefits of doing so. 

While inheriting or amassing a large sum of wealth is helpful, management is key to improving 

financial outcomes.  

Researchers focus on these socioeconomic statistics because they can have a significant 

impact on “executive functions.” These include skills like paying attention, regulating emotions, 

and planning. Last et. al. studies the way executive functioning was compromised by different 
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socioeconomic statuses in childhood in a sample group spanning over the ages 9-25. While the 

study cannot rule out the effects later on in life, it did find that socioeconomic status can affect 

not only executive function but also the health, well-being, and cognitive abilities in this age 

group. The performance of executive functions during these formative years will have an impact 

on educational and career outcomes for the studied group. The study acknowledges this belief 

and states, “The association between childhood [socioeconomic status] and [executive function] 

is important to understand, given that both constructs predict important life outcomes such as 

academic achievement and many measures of adult health” (Last et. al. 6). The analyzers go on 

to state that it was possible to use a participant’s socioeconomic statuses to predict how well they 

would do each task for four out of the six tasks presented to them. The more secure financial 

status, the better they performed.  

Socioeconomic status and childhood financial security is now shown to enhance the 

academic and financial outcomes of children later in life. There are other economic factors that 

can affect the financial habits of society. Beginning with the most obvious argument: significant 

economic events such as recession, wars, and economic booms change the way generations 

spend and save.  

In an article written at the height of the Great Recession, author Sue Shellenbarger found 

that it may be having a profound impact on the futures of its youth. They found that there are two 

distinct outcomes: “Some youngsters will face lasting setbacks, while others will emerge more 

focused and motivated, based on studies of past recessions. The outcome depends partly on a 

child's age, on the example set by parents, and on whether young people can be empowered 

somehow to help their families through the crisis” (Shellenbarger 3)  
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Even though this article was written during the Great Recession, the same is true for 

children who grew up during the Great Depression. Shellenbarger uses data from the University 

of North Carolina to explain that research shows young boys were most greatly affected during 

the Depression because their thoughts are shaped by the morale of their fathers. Since the typical 

gender roles during this time period meant that working men were bore most of the burden of 

household finances, young boys watched as their fathers lost their sense of identity within the 

family entity. Furthermore, those who were too young to understand or were simply never 

educated about the causes of the financial hardship “risked growing up with ‘a lack of initiative, 

of confidence, of self-efficacy’” (Shellenbarger 5).  

This is an important discovery. It adds fuel to the argument that economic education is 

imperative for youth to live a successful life, even more so if they grow up during a recession. 

Considering an economic downturn occurs, on average, every seven years, there is a high 

probability that an adolescent will experience at least one recession. By educating children on the 

functions of the economy and enhancing their ability to understand the economic mechanisms at 

work, we can ensure that more children will end up preforming even better in their careers.  

Not only can major economic events effect an individual’s career path, but could also 

effect could also create for them a life of crime, some theorists suggest. In an article published by 

the Review of Economics titled “Crime Scars: Recessions and The Making of Career Criminals,” 

researchers observed the effects of recessions on young people and found some shocking data: 

young people who leave school during recessions are significantly more likely to lead a life of 

crime than those entering a buoyant labor market” (Machin 1). In order to come to this 

conclusion, economists kept constant the inherent increase in crime already recognized during 

periods of recessions. While holding these variables constant they compared individuals entering 
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into the workforce at relatively natural rates of employment and individuals of similar education 

entering at abnormally high levels of unemployment. The economists found that more often 

individuals entering the workforce during the later do not fare so well. “Juveniles who leave 

school in a recession have higher crime rates during their first few years in the labor market and 

higher crime rates over a decade later than juveniles who leave school in a buoyant economy” 

(Machin 9). The researchers conclude their research by affirming that business cycles have 

significant and long-term impact on the social and economic lives of people in society. Yet 

another reason it is necessary for the public to understand how to insure themselves during 

economic downturns to avoid succumbing to their intrinsic pressures.  

While the average person could deduce that increased crime is likely due to a 

downtrodden economy, this last point is quite astonishing. The economy can indirectly impact 

the mental health and well-being of an entire society. There have been extensive studies done to 

attest to this claim. Researchers in Spain attempted to find objective links to recessions and 

mental health in a cross-sectional, detailed study that observed over twenty-five thousand men 

and women in 2006, and reassessed them in 2011 after Spain’s recession. Their hypothesis was 

that the participants would have significantly worse “psychic morbidity.” The term psychic 

morbidity is used in this study to refer to the amount of mental health-associated diseases within 

a population.  Their research solidified this hypothesis, at least for the male population. They 

found an overall psychic morbidity increase of 1.8%, with the highest jumps in morbidity 

coming from unemployed workers ages 45-59 (a total of 3.8%). (Rodríguez-Barranco Table 1). 

The authors provide further clarity to their findings in the discussion section:  

The link between worse mental health and percentage of temporary workers can be 

understood given that economic recessions can have a direct effect on people who keep 
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their jobs. These individuals face situations of stress and anxiety caused by possible 

reduction in income, greater employment insecurity and increased workload. Recessions 

can likewise have a disproportionate negative impact on subgroups in the vulnerable 

population such as persons with a pre-existing mental disorder, or a low socio-economic 

level, or the unemployed. (Rodríguez-Barranco 1; sec. 3) 

Another reason it is important for society to understand economics: it involves more than just 

stocks and bonds. There are real consequences to a stunted economy, and understanding the way 

it operates can not only help us to avoid it, but helps us combat the social effects caused by it as 

well.  

 Research and examples abound when it comes to the effects of economics. Of course, the 

state of the economy affects the global position, output, and productivity of society. While these 

numbers may be important on their own, they covertly affect much more than what can be seen 

on the surface. Mental well-being, academic and career success, individual crime rates, and 

money management can all be mitigated by the ability of an individual to understand the 

economy and their level of financial literacy.  

 Currently, this discussion has established the relevancy of economics in our everyday 

life. Economics affects each individual. Previously, it was discussed how little is taught in K-12 

education on economics. This is due to poor standards of education, underprepared educators, 

and gross misunderstanding of the economy that permeates through the continuous misstep in 

economic education. The next section seeks to take the argument one step further. Not only does 

economics affect many outcomes for the individual, but theorists suggest that your economic 

status and education can have a significant effect on voting preferences. Additionally, I believe 
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there are some policies that are simply economically inefficient but are passed due to lack of 

knowledge on the subject, or a misunderstanding of the potential long-term effects. We will look 

at some past policies that support this theory, as well as articles that support our voter theory. 

 

4)  Voting Preferences and Economics  

Not until the recent decades did researchers begin looking into the effects of congress 

members experiences with economics and their economic education, and the way in which it 

influences their vote. This is important because these congress members vote on issues that 

affect all elements of the economy- fiscal policy, trade policies, tax cuts, and many more. We 

have already discussed ways that these economic factors can influence the lives of people and 

society. SO, it is important that the people voting on these issues are aware of their economic 

outcomes. Poor economic education can result in support of poor economic policies.  

Last year, I researched the effects of the No Child Left Behind Act. The No Child Left 

Behind Act was an attempt by the Bush Administration to revamp the original Elementary and 

Secondary education act of 1965. The goal was to produce more globally competitive students, 

in relation to the improving educational systems overseas. However, the plan was poorly formed, 

and the economic effects of education were not researched enough beforehand. In this paper, my 

goal was to demonstrate that the effects of the Act were not relevant enough to justify the 

incredible funding that was devoted to into instituting the policy. I found that this policy was 

more costly to society than it was beneficial. In order to come to this conclusion, I used results 

from regression analyses preformed economists at The Review of Economics and Statistics 

Journal. To keep the integrity of the study, researchers controlled for certain variables that 

increase career success (family and individual characteristics, neighborhood characteristics). The 
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economists found that there was almost no relationship between the amount of government 

spending on education, and how successful or productive. (Johnson 9) Furthermore, another 

study referenced in the paper proved that there was very little increase to worker productivity 

due to the institution of the NCLB Act, despite an increase in government spending 9 times over 

on education. (Johnson 12) I concluded that “The No Child Left Behind has undue long-term 

economic consequences which has done very little to improve the country while simultaneously 

increasing its cost to society” (Johnson 14). It was more important that children have better 

support at home and suggests that better development of poverty programs to support food 

programs and after-school services could improve societal outcomes.  

Information like this comes from the studying economics. Only ten out of the 100 

members of the 107th Senate had a formal background in economics. One of the congressional 

members, Richard Shelby, actually opposed the nomination of Nobel Economics Prize laureate 

and Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor Peter Diamond to serve on the board of the 

Federal Reserve, on the grounds that professor Diamond lacked the necessary qualifications. 

(Diamond) It begs the question: would more economic education have avoided this poor policy? 

Just as poor economics can create poor policies. Understanding economics can lead to a better-

developed society.   

It is possible to establish a base relationship between economic education and its effect 

on policies through an article published by the Journal of Economic Education titled “Does 

Economic Education Make a Difference in Congress? How Economics Majors Vote on Trade.” 

In the article, the authors look specifically on how congressmembers vote on policies that expand 

or contract the United States ability to trade freely. They hypothesize that those with an 

economic background will more often than not approve policies that allow for enhanced free 
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trade, as free trade is commonly accepted as a positive economic institution. Before continuing in 

that route, however, it is important to note other variables that can affect the relationship between 

voting preferences of people in Congress. The authors name these variables because they want to 

ensure that they are aware of them and have controlled them for their research. These variables 

pertain to the percentage of a congress persons constituents who are Hispanic, who live in an 

urban area, level of educational attainment, and lastly unemployment. (O'Roark) Each of these 

variables could change the way a congress person votes regardless of their belief of free trade in 

order to placate their constituents. For example, the article explains that “the urban population is 

less likely to oppose trade policy involving specific agricultural products” …"but to disapprove 

of trade policy in other areas that might impact the working class. Thus, the sign on this variable 

could be either positive or negative depending on the specific trade issue” (O'Roark 434) 

Now that these variables have been identified and controlled for, the article can reveal its 

findings. The researchers found statistically significant estimates which strongly suggest the 

results of economic education can be seen in a much larger societal scale. They found that 

congress people who majored in economics are somewhere between 12 and 19% more likely to 

vote in support of a policy that expands free trade, above every other major held in congress. 

Furthermore, in an argument for increased education in general, they find that for everyone (1) 

percentage increase in the percent of the population that holds a bachelor’s degree, the support 

for free trade rises by 0.75%.  

Because of our exogenous variables exist (recall: nationality, urban areas, educational 

attainment, unemployment) and for other outlying reasons, this does not mean that every 

economic major votes in support of freer trade. Some decisions are very “district-specific” and 

causes the congress member to vote against what their education may support. The article 
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explains, “the perceived, negative microeconomic impacts of the trade are likely to overshadow 

the macroeconomic benefits” (O'Roark 436). One of the great things about economics is its 

ability to take politics out of an equation and simply look at what is best based on numbers. The 

evidence from this paper suggests that those with an economic background were able to weight 

the benefits of economic policies based on more than political opinions, and favored a 

unopinionated, science backed approach. In other words, members of Congress who majored in 

economics, as a group, seem to regularly vote as economists” (O'Roark 437). A win for the 

argument of economics education.  

It would be irresponsible to rely on the opinion of a single article for the benefits of 

economic education. In the next section, dive into other examples of communities that have 

benefitted from increased economic education.  

 

5) State by State Comparison 

Fortunately, there has been some research into the positive effects of economic education 

that compares students from two different states: one that has an economic education mandate, 

and one that doesn’t. That is just what authors Andrew M. Gill and Chiara Gratton-Lavoie did in 

their paper titled “Retention of High School Economics Knowledge and the Effect of the 

California State Mandate.” California mandated a one semester course for high school student in 

1985, since then they have added more courses throughout the K-12 school curriculum. Joined 

with them are only a little over half of the states that require some form of economic testing to be 

offered, and only 13 states that require you pass an economics course in order to graduate. (Gill 

and Gratton-Lavoie) 
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In order to assess the mandate’s effects, the researchers worked to gauge how much 

information was retained after their course was completed, and then compared this retained 

knowledge to the amount of knowledge that a typical college student in the state of Washington 

(where there is no mandate) has about economics. There were two cross-sections of students 

from California: high school seniors, and college first-year students. These groups were used to 

gauge economic retention. The control group was a blended selection of college students in 

Washington. The two college-age group were used to compare the efficacy of high school 

economics courses. Students were evaluated using the Test of Economic Literacy (TEL), a 

standardized test that was kept constant for all three control groups. 

The data found that the best performing group was the high school students who were 

assessed immediately after completing their high school economics course. The second-best 

preforming group was the college students who went to a California high school, and the worst 

preforming group was the ones who did not take a high school economics class. When 

comparing the scores of the California college students with the Washington college students, the 

California high school graduates had an 8.96-point advantage compared to those who did not 

take a high school economics class. The authors do point out that there could be a small amount 

of uncontrolled bias in their results, which could further widen the gap between the efficacy of 

economics courses, stating they were unable to deduce who self-selected into an economics 

focused college curriculum, which would have affected the results. However, they do not think 

there would have a been a significant effect on the data. To conclude, the authors make a final 

plea for economic education:  

What courses on high school economics want primarily to achieve, like all other high 

school courses, is to prepare young people for their future life as capable and productive 
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citizens and voters, regardless of whether they continue their formal education in college. 

One could indeed assert that it is for those students who are not college-bound that the 

contribution of high school economics, if it shows some lasting impact on literacy, is of 

the greatest social value. (Gill and Gratton-Lavoie 18) 

Now that it has been established that there are no set economic standards, proper training, 

or an abundance of funding for programs for economic education; that economic education 

affects multiple parts of our individual lives, and our society; and, that the introduction of a state 

mandate can improve students’ economic education; we are finally ready to look towards the 

future and suggestions to better our society.  

 

6) Discussion 

To improve economic and financial literacy, the United States must implement a more 

structured approach to economic education. All states should require at least a one semester 

course in economics; however, to be most successful they should also have a one-semester 

course on Personal Finance.  

Ball State requires all students to take a one-semester course on personal finance, which 

covers topics like retirement savings, 401ks, student loans, and mortgages. This course helps 

students think more proactively about their finances and prepares them for expenses yet to come. 

This is not a course unique to Ball State, many colleges across America require a similar course. 

An important thought, however, is that not every person continues their education post-high 

school. There is a generous portion of young people who enter into the work force with no 

formal information on how these basic finances work. Furthermore, over half of the population 
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isn’t receiving a formal course on economics before they leave high school. Economics, as I 

have discussed, affects the policies we vote on, our personal finances and investments, and our 

employment status. A poor economic outlook affects society’s mental health, productivity, and 

crime rates.  

All of these elements can significantly affect our quality of life and can be addressed by 

addressing our knowledge and understanding of the economy. This is why it is vital to improve 

our economic education in K-12 Schools. All students should be afforded the opportunity to 

understand and manage their wealth, and their global position effectively, in order to make the 

best financial decisions, make a more informed vote on policies, and improve their career 

success.  

There are many organizations that agree and support the notion that economic education 

is lacking. As we have discussed, Junior Achievement does exceptional work in delivering 

economic education to classrooms. Programs like this have a majority funding through donors, 

but a portion of the bill must be paid by the school. The Council for Economic Education takes a 

strong stance in support of increasing funding for economic education. They argue: “In America 

we spend billions of dollars helping our children master reading, writing and arithmetic. And 

then we send them out into the world lacking the basic skills to prosper in life: understanding 

personal finance and economics” (“You're never too young to learn about money” 1). It is no 

secret that schools already face budget shortages for after school programs. However, if 

economics education was a mandated curriculum, it may be easier for schools to justify spending 

in these areas.  
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Not only should our students be better educated on the topic of economics, but economics 

should be a larger part of an educators required curriculum. Stephen’s research helped us solidify 

that educators are grossly underprepared to teach an economics program, especially if this is the 

only economics education a student may receive. There must be tighter requirements in order for 

K-12 educators to instruct an economics course. There is an incredible lack of coursework 

required by economics teachers, considering most economics is taught in conjunction with a 

social studies course. While researcher believe that all people should be financially literate, it is 

to be argued that the instructors should have financial proficiency.  

 

7) Conclusion  

The United States should consider the need for increased economic education due to the 

substantial number of financially illiterate graduates and profound impact that economics plays 

in society, government, and the life of everyone; by allocating more resources towards economic 

education, the United States can improve its global position and produce better global citizens. 

Our current state of economics education lacks focus, the instructors lack mastery, and the 

programs lack funding. A vital, intricate, and ever-present part of our lives is not understood by 

nearly 20% of all high school graduates. In order to improve this situation, I strongly urge states 

to implement mandated economics courses, for educators to consider adding economics into 

their classroom, and for post-education citizens to reflect on their own knowledge and consider 

improving their economic and financial knowledge. The benefits of improved economic 

education may not be seen for years after it is developed. It will take time to cultivate a culture of 
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financial and economic importance as a place in education. In order to improve our society, 

though, it is imperative that we begin.  
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