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As policymakers seek to design effective ways to combat
low levels of financial capability, schools systems are
one potential site for the delivery of financial education.
In the current project, field studies tested the effect of
elementary classroom-based financial education and ac-
cess to in-school banking on student financial
knowledge, financial behaviors, and attitudes toward fi-
nancial institutions and saving. Financial education pro-
duced significant and persistent gains in financial
knowledge, and improved both students’ perceptions of
how easy it is to save money and students’ beliefs that
banks offer services that are useful to them. Students
with bank accounts demonstrated greater knowledge
gains than students receiving financial education alone,
and also exhibited increases in their perceptions of the
case of saving and whether they consider banks to be
useful. A modest seed incentive was shown to boost ac-
count take-up. Given these results, increasing the number
of partnerships between local banks and credit unions
and school districts is a promising strategy for increasing
the financial capability of students, particularly when in-
school banking programs can be combined with a finan-
cial education curriculum.

Introduction

The recent economic crisis, the increasing variability and
complexity of financial products, and the shift toward
individuals shouldering more responsibility for financial
security has made financial capability an essential skill
and intensified pressure on policymakers to design effec-
tive ways to combat low levels of financial capability
among Americans. Many have looked to school systems,
primarily high schools, as a potential setting in which to
deliver financial education. However, because research
on the effectiveness of high school financial education

courses is not promising, some researchers have conclud-
ed that high school is too late and teaching financial edu-
cation in elementary schools will lead to better outcomes.
In addition, previous studies suggest that youth account
ownership (alone or in tandem with financial education)
may have a positive effect on students’ financial
knowledge, attitudes, and behavior. A growing number
of schools and financial institutions are partnering to of-
fer savings account programs to students. Further re-
search is needed to understand the potential benefits of
both financial education and financial access for elemen-
tary school students.

Some researchers have concluded that high school
is too late, and teaching financial education in ele-
mentary schools will lead to better outcomes. Fur-
ther research is needed to understand the potential
benefits of both financial education and financial
access for elementary school students.

We conducted field studies to test the effect of classroom
-based financial education and access to a bank or credit
union branch in school, alone and in combination, on
students’ financial knowledge, financial behaviors, and
attitudes toward financial institutions and saving.

Program Design

The study began in the 2011-2012 school year with 4th
and 5th grade students in Eau Claire, Wisconsin; the
study continued the following school year with 4th grad-
ers in Eau Claire and added a second pilot site with 4th
graders in Amarillo, Texas. Teachers were prepared via
in-service trainings and were compensated for time spent
on lesson plans. Classrooms were randomly selected to
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participate in financial education during the study
(control group classrooms completed the program once
the study had ended), and teachers used a standardized
curriculum to present the information in either five (Eau
Claire) or six (Amarillo) lessons lasting approximately
45 minutes each. In addition, approximately half of the
schools in each district had in-school banking accessible
to students. Outcome measures included a standardized
assessment survey on financial knowledge, attitudes, and
behaviors that was given prior to the education program
and again after the program ended as well as data on sev-
eral types of banking activity.

Eau Claire, Wisconsin Pilot. Students in the Eau
Claire school district participated in an education pro-
gram called Money F-I-T, which was adapted from the
Council on Economic Education’s Financial Fitness for
Life curriculum.

In addition, approximately half of the participants
had access to in-school banking through School $ense, a
program initiated by Royal Credit Union (RCU, a large
local credit union) in 1993. The program was well estab-
lished by the time of the pilot study, and a significant
number of students were banked prior to the study.
School $ense allows children and a parent or guardian to
open a savings account with RCU, which furnishes the
required $5 initial deposit.

Children can make deposits and withdrawals at
school branches, which are operated weekly at tables
outside the cafeteria. Students are encouraged to identify
a savings goal and to track progress toward that goal.
Students also earn small prizes for every fourth deposit.

Although numerous messaging strategies were used
to inform parents about study recruitment, consent in the
baseline year was lower than expected, which necessitat-
ed the continuation of the pilot for a second year with the
new 4th grade class and the selection of a second school
district to participate in the pilot.

Baseline Financial Literacy Scores (maximum
possible score = 13)

Eau Claire Amarillo
Student Banked 6.7 5.8
Student Unbanked 5.8 53
Bank in School 6.4 5.7
No Bank in School 6.0 5.4

Amarillo, Texas Pilot. Amarillo, Texas was selected
as the second pilot site. Amarillo offered a more diverse
setting: 81% of students in the Eau Claire School District
were white, compared to 38% of students in the Amarillo
School District. During the spring 2013 semester, 4th
grade students in Amarillo participated in an educational
program similar to Money F-I-T called Smarter Texans
Save. The Smarter Texans Save curriculum was also
adapted from the Financial Fitness for Life curriculum
and largely matched the Money F-I-T curriculum, but
some adjustments were made to reflect new grade four
personal finance curriculum standards in Texas.

As in Eau Claire, half of the schools in the district
also had access to an in-school banking program. Happy
State Bank (HSB), a Texas-based community bank, start-
ed its Kids’ Bank program in 1997. The program allows
children and a parent or responsible party to open a joint
savings account with HSB with no minimum balance
requirements. For the pilot study, children were also al-
lowed to open accounts without the signature of their
parents, if the parents lacked the required documentation.
Once the account has been established, children can
make deposits at the school, or go to any HSB location to
make deposits or withdrawals.

In contrast to Eau Claire, only three of the Amarillo
schools had existing Kids’ Bank branches before the
study. Additional branches were rolled out approximate-
ly two weeks prior to the start of the Smarter Texans
Save lessons. To increase the number of students who
had HSB accounts during the study period, students were
randomly selected within banked schools to receive a
$25 seed deposit if they opened a Kids’ Bank account.

Data Collection. The data collected for the study
include a baseline survey of students before the financial
education began, a second survey after the financial edu-
cation was completed, and administrative data from part-
ner financial institutions. In addition, Eau Claire students
from the first program year completed the survey again
one year later. The survey included a 13-point financial
literacy quiz as well as questions measuring self-reported
banking status and student attitudes, beliefs, and experi-
ences with financial issues. Financial attitudes and be-
haviors were captured through questions inquiring how
often the student saves money, how important they be-
lieve it is to save money, and how difficult they find it to
save. The follow-up and baseline quiz questions were
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identical, making the difference in the changes in quiz
scores between the treatment and control groups the
measure of interest. RCU and HSB each provided trans-
actional data for students with bank or credit union ac-
counts whose parents consented to share data. Data on
net deposits and the frequency of account activity were
used for the analyses.

Key Findings

Knowledge Gains. The results indicate that financial edu-
cation produced a large improvement in financial
knowledge among the elementary students in the sample:
compared to the control group, students who participated
in the education program answered 1.8 to 2 more finan-
cial literacy questions correctly. Students with bank ac-
counts showed even stronger effects; however, because
having a bank account was not randomly assigned, this
may have been due to a selection effect. There was no
evidence that having a bank branch in the school im-
proved financial knowledge.

FINANCIAL QUIZ SCORE
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dominantly found in Eau Claire, possibly because the
credit union branches had been established earlier and
the education served as a trigger for students to seek out
an account, whereas in Amarillo, the majority of in-
school bank branches were new. Somewhat surprisingly,
these effects were not more pronounced among students
who had access to an in-school bank. In addition, receiv-
ing a $25 incentive (only tested in Amarillo) produced a
very large increase—18.1%—in banked students, show-
ing that even a modest incentive can boost account take-
up.

Deposits and Account Use. For Eau Claire students,
although the coefficients were not statistically signifi-
cant, financial education was associated with higher av-
erage net deposits (by about $7.69), and the effect was
stronger for students who experienced both education
and banking access. In Amarillo, the estimated effects of
receiving financial education were statistically signifi-
cant, but in the opposite direction: financial education
was associated with lower net deposits by about $1.10 on
average. Overall, the results do not provide conclusive
information about whether education boosts deposit ac-
tivity.

In Eau Claire, having an in-school bank led to more
active account use, while in Amarillo, financial educa-
tion was associated with this outcome.

Changes in financial knowledge, financial attitudes,
and self-reported banked status improved between
the baseline and initial follow-up survey and re-
mained elevated one year later, providing encour-
aging evidence of the persistence of the benefits of
financial education.

Banked Status. The likelihood of a student having a
bank account was highly correlated with the presence of
in-school financial services. In addition, receiving finan-
cial education was associated with an approximately
3.5% increase in self-reported banked status among ini-
tially unbanked students. However, this effect was pre-

Attitudes. Both financial education and (to a some-
what lesser extent) having in-school access to a bank or
credit union produced a modest increase in students’ per-
ceptions of how easy it is to save money and an even
larger increase in students’ beliefs that banks offer ser-
vices that are useful to them. In contrast, neither of the
treatments influenced student reports of how often they
found it difficult to avoid spending money immediately
or student beliefs that saving is only for adults.

Persistence of Treatment Effects. To assess the per-
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sistence of the changes in financial knowledge and atti-
tudes, students in Eau Claire were surveyed one year af-
ter they had participated in the financial education pro-
gram. The results were remarkably positive: all six out-
comes (financial literacy score; banked status; and atti-
tudes about spending money immediately, saving being
easy, banks being useful, and saving being for adults)
improved between the baseline and initial follow-up sur-
vey and stayed at those elevated levels one year later.
This is encouraging evidence of the persistence of the
benefits of financial education. Changes in account activ-
ity following financial education did not show the same
persistence as other outcomes, although this was meas-
ured for only a small subset of students.

Implications for Policy and Research

Financial Education. Classroom-based financial educa-
tion provides benefits. Even in small amounts, financial
education in schools appears to increase financial
knowledge and capability. These gains persisted one year
later. Financial education was also linked to small in-
creases in rates of students being banked and improved
student attitudes toward saving and the usefulness of fi-
nancial institutions.

These are encouraging findings for proponents of
classroom-based financial education. The positive results
emerged after five or six short lessons, suggesting that
financial education need not be tremendously onerous to
deliver in order to be effective. However, to replicate
these results, schools and school districts must be willing
(and/or encouraged) to invest in materials and in-service
training for teachers.

banks to be useful. Increasing the number of partnerships
between local banks and credit unions and school dis-
tricts is a promising strategy for increasing the financial
capability of students, particularly when in-school bank-
ing programs can be combined with a financial education
curriculum.

However, despite the clear benefits of in-school
banks, barriers to expanding their reach do exist. Anec-
dotal experience indicates that not every financial institu-
tion is willing to launch in-school banks, and not every
school/school district is comfortable with the concept of
on-site banking. Additional outreach and guidance to
both schools and financial institutions would likely prove
valuable in encouraging further growth of this important
sector.

There is a growing need for guidance—and/or a
summary of existing rules and guidance—that banks
and credit unions can use in their efforts to design
and implement financial products for the rapidly
growing field of children’s savings.

The positive results emerged after five or six short
lessons, suggesting that financial education need
not be tremendously onerous to deliver in order to
be effective. However, to replicate these results,
schools and school districts must be willing to invest
in materials and in-service training for teachers .

Bank Accounts and In-School Banking. Students
learn more when given an opportunity to apply their
learning. Students with bank accounts demonstrated
greater knowledge gains than students receiving financial
education alone, and also exhibited increases in their per-
ceptions of the ease of saving and whether they consider

Financial Institutions and Children’s Savings. There
is a growing need for guidance—and/or a summary of
existing rules and guidance—that banks and credit un-
ions can use in their efforts to design and create financial
products for the rapidly growing field of children’s sav-
ings. The primary issue is banks’ understanding of Cus-
tomer Identification Program/Know Your Customer
(CIP/KYC) rules, and what kinds of documentation and
paperwork (e.g., social security numbers or individual
tax account numbers, birth certificates, etc.) are required.
Some of the financial institutions that are eager to enter
the children’s savings marketplace are encountering bar-
riers, perceived or real, that are significantly hindering
their ability to do so. Clearly, banks need a clearer under-
standing of what is possible and permissible in this mar-
ketplace.

Incentives. Even modest incentives such as the $25
seed deposit offered to students in Amarillo can boost
account take-up. Savings initiatives interested in offering
an incentive or a match frequently question what incen-
tive is the right one and what amount is optimal. Initia-
tives whose programs don’t have account withdrawal
restrictions are also interested in whether the seed deposit
will be withdrawn. The results from Amarillo suggest
that even a modest incentive can effectively encourage
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account take-up, and even without a withdrawal re-
striction, students and their families leave the seed depos-
it in their accounts.

Future Research

Future research should examine the long-term outcomes
associated with these interventions and test strategies for
increasing their impact. First, testing different approaches
to financial education would help the field better under-
stand how to effectively disseminate financial knowledge
and encourage good financial habit formation. Second,
researchers should explore how to make financial access
most effective. Third, more needs to be understood about
the long-term effects of financial education and financial
access. For this to be possible, high-quality, longitudinal
data need to be collected. Fourth, a large sample of stu-
dents is necessary to better control for school and teacher
effects; given the patterns of account use observed in this
study, an ideal sample would be closer to 2,500 to 3,000
students. Despite extensive recruitment efforts, parental
involvement was the biggest challenge to obtaining a suf-
ficient sample size. Using innovative methods to gain
parents’ consent, such as finding opportunities at school
functions to obtain consent in person or getting consent
online, may improve response rates. Conducting a formal
process evaluation of the pilot’s implementation was out-
side the scope of the current study, but this type of docu-
mentation of best practices, particularly around banking
in schools, is needed to facilitate successful partnerships
between schools and financial institutions.
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