
 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 2 

2. RESEARCH FINDINGS ........................................................................................ 5 

3. FINANCIAL LITERACY MODELS .................................................................... 9 

4. WU PARTNERSHIPS/OPPORTUNITIES .................................................... 11 

5. CONCLUSION & NEXT STEPS ........................................................................ 13 

6. REFERENCES ....................................................................................................... 14 

7. APPENDIX I: Money Matters on Campus ................................................... 15 

8. APPENDIX II: College Financial Literacy Compendium ...................... 39 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WU Financial Literacy 2 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Financial literacy – also referred to as financial wellness, financial capability or fiscal 

health – should be a cornerstone of an individual’s education. Financial literacy means 

understanding a variety of financial topics and is the measurement of “an individual’s 

financial knowledge, behaviors and attitudes related to various aspects of personal 

finance such as budgeting and resource management, as well as short- and long-term 

fiscal plans” (Bongini, 2015).  

In 2013, President Obama demonstrated his commitment to enhancing America’s 

financial literacy. He took an historic step and created the President's Advisory Council 

on Financial Capability for Young Americans in an effort “to help educate our rising 

generation on important money management skills so they can live with security and 

make positive contributions to our economy” (Office of the Press Secretary, 2016). A 

critical part of his Executive Order was to invest in building good habits early: “In 

order to navigate today's economy, it is essential for Americans to develop basic 

financial skills and knowledge.  And like other core skills, financial skills are best 

cultivated early in life” (Office of the Treasury, 2013).  

WHAT IS FINANCIAL LITERACY? 

What do we mean when we speak of financial literacy? What knowledge should we be 

teaching our students before graduation? Financial literacy encompasses a variety of 

topics:  

• Student loan debt management 

• Understanding credit 

• Planning for retirement 

• Savings/money management 

• Banking basics 

• Budgeting 

• Income tax preparation 

• Job offer/benefits evaluation 

• Tuition/housing planning 

• Avoiding Identity theft 

• Planning for major purchases 

• Scholarship/fellowship searches 

While this list is not exhaustive, it paints a picture of the array of ideas and skills many 

students are not exposed to until too late in life.  

The breadth of topics included when we speak of financial literacy is extensive and 

students often “face daunting financial challenges before, during and after their 



WU Financial Literacy 3 

 

 

postsecondary education experience” (Harnisch, 2010). However, many of these core 

ideas are often learned only once a student has graduated from college. Instead of 

becoming proficient and practiced prior to entering the workforce (or other life 

pursuits), individuals have to “learn by doing” which often leads to huge mistakes early 

in life.  

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT? 

“Financial literacy is associated with the health and well-being of individuals, families, 

communities and markets” (Harnisch, 2010). This importance becomes compounded 

when consideration is given to low-income and first generation college students. In a 

review of over 250 papers and articles entitled Mapping Critical Student Decisions 

Through College, the non-profit agency ideas42 discovered many staggering trends for 

low-income students and their families:  

• Lower-income households face significant financial volatility, with an income 

dip every third month  

• Only 52% of students in bottom income quintile enroll in [postsecondary 

education] directly after high school, compared to 82% in top income quintile 

• Low-income and minority students more affected by distance than higher 

income students when making college enrollment decisions 

• Low-income families are more likely to anchor to a college’s sticker price, 

overestimating how much college will cost to them and preemptively conclude 

that the college is out of their reach  

Additionally, it has been shown repeatedly that low-income and first generation 

students are at a disadvantage, financially speaking, before college starts. In the Journal 

of Student Financial Aid, Feeney and Heroff (2013) show that students with low 

Estimated Family Contribution (EFC) on the FAFSA are less likely to submit the FAFSA 

early enough to qualify for all types of need-based federal and state aid. They also 

found that students with at least one parent who attended college (non-first generation 

students) are more likely to submit the FAFSA prior to early deadlines (Feeney & 

Heroff, 2013). Taken together, this research shows that more must be done to support 

low-income and first generation students to ensure equal access and opportunity.  
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WHAT CAN BE DONE? 

As Washington University continues to increase the number of low-income, Pell Grant-

eligible students, our support services must be enhanced and strengthened to meet the 

challenges many of these students will face. “Students from low-income families or 

families without experience in attending college are especially challenged in this 

regard” (Williams & Oumlil, 2015). We as an institution should be doing everything we 

can to enhance equity across all student populations. In addition to understanding the 

research that is being done to enhance our understanding of this issue as Student 

Affairs professionals, we should also be thinking of proactive steps that can benefit our 

student population and prepare them for life after Washington University.  
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2. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
There is a wealth of research and activity focused on financial literacy in higher 

education and the needs of students. For example, a white paper published by the 

Coalition of Higher Education Assistance Organization (COHEAO) titled Financial 

Literacy in Higher Education found that “over 60 percent of college students surveyed 

indicated that they had never taken a personal finance course while in school” (2014). 

This, according to the findings, “underscores the need for more financial education 

while in college” (COHEAO, 2014). Further, the College Financial Literacy Compendium 

put out by iGrad found that according to financial aid administrators, only 48 percent 

of schools provided financial literacy education to their students and at only 13 

percent of those schools was financial literacy mandatory (Alban, 2012).  

The most comprehensive research, though, was completed through a partnership 

between EverFi and Higher One. The report, which is titled Money Matters on Campus, 

is the result of a longitudinal study of 85,000 students from four- and two-year 

institutions. The findings are eye-opening and instructional for other institutions 

interested in enhancing their financial literacy programming and resources.  

MONEY MATTERS ON CAMPUS: KEY FINDINGS 

• Today’s young adults are struggling more than older generations with basic 

money management skills and overall financial literacy and capability  

• Similar to findings in previous reports, money management experience was 

shown to have positive effects on knowledge and behavior, underscoring the 

need for young adults to be provided with opportunities to gain financial 

experience such as managing a bank account before or very early into their 

college experience. 

• Student ratings of their own preparedness for college also decreased [over the 

course of each semester] and students reported being less prepared to manage 

their money than almost any other aspect of college life. 

• The study’s findings provide strong evidence that financial education 

assistance and outreach early in a student’s college experience would be 

valuable for students across both sectors. 
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• There were significant decreases over time in nearly all of the responsible fiscal 

actions that students might take in the next year (see below).  

 

• Students from two-year institutions displayed healthier financial attitudes than 

their four-year peers, as they were more cautious, more averse to debt, more 

content, more utilitarian and less materialistic. 

• While students may be gaining experience managing their own finances, 

several pertinent behaviors decreased during the semester for both samples, 

including: budgeting, checking balances and reducing spending. These shifts 

were especially sharp for students in the first year of their academic programs. 

This suggests that once enrolled in college money management may be harder 

for students than what they had experienced in the past, and provides evidence 

that early financial education assistance and outreach would be worthwhile. 

• According to the Council for Economic Education’s 2016 Survey of the States 

report, there are only 17 states in the United States that mandate a personal 

finance course for high school graduation and only seven states that require 

standardized testing to gauge understanding of these concepts (see below). 
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• In response to the question “Which causes you the most stress when you think 

about finances?” approximately half of all students reported experiencing a 

moderate amount of stress in relation to any of the topics listed:  

o Keeping up with peers 

o Student loan debt 

o Tuition increases 

o Cost of school supplies 

o Applying for financial aid 

o Finding a job after graduation 

• Over time, students have become more likely to have any credit cards, 

increasing from 28 percent in 2012 to 41 percent in 2015. Respondents also 

were more likely to report that they had gotten their credit cards later in life 

and acquired more than one card. This increase in credit card experience was 

also correlated with an increase in reports of paying credit card bills late, 

paying only the minimum amount and having larger total outstanding credit 

balances from 2012-2015.  

• 33 percent of four-year students reported having at least one credit card during 

their first year—this rose to 55 percent afterwards. Further, 74 percent of first-

year students reported having only one credit card to 50 percent of non-first-

year students; 76 percent of first-year students reported total credit debt under 

$1,000 compared to 68 percent of others; and first-year students were less 

likely to never pay a credit card bill late (see below). 
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The full Money Matters on Campus report is included in Appendix I. 
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3. FINANCIAL LITERACY MODELS 
Many colleges and universities have begun establishing offices and departments on 

campus dedicated to financial literacy. Their mission is to increase students’ 

understanding of many of the critical financial issues they are facing while in school 

and the many more they will face upon graduation. Below is a brief sampling of some 

of the resources offered at various colleges and universities as well as several unique 

services provided on each campus.  

FINANCIAL LITERACY OFFICE EXAMPLES 

Office of Financial Literacy (Syracuse University) 

• Money Awareness Program (MAP) which, upon student completion, replaces 

loans with grant funding. 

• Online literacy sessions in partnership with USAFunds 

• Bi-weekly events and individualized presentations 

Red to Black (Texas Tech University) 

• Peer-to-peer financial coaching 

• Financial Education Week every October 

• Raider Relief Fund emergency award funding 

Scarlet and Gray Financial (Ohio State University) 

• National Summit on Financial Wellness 

• One-on-one and group counseling 

• Individualized presentations for organizations, residence halls, etc. 

Successful Start Financial Literacy (Boston College) 

• Peer Money Mentor program 

• Partnership with $ALT for additional resources/tutorials 

• Parent resources and advising 

Student Money Management Center (University of North Texas) 

• Money Master Volunteer Program 

• Money Matters online video series 

• Monthly financial resources newsletter 
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Office of Financial Literacy and Planning (University of Texas of the Permian 

Basin) 

• Monthly money management seminars and bi-weekly Tuesday lunches 

• In-class presentations as a part of Freshman Seminar 

Menlo Center for Financial Literacy (Menlo College) 

• Multiple sections of Personal Finance for College for-credit course 

• Presentations to high school and college students 

Student Money Management Center (Sam Houston State University) 

• Financial Literacy Week and Financial Literacy Month annual events 

• Houston Money Week in partnership with local organizations and partners 

• Free Food Calendar 

For a more in-depth and extensive look at what is being done on campuses across the 

country, please refer to the excellent resource College Financial Literacy Compendium 

published by iGrad in Appendix II.  
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4. WU Partnerships/Opportunities 
At Washington University, there are countless opportunities for partnership 

programming and resources should the university decide to move to an Office of 

Financial Literacy model. Briefly, here is an overview of potential programs and 

opportunities.  

Deneb STARS Program 

This new program will assist Pell-eligible students throughout their four years at WU. 

As already mentioned, low-income and first generation students are most at-risk when 

it comes to lack of financial literacy. The Deneb STARS participants could benefit from 

workshops, seminars, one-on-one counseling and on-going programming from an 

Office of Financial Literacy. This would also help to recruit future potential Deneb 

STARS and other Pell-eligible students to WU. 

College Prep 

The College Prep Program aims at fostering college-going attitudes in first generation 

students by working with high school freshmen, sophomores and juniors. Another 

component of their already stellar program could be a Finances for College track that 

teaches them about financial aid, budgeting, scholarship searches and other relevant 

information. Too many students wait until senior year to begin thinking about these 

critical topics.  

TRiO Scholars 

In addition to the many programs and support services for our TRiO Scholars, an Office 

of Financial Literacy could strengthen the core competencies of WU low-income and 

first generation students by facilitating workshops that build knowledge, skills and 

preparation for after graduation.  

Office of International Students and Scholars 

International students, both at the undergraduate and graduate level, face unique 

challenges when it comes to tuition planning, scholarship searches, living expense 

budgeting and a variety of other issues. Partnering with OISS would help better 

support this important population of WU students.  
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Orientation/First Year Center/Family Weekend 

What better way to get students thinking about financial wellness than making it an 

integral part of the foundation of their WU experience? Offering financial literacy 

programs during Orientation and Family Weekend will expose students and parents to 

the services being offered at WU and how to best utilize the resources available.  

Residence Life 

Working with Residential College Directors and Residential Life will enable resources 

and presentations to be brought to the students where they live. One of the hardest 

parts of any student service support office is getting students to take advantage of 

what is offered. By bringing the Office of Financial Literacy to the students, that barrier 

can be avoided.  

Career Center 

Students already know they should be planning for their careers (or graduate school) 

early in their college experience. But do they know how to best plan for student loan 

repayment based on their potential income or where they will live? Do they know how 

income taxes vary from state-to-state which can significantly affect take home pay? By 

partnering with the Career Center, these and many other topics can be addressed and 

presented to students.  
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5. Conclusion & Next Steps 
 

Washington University is a world-class institution of learning with some of the best 

resources, faculty and staff in the country. As such, we must be sure that we are 

providing superior education both in and out of the classroom. In addition to the 

incredible resources we already provide for our students, WU would benefit greatly by 

establishing an Office of Financial Literacy on campus to serve the needs of its 

students, especially those low-income and first generation students whose needs are 

not always recognized or met.  

I would like to close this report with two quotes. The first is a recommendation from 

the Financial Literacy Annual Report by the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. The 

second is from one low-income student at Washington University, Alex Rutherford, and 

appeared in The Chronicle of Higher Education this past summer in a discussion of 

Washington University’s economic diversity issues. Taken together, these quotes 

clarify why and Office of Financial Literacy is so critical for Washington University. 

Financial education experts say that providing consumers with information 

is only part of the solution. Being able to manage one’s financial life and 

make the financial decisions that will serve one’s life goals require a 

combination of knowledge, skills, and action. Consumers need to be able 

to analyze the costs, risks, and consequences of particular financial 

services, products, and decisions. They need to be able to make effective 

choices and recover from poor ones, and to know where to go for help. They 

need to be able to take other actions to improve present and long-term 

financial well-being in an evolving financial landscape. (Consumer Financial 

Protection Bureau, 2015) 

Ms. Rutherford says it’s the university’s responsibility to reduce the stigma 

of coming from a lower-income background. A good start, she and other 

students argue, would be for the university to create an on-campus 

center that could double as a one-stop shop for resources for low-income 

students and a central hub where students could hang out. (Patel, 2016) 
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7.  Appendix I: Money Matters on Campus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


