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Maryland coalition working to require a personal finance course in every county
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FREDERICK -- Many students' meager knowledge of personal financial matters creates a poor foundation whose underpinnings could crumble from the post-graduate swirl of economic pressures. 

That's why a coalition of public and private groups is working to persuade educators to require a personal finance course before graduation in every county school system in Maryland. 

"Most students who will graduate from high school this year have not been taught basic financial and money management skills in school," said Allen Cox, the managing director of the Maryland Coalition for Financial Literacy, based at Towson University. 

"This lack of financial literacy reveals itself very soon after our students graduate," Mr. Cox said. "They rack up excessive credit card debt, they have problems paying their bills on time, they are not saving enough money, and they are making poor economic choices which affect their ability to build wealth." 

Many parents reluctantly allow their 20-something offspring to return home, sometimes called "boomerang kids," because the children have not learned how to survive financially on their own, he said. 

Mr. Cox says that the evidence is overwhelming, and he cites a sampling of studies conducted by Visa USA, Northwestern Mutual, Capital One, Merrill Lynch and the federal government. 

The U.S. Senate and House of Representatives have designated April as Financial Literacy Month. 

During April, the coalition, in conjunction with its public and private partners, will highlight the importance of saving, using credit responsibly, budgeting and investing.

The coalition is conducting workshops in the Baltimore area during April, and the coalition's Web site refers to the workshops and other seminars and information sessions. 

Mr. Cox is a retiree from the Prince George's County school system, where he spent 33 years as an educator, including teaching. His last position was as testing coordinator for the school system. 

The financial literacy coalition piggy-backs with its parent, the Maryland Council on Economic Education, for office space at Towson University. 

The economic education council works through Maryland's school systems to improve the quality of economic education from kindergarten through 12th grade, according to its Web site (www.econed.org). 

Mr. Cox said that no one thinks a personal finance course is a bad idea, but the resistance comes because of the requirements for the Maryland School Assessment for middle schools and the High School Assessments that focus on algebra, government, English and biology. 

"That's where the energy is going," he said. "For the school folks, requiring the course becomes work and priorities. 

"You have to adjust the curriculum, buy the materials, sell the idea to the school board and conduct teacher training. 

"It takes commitment on their part."

the problem for the coalition is that it takes months from the start of talks to execution, Mr. Cox said.

He has been successful with his message in these counties: Baltimore, St. Mary's, Talbot, Harford. 

Baltimore County Public Schools added a credit in social studies five years ago as a graduation requirement, and one marking period was set aside for financial skills and knowledge. 

St. Mary's County Public Schools require a fourth credit in math. Two new math courses were created in 2004 that include financial concepts and skills, which are reinforced with math content.

Talbot County Public Schools gives every student a laptop computer in ninth grade to use until graduation. Part of the curriculum developed to go along with the laptop teaches financial concepts like saving and investing. 

Talbot will also require, starting this fall, that every senior take a course in personal finance as a graduation requirement. 

Harford County Public Schools will require, starting this fall, that every ninth-grader take a ninth-grade seminar course which, for about one quarter, will include a personal finance curriculum. 

On May 2, Mr. Cox will meet with officials in Howard County, and he also is in discussions with representatives of Montgomery and Anne Arundel counties. 

Each school system has the autonomy to set curriculum, he said. There is no state requirement for a personal finance course for graduation. 

"All the counties want to do this differently," he said. "We are prepared to customize for them to see how to get it done in their system." 

The coalition's Web site includes a lending library that features a database of teaching materials. Educators can order resources on line for teaching economics and personal finance. 

Parents often are reluctant to discuss finance with their children whether in a single-parent or a two-parent household, Mr. Cox said. The number of parents doesn't matter except for income, he said. 

"In study after study, parents are not comfortable discussing finances with children," Mr. Cox said. "Parents hope the schools will take care of it; they support literacy." 
