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Financial literacy education, like Michael J. Fox in the 1985 hit movie, is going 
“Back to the Future.” From the late 1800s through the 1940s, mathematics 
textbooks in the United States typically included lessons based on personal 
finances. In the 1950s, this practical application of math disappeared. Since 
the Great Recession, there has been an increasing recognition nationally—once 
again—that personal finance knowledge is an essential life skill for our middle 
school, high school and college students.  

Most states, including Vermont, have adopted the Common Core State Standards 
for mathematics and language arts, to be implemented by 2015. These new 
education standards require students to think mathematically about real-world 
issues. What’s more real than creating a budget, getting a credit card, applying for 
a loan and saving for retirement? Our nation has a unique opportunity to leverage 
the standards to provide critical skills to our youth.

While we celebrate our second anniversary, the Center for Financial Literacy at 
Champlain College (CFL) is proud to be at the forefront of this focus, as more 
communities in Vermont and other states consider incorporating financial literacy 
into secondary-school and college classrooms. The educators who completed 
the Vermont Teachers Financial Literacy Summer Institute, one of our signature 
programs, are providing financial sophistication skills to about 4,000 middle and 
high school students this academic year.
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Accomplishments That Power Us Forward 

The CFL’s mission is strongly supported by parents of Champlain College students, 
as well as parents and teachers of Vermont middle school and high school pupils. 
Our ideas clearly have grassroots appeal, because our programs and initiatives are 
gaining momentum in Vermont and elsewhere.  

For 2012, these are some of our accomplishments, which you’ll read more about in 
this report:

• the second Vermont Teachers Financial Literacy Summer Institute 

•  White House recognition and the Center’s participation in the White 
House Summit on Financial Capability and Empowerment 

•  media recognition for the CFL, including a new MarketWatch column, as 
well as a social media strategy with Facebook (CFLatChamplainCollege) 
and Twitter (@ChampFinLit) 

•  a personal finance fair and other educational events for students at 
Champlain College

• a high school financial literacy pilot program with national implications

Building Big Plans For 2013 and Beyond

Our achievements help us move forward in a dynamic way. As the Center’s 
reputation and influence grow nationally, we’re pursuing plans to reach out to 
more teachers and students—at high schools and colleges—and to adults to 
accomplish our goals. In 2013, we plan to launch many of these initiatives:

•  establishing a financial literacy action plan for Vermont (with two-thirds 
of the funding raised, we’re close to starting this project)

•  developing an online version of the teachers’ summer institute after 
a successful pilot project in South Carolina, and offering this class in 
continuing education and master’s degree credit formats

•  offering in-person summer institute programs in other states in  
New England

•  procuring a grant that will give an innovative life-simulation video game 
on personal finance to all Vermont high schools

•  creating a personal finance assessment test for high schools nationwide 
with a proven third-party validation study

•  coordinating with Champlain College’s Emergent Media Center and a 
national partner on the development of a personal finance video game or 
other learning application

•  producing free personal finance educational videos for the Web with 
support from a national partner
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Your Involvement Makes Everything Possible 

It’s hard to beat recognition from the White House, affirmation that’s invaluable 
to any organization. And once again, CFL’s achievements received fantastic 
widespread national media attention. These acknowledgements underscore the 
important charge—and opportunity—we have as one of the few higher education–
affiliated centers of this type in the country. The backing of Champlain President 
Dave Finney, the Center’s advisory board, and Vermont’s state government and 
business community have helped ensure our progress in the past year.

We need your attention, too. Only with your support can we continue to make 
an impact. Your support enables us to pursue pioneering initiatives that help 
expand financial literacy to those who benefit most—everyone. A more financially 
sophisticated population is beneficial to each of us. We count on individual, 
corporate and foundation donors, in addition to grants. Please be part of our 
community of allies, and advocate with us for personal finance education for all.    

Thank you for your sustained, and sustaining, interest in the Center.

Sincerely,

John Pelletier, Director

The Center for Financial Literacy at Champlain College

December 2012
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Every American  

Financially Empowered 

 
No issue is currently more important to this country than restoring economic security for all 

families in the wake of th
e greatest economic crisis since the Great Depression. From saving for 

retirement and higher education to better understanding credit card, student loan, and mortgage debt, 

personal financial decisions have important ramifications for families and children, as well as implications 

for our nation’s economy. Financial capability means making informed and effective decisions about the 

use and management of money. This requires empowering every individual with the knowledge, skills, 

and access to tools to manage their finances effectively for long-term well-being.2   

 
Low levels of fin

ancial capability
 are evident across the U.S. A 2009 Financial Industry Regulatory 

Authority (FINRA) survey of Americans revealed that about half report trouble keeping up with monthly 

expenses, have no money saved for emergencies and do not save for retirement.3  Less than half, 41% of 

those surveyed, have no savings for their children’s education.4  Approximately 1 in 8 Americans are 

considered “unbanked” and do not access a bank or credit unit.”5  Research shows that low levels of 

financial lite
racy are associated with high levels of indebtedness, lower wealth accumulation, and less 

retirement savings.  One example that signals a potential issue with indebtedness across the country is the 

ratio of debt to personal disposable income (household leverage), which increased from 55% in 1960 to 

65% by the mid-1980s and escalated to 133% in 2007.6   

 
Financial capability

 is especially low in certain populations. Young people, low-income households, 

Latinos and African-Americans show particular vulnerabilitie
s in financial capability.7  Approximately 1 in 

3 Latinos and African-Americans are unbanked8  and nearly a quarter approach retirement with less than 

$1,000 in total net worth, excluding pensions and Social Security.9  Compared with U.S. national averages, 

young adults (ages 18-29) are more frequent users of non-bank borrowing (including payday loans and 

pawn shops), more likely to pay the minimum payment only on their credit cards, and more likely to be 

unbanked.10   

 
Low fin

ancial lit
eracy serves as a barrier to the middle-class. Research has shown a correlation 

between low financial lite
racy and financial choices that can block a low-income household’s pathway 

to the middle class, including taking out high-cost mortgages, only paying the minimum credit card 

balance, and being delinquent on debt.11   One study found that low-income households more 

frequently did not understand the terms of their mortgages, especially if the mortgages carried an 

adjustable rate.12  Another study found that one-third of credit card charges and fees paid by 

consumers with low financial literacy were directly attributable to misunderstanding credit card 

contracts, with some costs totaling hundreds of dollars per year.13  In addition, a lack of financial 

literacy also makes low-income households particularly vulnerable to predatory lending practices. For 

these households, the cost of low levels of financial lite
racy is high.  
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The Vermont Teachers Financial Literacy Summer Institute

Sponsored by Merchants Bank

The CFL’s second Summer Institute, a financial literacy boot camp for middle school and high school educators 
held at Champlain College in June, featured an intensive week of sessions on topics that included:

• credit and debt

• managing risk

• saving and investing

• identity fraud

• enhancing earning power

Participants also learned games to promote financial literacy, and left with a $400 toolkit of classroom-ready 
curricular materials. The 26 instructors included nationally known experts. With 32 middle school and high 
school teachers, enrollment was up by one-third compared with 2011. Teachers from about half of Vermont’s 
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school districts have participated in the first two institutes, so students statewide are benefitting from their 
knowledge. The program, funded by a grant of $125,000 from Merchants Bank and the Merchants Bank 
Foundation, will have trained more than 100 teachers throughout Vermont when it ends in 2013.

A curriculum that experts created

Teachers earn three graduate-level credits in the 45-hour course. About half of the curriculum was developed by a 
national steering committee that consisted of:

• Jump$tart Coalition

• National Endowment for Financial Education

• Council for Economic Education

• Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC)

• Family Economics and Financial Education

• Junior Achievement

• U.S. Department of Education

• U.S. Department of the Treasury

With its innovative curriculum, the Summer Institute is one of five participants in a national test pilot. The 
Center was also asked by the steering committee to conduct the pilot’s only online curriculum demonstration, 
with a well-received module on saving and investing delivered to 60 educators in South Carolina.

One of the most important outcomes is increased teacher confidence, which we assess beforehand and afterward. 
Teachers indicate that they feel significantly more competent with personal finance instruction after they finish the 
course. (See chart below.) And with 56 educators who have gone through the institute, the impact on students 
across Vermont is extensive.      

cfl year in review – 2

The last institute in the series will be June 24-28, 2013, and space is limited. Scholarships are 
available from Merchants Bank. For more information and to register, visit: www.champlain.edu/cfl. 
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White House Summit & Report

It’s an invitation no one turns down. Center Director John Pelletier was among about 100 participants at the 
Summit on Financial Capability and Empowerment at the White House in May. Experts from government and 
private enterprise and the education and nonprofit sectors discussed innovations to increase Americans’ personal 
finance knowledge. 

Champlain College, with the CFL, was one of 10 colleges and universities recognized in a White House report, 
“Every American Financially Empowered: A Guide to Increasing Financial Capability among Students, Workers, 
and Residents in Communities.” The report highlights Champlain’s unique financial-sophistication instruction 
and programs for undergraduates, as well as the educator training provided by the Summer Institute. We are 
proud to be included in a list of leaders with the University of Wisconsin, University of Arizona, James Madison 
University, Ohio State, Dartmouth College, University of Pennsylvania and George Washington University.

The Center’s programs and initiatives continue to draw broad media interest. This year, we were featured in 
articles in a range of publications and websites, including:

• MarketWatch

• Forbes

• Chicago Tribune

• Time-Moneyland

• The Boston Globe

• The Huffington Post

• Dow Jones Newswires

• Burlington Free Press

• An interview on “The Best of Our Knowledge,” NPR radio show

A Media Magnet



LEADing the way

The Center has created a model of 
partnership in initiatives with Champlain 
College’s Life Experience & Action 
Dimension (LEAD) program, a four-year 
series that teaches personal finance and 
other life skills to students.

The joint endeavors led to Champlain’s 
inclusion in the “2012 Financial Literacy 
Compendium.” It’s a list of the 24 most 
innovative collegiate financial literacy 
programs by iGrad, a digital resource 
for money, jobs, careers and internships 
for college graduates. LEAD’s Financial 
Sophistication component is unusual in its 
peer-to-peer format. 

Other programs of CFL and  
LEAD include:

•  The Game of Life, with funding 
from People’s United Bank, is a 
budgeting simulation for first-year 
students that gives insights into 
managing money based on one’s 
income and the costs of living independently.

•  What’s My Score?, also sponsored by People’s United, focuses on free credit review days for juniors and 
seniors. Students have access to their credit report and score, and they engage in one-on-one credit 
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As a result of the media coverage, MarketWatch invited John Pelletier to be a regular guest columnist to write about 
personal finance issues for its “Outside the Box” series. You may access the content at www.marketwatch.com. 
With about five million visitors a month, MarketWatch is a great forum for the Center. John’s column on financial 
strategies for college graduates was the website’s top story for two days. The CFL also is spreading its message and 
serving as a resource with blogs and tweets. Another column, on the financial and career advantages of a college 
education, generated 1,400 tweets. A third column, on retirement savings, was syndicated in about 20 papers 
across the country.

A Media Magnet

Students at the Game of Life Program



In the Pilot’s Seat

Major sponsors include the Vermont Department of Financial Regulation and  
the National Endowment for Financial Education

With the recognition that financial literacy instruction should begin before college, the Center has created a pilot 
program for three Vermont high schools to promote the importance of teacher training in personal finance and 
to assess students’ knowledge after they finish a related course. The two-year program, announced this year by 
Gov. Peter Shumlin and funded with grants and donations of $270,000, is a joint initiative with the Vermont 
Department of Financial Regulation and many other generous partners that include the National Endowment for 
Financial Education (NEFE).     

Assessing educators, testing students

Starting in the fall of 2013, the program will be implemented at Burlington, U-32 and Fair Haven Union high 
schools, involving teachers who participated in the Vermont Teachers Financial Literacy Summer Institute. 
A grant of $26,500 to each school will cover costs, including stipends, for educators who will participate in a 
professional learning community and teach a personal finance course. One goal is to study the effectiveness of the 
Jump$tart Teacher Training Alliance curriculum used at the Summer Institute by following trained educators into 
the classroom. NEFE will help create assessment tests for students who take the personal finance course. We’ll 
compare the results with those of students at other schools who haven’t taken the class.

Statewide and national implications  

We expect the study results to show the importance of personal finance training for educators and students. A 
report, due out in 2015, will include a website of best practices recommended by educators who participate in the 
pilot. Although the program is Vermont-based, the report will guide other states in instituting personal finance 
education in high schools. 
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Vermont Gov. Peter Shumlin, CFL Director John Pelletier, Vermont Dept. of Financial Regulation 
Deputy Commissioner Tom Candon, Champlain College President David F. Finney, and National 
Endowment for Financial Education President and CEO Ted Beck (left to right) hold a press 
conference about the pilot program.   
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Vermont Financial Literacy Action Plan

The Center is close to launching a Financial Literacy Action Plan for Vermont. The Windham Foundation helped 
jump-start the initiative with a challenge grant earlier this year. We’ve raised about $50,000 of the $75,000 that 
we need. When completed, the plan will include research and public policy recommendations on broadening the 
personal finance knowledge of Vermont’s K-12 pupils, college students and adults. The CFL will develop details of 
the plan with the help of an advisory committee, which will consist of representatives from:

• the K-12 school system

• state-funded colleges

• Vermont’s state government and legislature

• the financial services industry

• business and nonprofit organizations  

The plan will guide legislators, government officials, and business and nonprofit leaders. Recommendations will 
address rates of bankruptcy, foreclosure and personal default in Vermont, and help individuals budget, save, invest 
and prepare for retirement.    

The final report will include:
• background on financial literacy from federal, state, corporate and nonprofit sectors

• a review of successful programs

• an assessment of financial literacy in Vermont 

• recommendations for adults, college students and K-12 pupils 

•  recommendations for Vermont by action groups (state legislators, state government staff, secondary 
school and college administrators, and corporate and nonprofit leaders)

If you would like to support the funding of this important initiative,  
please contact the Center at (802) 865-5769 or CFL@Champlain.edu. 



The Center for Financial Literacy at Champlain College

163 South Willard Street

P.O. Box 670

Burlington, VT 05402-0670

(802) 865-5769

CFL@Champlain.edu

www.champlain.edu/cfl


