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Money Talks
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Money Talks, a teen financial management curriculum, 
is a series of ten attractive newsletters with 
corresponding leaders’ guides designed to be “hands-
on” and  facilitated in a variety of venues including local 
schools, after-school programs, Independent Living 
Centers, and with youth on military bases throughout 
California.  The newsletters focus on helping teens 
discover their money personality and spending habits, 
easy ways to save, shopping tips, banking, car buying, 
credit, and food buying.

Building on the successful curriculum, University of 
California Cooperative Extension staff and specialist 
collaborated to create a fun, attractive, and educational 
web version of the curriculum, www.moneytalks.ucr.
edu, with additional interactive games, Ask $am – a 
Q&A section, two short videos titled “Making Your 
Dreams Come True” and “Taking the Road to Good 
Credit,” and additional related resources.  When visit-
ing the website, users can access information in both 
English and Spanish.  Thus, both the newsletters and 
the website combine effectively to address the need 
to increase teen financial literacy and to foster general 
youth self-sufficiency.  The curriculum is currently being 
used throughout California and in several other states.

Rationale.  Alan Greenspan, Chairman of the Federal 
Reserve Board, remarked on the importance of el-
ementary and secondary school basic financial educa-
tion in providing the foundation for financial literacy 
and helping young people avoid poor financial deci-
sions (Federal Reserve Board, 2001).  National surveys 
indicate that today’s teens spend $175 billion annually 
(Teenage Research Unlimited, 2003), but the average 
score for high school seniors on a national money 
management test was 52.3%, a failing grade by stan-
dard grading systems (Jump$tart Coalition, 2003, and 
1997).  Additionally, findings from the 2002 Jump$tart 
survey indicate that existing personal finance classes 
aren’t reaching teens—with the exception of interac-
tive games played in classroom settings—and concludes 
that “personal finance is taught most effectively to high 
school students if it is both interactive and relevant.”

Needs Assessment.  The Money Talks curriculum is 
the result of three years of research.  A financial needs 
assessment survey was administered in four Southern 
California counties in five distinct sites (incarcerated 
teens, teen migrant education programs, teen pregnant 
and parenting programs, teens in public high school, and 
teen youth groups).  The survey asked the teens about 
their sources of income, use of their money, what types 
of financial information they would like to receive, and 
how they would like to receive financial information.  
Findings from the assessment were used to create the 
Money Talks curriculum.  Money Talks is a program for 
teens based on what teens said they wanted to learn 
and how they wanted to learn offering opportunities 
for classroom and interactive learning.

Results.   Based on pre and post-test surveys, prelimi-
nary analyses indicate that the newsletters are success-
ful in engaging and educating our teens.  After being 
involved with the program, teens reported increased 
number of times talking with their family about their 
use of money, understanding the importance of savings, 
family finances, and how the family’s money should be 
spent.  The teens also reported thinking more about 
saving money for the future with an increase in the 
number of teens who saved some money weekly (74% 
prior vs. 90% after the program).

Conclusion.  It is our role to teach our youth how to 
develop into successful and self-sufficient adults.  Inher-
ent in this outcome is the role of teaching our youth 
how to successfully manage their personal finances.  
The research community and the government have 
agreed that youth financial literacy is a primary issue 
for youth development – especially for at-risk youth.  
Based on our needs assessment and subsequent pilot 
study, we believe that the Money Talks curriculum and 
the exciting new website will address this need and 
be a valuable contribution to youth financial literacy 
education.

Money Talks: Should I Be Listening?
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