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My Why

It’s silly.
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My Why
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Why don’t these match?
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From Bernheim, Garrett, and Maki

Between 1957 and 1985, 29 states adopted legislation mandating
some form of ‘consumer’ education in secondary schools; 14 states

specifically required coverage of topics relevant to household financial
decision-making, from budgeting, credit management, and balancing

checkbooks to compound interest and investment principles.

Urban (MSU) Financial Education June 2025 5 / 66



From Tennyson and Nguyen
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What did those 1980s “mandates" do?

Correlational
▶ Tennyson and Nguyen (2001): in 1997, mandates (but really

testing) increase knowledge
▶ Bernheim et al (2001): mandates increase asset accumulation at

ages 30–49.
▶ Many, many other correlational studies with findings in every

possible direction imaginable.
Causal

▶ Cole, Paulson, Shastry (2016, Journal of Human Resources) find
the 14 Bernheim “mandates" do not have long-run effects on
investing, financial market participation, and credit management.
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Newer Research: Quasi Experiments

Brown, Grigsby, van der Klaauw, Wen, Zafar
Review of Financial Studies, 2016

First study to pick this question back up in more recent times
using quasi-experimental methods and more recent data.
Find that financial education reduces reliance on non-student debt
and improves debt repayment behaviors.
Uses credit panel data, and looks at 19–29 year-olds.
Looks at policies from 1998-2012.
Constructs “financial education" requirements based on Council
for Economic Education Survey of the States reports.
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Why don’t these match? Because it’s hard
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Good Research can be Very Slow

Wrote a grant to figure out what financial education graduation
requirements actually look like in 2012(!)
Dove deep into details of policy for at least a year:

▶ Collected graduation requirements from every state department of
education from 1980-2013.

▶ Combed through the graduation requirements in depth. Is personal
finance required for HS graduation? Starting with which graduating
class?

At the same time, went deep into policies in a few states to write
one paper before we had the full dataset together.
...and the learning has continued over the last 13 years...
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U.S. Education Policy Landscape

In the U.S., education policy is local:

States decide graduation requirements and standards for K-12
education.
Local school districts and individual schools can also require
specific classes.
Even if states have requirements, local schools are not audited to
make sure state policies are implemented locally.
Local changes, particularly in bigger schools, often include
parental involvement and school boards.
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Using State Variation as a Natural Experiment

State variation in personal finance graduation requirements is
often used as a natural experiment to determine causal effects.
As of the graduating class of 2025:

▶ 10 states require a full semester of PF (“guarantee states"),
▶ 25 states require PF content flexibly.

This legislation is rapidly moving through states.
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As of 2000...0 states had standalone requirements
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As of 2010...2 states had standalone requirements
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As of 2024...9 states had standalone requirements
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Legislation is rapidly moving through states
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

Two main policy levers
A standalone course is required.

▶ Only began with the graduating class of 2008 in Utah.
▶ Only five states had a standalone course requirement

Personal finance content is in another required course or subject
area.

▶ In early years (pre-2000), there were often just a few standards
required in a greater content area (e.g., Social Studies).

▶ More recently, personal finance sits within another required class
(e.g., American Government or Economics).

Studies lump the two policy levers together when considering
causal effects of required personal finance education.
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

Two state policies to get personal finance required in high schools
▶ Legislative change (most common)
▶ Administrative rule through the state department of education (less

common but still happens)

In the U.S., education remains locally controlled and not all
state-level education policies are enforced.
Even without a state policy, schools can locally implement
requirements.
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Where do the data exist?

(1) On my website!
www.carlyurban.com/home/financial-education

(2) If you don’t trust me...or want to collect your own data!
Check out Champlain College’s Making the Grade report.
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Is the Variation Quasi-Random?

Likely, yes:
Michigan and Florida passed graduation requirements within
about 6 weeks of each other in 2022.
Actually need the timing to be random:

▶ Between passing legislation and the graduation class being
required to take a class spans one and four years.
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Is the Variation Quasi-Random?
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How can you use the Quasi-Random Variation?

Detailed big data in specific areas: DD
Panel structures by cohort and location: TWFE
Clever dose responses
Many more!
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The Papers!
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

Research using state mandates as natural experiments finds:
Credit and debt behavior improves
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

Research using state mandates as natural experiments finds:
Reduces delinquencies and increases credit scores (Urban et al.
2020, Economics of Education Review)
Reduces payday borrowing (Harvey 2019, Journal of Consumer
Affairs)
Shifts student loan borrowers from high-interest to low-interest
financing (Stoddard & Urban 2020, Journal of Money, Credit, and
Banking)
Improves student loan repayment among students from
low-income families (Mangrum 2022, Journal of Financial
Economics)
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

Research using state mandates as natural experiments finds:
Improves responses to negative economic shocks (e.g., COVID)
(Mangrum et al. 2025, WP)
Reduces financial crime (Freed and Hackney 2025, WP)
Improves subjective financial well-being overall (Burke et al.
forthcoming, Journal of Money, Credit, and Banking)
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

State mandates DO NOT change:
Retirement savings (Harvey & Urban 2023, Journal of the
Economics of Ageing)
High school graduation rates (Urban 2022, Economics of
Education Review)
Where or if people go to college (Stoddard & Urban 2020, JMCB
and Mangrum 2022, JFE)
Earnings (but coarsely binned) (Burke et al., forthcoming JMCB).
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Financial Education in U.S. High Schools

State mandates do not change financial literacy:
Doesn’t change the Big 3 or 5 (Stoddard and Urban, Burke et al,
Mangrum),
Except in Virginia (Freed and Hackney).
Improves student loan literacy (Mangrum)
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New Policy Variation?

What other types of policy variation might we collect?
Variation in implementation of laws?
Geographic variation across time for other countries?
State law variation in K-8 standards.
Other places (e.g., communities) where financial education could
live.
What else?
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