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You don't need a finance degree to teach money well, and you don't need a perfect money
history of your own. You need a handful of teaching habits that make money concrete, keep it
safe to talk about, and turn every lesson into a decision. This guide covers those habits, what to
teach at each age, how to lead the discussion, and how to tell whether it worked.

The short version

1. End every lesson in a decision, not a definition. 5. Teach close to decisions students actually face.

2. Use real numbers: $240 sticks; “some money” 6. Keep it shame-free. Families' money lives look
doesn't. very different.

3. Teach through characters, so nobody has to talk 7. Check understanding by asking for a choice and
about their own family. a reason.

4. Make the trade-off the point: every choice costs 8. Send one conversation home after every lesson.
something.

Start with decisions, not definitions

Most of us were taught money, if we were taught it at all, as vocabulary: interest, budget, credit score.
Vocabulary matters, but it isn't the goal. The goal is a person who makes better choices with real money,
and choices are a skill that improves with practice.

The research points the same way. A review of 76 randomized experiments, covering more than 160,000
people, found that financial education improves both what people know and what they later do with money,
by about as much as good teaching improves learning in other subjects (Kaiser et al., 2022). In schools
specifically, knowledge gains are clear, while changes in behavior are smaller (Kaiser & Menkhoff, 2020). And
lessons that aren't put to use soon tend to fade (Fernandes et al., 2014).

So the job is twofold: teach the ideas, then make students use them in a decision, again and again, as
close as possible to choices they really face. A lesson that ends with “Miller has $40 and two options;
what should he do and why?" teaches more than one that ends with a vocabulary quiz.
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Seven principles that work in any classroom

Teach decisions, not definitions.

Introduce the idea, then put it to work in a choice. If students can define “opportunity cost” but
can't name what they'd give up, the lesson isn't finished.

2 Use real numbers.

“Maya earns $12 an hour and works 20 hours"” beats “Maya earns some money.” Real numbers
make the math honest and the idea memorable, and they connect money lessons to the math
you already teach.

3 Teach through stories and characters.

A character gives students something to reason about without exposing their own family. Ask
“what should Ava do?", not “what does your family do?". Students will connect it to their own
lives on their own terms.

& Make the trade-off the point.

Every money choice gives something up: time, another purchase, safety, a future option. Ask
“"what does this cost besides the price?” until students start asking it themselves.

5 Teach close to real decisions.

Teach saving when students are saving for something, and paychecks when they're about to get
one. When the real decision is years away, simulate it: a class store, a pretend first paycheck, a
budget for a field trip.

6 Keep it shame-free.
Some students' families are thriving, some are struggling, and some are both at different times of

the month. Never treat a spending choice as a character flaw, and never make a student disclose
what their family earns, owes or buys.

7 Bring families in.
Children pick up money habits largely by watching and talking with the adults around them
(CFPB, 2016), and the way families talk about money is linked to how young adults later manage it
(Kim & Chatterjee, 2013). One short conversation prompt sent home after each lesson multiplies

what you did in class.
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What to teach at each age

Money skills grow in a predictable order. The U.S. Consumer Financial Protection Bureau describes three
building blocks: self-control and planning take root in early childhood (about ages 3-5), money habits and
norms take shape in middle childhood (6-12), and knowledge and decision-making firm up in adolescence
(13-21) (CFPB, 2016). Teach to the block the student is building.

Grades K-2

Money is a tool, and choosing is the skill.

What money is, that people earn it by working,
and the four things we do with it: earn, spend,
save and give. Waiting to save is a real skill at this
age.

Try: Sort picture cards into Earn, Spend, Save or
Give, and ask "how did you know?"

-

~
Grades 3-5

A plan before the money is spent.

Different kinds of income, comparing prices, a
simple budget made before spending, and how
saved money can grow.

Try: Sort twelve real earners into income types,
then design a third income stream for a character.

\. J
( N\ ( )
Grades 6-8 Grades 9-12
The systems behind the money. The decisions that start for real.
Why money has value, where a dollar goes after Income models and careers, the true cost of
you spend it, paychecks and taxes, credit as borrowing, building credit, investing early,
borrowing from your future self, and how stores insurance, and paying for college or training.
are designed around impulse. ] ] cosmeseme e
_______________________________________________________________ Try: Sort sixteen real income situations, then run
Try: Follow one dollar through eight stops in a the numbers on two very different career plans.
neighborhood economy.
G J L J

For a fuller age-by-age picture, including ideas for families, see Financial literacy for kids: what to teach, and

when.
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How to structure a money lesson

Money lessons work well in the gradual-release shape most teachers already use. The difference is that
each step moves students closer to making a decision themselves.

Warm-Up A puzzle, story or question with no right answer yet. "l want this apple, but all | have is a
crayon.” Let students sit in the problem before you name the idea.

4 )
I1Do Teach the idea with one or two real examples and real numbers. Keep it short; the practice is
where learning happens.
\_ J
~
We Do Students apply it together: sorting cards, tracing a dollar, comparing two options in pairs.
Build in a few examples with more than one defensible answer.
\_ J
(You Do Each student, or each pair, makes a decision and explains it. This is the heart of the lesson. )
(Check A short exit ticket that asks for a choice and a reason, plus one question to take home. )

In 30 minutes (typical for K-2), keep the Warm-Up and | Do to about 13 minutes combined. In 45 minutes,
give the We Do and You Do at least 20. In a 75-minute block, add a structured discussion before the
Check.

How to lead a money discussion

Money is personal, so a good money discussion needs a few ground rules. Post them, say them out loud
the first time, and come back to them when needed.

POST THESE IN YOUR ROOM
4 B

Ground rules that keep it safe

e We talk about characters and examples, not about classmates' families.

* Nobody has to share what their family earns, owes or buys. You can always pass.
e Every job and every income is respectable. We don't rank people by money.

e Different families make different choices for good reasons.

e We can disagree about a choice and still respect the person who made it.
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Questions that push thinking

» What would you give up if you chose that? o What would you do with half as much money?

« What would change your mind? With twice as much?

. Who else is affected by this choice? /s there a choice that's better now but worse
later?

« Could two different answers both be right? When?

When a student shares something hard

Sooner or later a student will say something like “we don't have money for that” or “my mom says
we're broke.” Thank them briefly and calmly, without surprise or pity, and bring the class back to the
character: "Thank you. Lots of families feel that way sometimes. Let's think about what Miller could
do.” Never use a student's situation as an example, and if what you hear worries you, follow your
school's usual process for student support.

How to check understanding

A multiple-choice quiz tells you whether students remember terms. To see whether they can use them, ask
for a decision and a reason. Even kindergartners can hold up a card and tell you why.

A simple three-level read works at every age:

— —
Beginning Developing Strong
Makes a choice, but can't yet say Makes a choice and names what Names the trade-off, uses
why, or the reason doesn't it costs or gives up. numbers or evidence, and can
connect to the money idea. say when a different choice

would be better.

Look for transfer, too: a student who spots a trade-off in a new situation, like a field trip, a sale sign or a
game purchase, has learned it. Keep exit tickets short (two or three questions) and include one that has no
single right answer.
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Differentiation and different settings

Students who need
support

English learners

Students ready for more

After-school and
community programs

Homeschool and families

No printer

Start with the clearest examples and fewer options (two categories before
four). Let students point, draw or sort before they write. Keep reference cards
with examples posted.

Pictures carry money ideas well. Post key words with icons, invite students to
write them in their home languages beside the English, and pair students who
share a language for discussion.

Give them the ambiguous cases and ask them to defend two answers,
change one number and recalculate, or design a new example for the class.

Run the activities whole-group if tables are scarce, use role-play for the
warm-up, and pair older and younger students in mixed-age groups. Lead
with the story before calling it a lesson.

Use everyday moments: the store, the car, a bill that arrives. Give small, real
decisions with real limits, and let mistakes happen while the amounts are
small.

Read cards aloud and have students vote with hands, thumbs or by moving to
a side of the room. Every activity in our free lessons has a no-print option.

Common mistakes to avoid

Lecturing definitions.

Scare tactics.

Judging spending.

One right answer for
everything.

Assuming everyone has a
bank account.

Leaving families out.
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Vocabulary without a decision fades fast.

Horror stories about debt make students anxious, not capable. Show the
choice that avoids the problem.

"Stop buying coffee" lessons shame families and miss the bigger levers:
income, prices, interest, time.

Real money choices depend on goals and circumstances. Teach students
to reason, not to guess the answer you want.

Not every family uses a bank. Explain options without judging them.

A two-line note home turns one lesson into many conversations.

Free to copy and adapt for your own classroom, program or family. Not for resale or
rebranding. Please keep the WealthWise Kids credit.



Getting started this week

1. Pick one free lesson for your grade band. Each is complete: teacher plan, student pages, answer key
and a family letter.

2. Post the ground rules. Five lines, said out loud once.
3. Teach it as written the first time. Then adapt it: shorten, extend, or swap in local examples.
4. Read the exit tickets for reasons, not right answers. Sort them into beginning, developing and strong.

5. Send the family letter home. Then ask next class: "What did your family say?”
Frequently asked questions

Do | need a finance background to teach financial literacy?

No. What matters most is teaching students to make and explain decisions, which is a teaching skill, not a finance
skill. Use lessons that include the facts and the math, and when a student asks something you can't answer, say
"Great question. Let's find out,” and look it up together. Never guess at a financial fact.

What age should financial literacy start?

Kindergarten is on time. The U.S. Consumer Financial Protection Bureau describes the skills underneath money
behavior, like planning ahead and self-control, as starting to form in early childhood, with money habits taking
shape between about ages 6 and 12.

How long should a financial literacy lesson be?

About 30 minutes for grades K-2, 45 minutes for grades 3-8, and 45 to 75 minutes for high school. Shorter
lessons work too, as long as students still make and explain at least one decision.

Is financial literacy required in schools?

Increasingly, in high school. As of 23 October 2026, 30 states guarantee a standalone personal finance course
for high school graduation, according to Next Gen Personal Finance, with many still phasing in. Elementary and
middle school requirements are rarer, so the early years mostly depend on teachers and schools who choose to
start sooner.

Which subject should financial literacy be taught in?

It fits almost anywhere: math (percentages, budgets, interest), social studies and economics, English (stories and
persuasive writing), advisory or homeroom, and career and technical education. Many teachers start in math
because real numbers are already part of the lesson.

Where can | find free financial literacy lesson plans?

We publish one complete free lesson for each grade band (K-2, 3-5, 6-8 and 9-12), with a teacher plan, student
pages, an answer key and a family letter. They're free to copy and adapt for your own classroom, program or
family.
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Free lessons to start with

One complete lesson for each grade band (K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12): teacher plan, student pages, answer key and
family letter. wealthwisekids.org/teachers-lounge/lesson-planner

Happy teaching.
The WealthWise Kids™ Team
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