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Abstract 

Student loan debt is the most common form of debt in the United States today outside of 

mortgage debt. The research for this study sought to (1) investigate whether financial literacy 

programs in the State of Florida have an impact on student debt levels, as well as (2) determine 

how the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy education was distributed throughout 

a university community. The research provided for a survey that was sent to 70 institutions in the 

State of Florida analyzing whether or not these institutions had financial literacy programs in 

place. A survey was also sent out to a private university in South Florida where the students and 

staff were invited to share opinions on a former financial literacy program and views on financial 

literacy in general. Finally, a comprehensive analysis of cohort loan default rates was conducted 

using publicly available data. There is broad consensus among those who participated in the 

research that financial literacy has a positive impact upon an institution’s cohort default rate. 

Literature suggests that cross-campus collaboration is the key to designing a successful financial 

literacy program. The research indicated a gradual increase in the default rate of the schools 

participating in the study, yet the change in the default rate as a percentage of the previous year 

was actually decreasing. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  It was through the analysis 

of the historical default rates of these universities, and whether these universities implemented 

financial literacy programs, that it was determined whether financial literacy had an impact on the 

rate of student loan default.  Student loan debt is the most common form of debt outside of an 

individual’s mortgage (Verschoor, 2015).  Undergraduate students, who are now in their twenties, 

leave a university in the United States with an average debt of $22,135 (Hess, 2017a).  This does 

not show much progress when it is considered that the average student credit card debt was $3,000 

and $23,000 in student loans in 2011 (Maurer & Lee, 2011).  For many, how they finance their 

education will be their first major financial decision (Cull & Whitton, 2011).  It should be noted 

that the student is not alone in bearing responsibility for accruing such debt.  Many parents do not 

feel ready or prepared to teach their children about the world of finance (Simmons, 2006).  The 

reality is that many parents shield and protect their child from the world of college costs (Clark, 

2016).   

Background of the problem 

Student loan debt has become the norm in American society (Hess, 2017b).  After mortgage 

debt, it is the highest form of debt in America, which surpasses debt from both credit cards and car 

loans (Friedman, 2017).  Student loan debt has become a serious issue for societies today with all 

demographics and age groups touched by the crisis (Friedman, 2017).  According to the New York 
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Federal Reserve, the rate of default at the end of 2016 on student loan repayment was 11.2% 

(Friedman, 2017).  Approximately 70% of all undergraduates leave university today with some 

form of student debt (Hess, 2017a).  There are over 44 million Americans today holding a collective 

$1.4 trillion in student loan debt (Hess, 2017a).  While the standard repayment period for federal 

student loans is ten years, it can often take double this period (Hess, 2017b).   

The Federal Reserve has advised that there are over 17 million student loan borrowers in the 

United States under the age of 30 (Hess, 2017a).  Sixty-seven percent of those under the age of 39 

have some form of student loan debt (Friedman, 2017).  Those student loan borrowers in their 

twenties owe an average of $22,135, which works out to be an average monthly payment of three 

hundred and fifty-one dollars, while those student loan borrowers in their thirties owe a total of 

$408.4 billion dollars, which dwarfs the $376.3 billion owed by those in their twenties (Hess, 

2017a).  There are only 6.8 million people in their forties owing student loans, but each has an 

average debt of $33,765 (Hess, 2017b).  Research from Citizens Financial Group suggests that 60% 

of those who borrowed student loans expect to complete repayment in their forties (Hess, 2017b).  

DiGangi (2017) has pointed out in USA Today that students have tried to follow the standard advice 

of saving more, applying for scholarships, and going to less expensive schools. However, these 

cost-saving measures to the individual in the form of reducing their overall financial burden have 

only a minimal impact as these steps cannot keep up with the increasing rate of costs at the tertiary 

level of education (DiGangi, 2017). 

Rationale for the study  

The theoretical framework utilized during this study was the systems theory of Katz and 

Kahn (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).  The theory outlines that, when organizations can maximize 
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their internal resources, they can benefit from greater cost efficiencies (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 

2005).  These efficiencies of maximizing the use of internal resources are greater than those earned 

by inter-organizational arrangements that utilize external markets (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).  

Systems theory developed from a combination of biology, economics, and engineering (Seung-Won 

& Kuchinke, 2005).  Within an organization, systems theory is applied to help understand in both a 

theoretical and practical sense (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).   

In theory, a system can have many subsystems.  The inter-relationships and the inter-

dependence of these subsystems bring equilibrium to the overall system (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 

2005).  There are three types of system that are applied to an organization: rational, natural, and 

open (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).  The rational and natural systems help to reduce the level of 

uncertainty in the organization and increase efficiency while looking at leadership style and 

managerial strategy (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).   

However, to concentrate on these two systems is ignorant of the fact that most organizations 

are impacted by the marketplace and the consumer.  This provides an alternative in the form of the 

open system.  The open system looks at getting results through understanding how best to secure 

different resources such as raw materials and information.  The deficiency lies in how to tackle a 

rapidly changing environment, and how to address the need for immediate answers in complex 

situations.  In the university context, it can be looked at as a complex organization with numerous, 

interrelated departments, but ones that work together to produce a united result.  With financial 

literacy being a campus-wide concern rather than an individual departmental concern, the 

application of systems theory provides the foundation that every university stakeholder plays a role 

in furthering the financial education of the undergraduate student population. 
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According to USA Funds (2006), the struggle posed by student loan default and student debt 

is very real, and in the short term, it is becoming more frequent for rental agencies to request credit 

checks before renting an apartment.  Detweiler (2014) confirms this, but also advises that an 

individual must give permission before the credit check can be run.  According to a 2012 survey by 

the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), nearly half of all organizations run a credit 

check on job applicants (Braverman, 2016).  In addition, employers run credit checks before the 

hiring of new employees (“Get a grip,” 2006).  Students who leave a university and go into loan 

default face a challenge in getting a loan, car loan, or even a mortgage (“Get a grip,” 2006).  While 

it may be necessary to incur debt to attend a university, it is important to be aware of the dangers of 

incurring such debt and the financial consequences that can severely impact a student’s future.   

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  If a student does not follow 

through on federal loan repayments, it directly impacts the default rate of the school.  This can lead 

the government to reducing or eliminating the level of federal funding provided to the school 

(Department of Education, 2016)  

Research Questions  

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida have an impact on 

student debt levels?  

2. How is the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy education distributed 

throughout a university community?  

Definition of terms 
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Cohort default rate is the percentage of those students who have left the institution, gone 

into the repayment period on their student loans, and defaulted in the repayment of these loans 

before the end of the next one to two fiscal years (Department of Education, n.d.-c).  The Cohort 

default rate is the average rate based over a three-year period (Department of Education, 2016). 

Debt is when someone is under an obligation to pay or repay someone else for something 

that they have received (“Debt,” n.d.). 

Default is failing to make a due payment on a student loan.  For most student loans, going 

into default occurs when students fail to make a payment on the loan in more than 270 days 

(Department of Education, n.d.-e). 

Direct loans are loans where students and parents borrow directly from the Department of 

Education as part of the Federal Direct Student Loan Program (FDLP) (Department of Education, 

n.d.-d). 

FAFSA is the Free Application for Federal Student Aid.  It is used to apply for student 

grants, loans, and work-study (Department of Education, n.d.-b). 

Federal aid may be in the form of grants, loans, or part of the Federal Work-Study (FWS) 

program (Department of Education, n.d.-b). 

Federal loans are loans that are funded by the federal government (Department of 

Education, n.d.-d). 

Financial literacy is the process undertaken to educate students on how all aspects of money 

work in the world today, on how to make sound decisions, and how to achieve financial 

independence and wellbeing (OECD, 2017). 
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Institution is used interchangeably with school and university throughout the paper, 

referring to the place of study for a student.  It is defined by Merriam-Webster (2017) as an 

established organization in society (“Institution,” n.d.).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Laissez-faire is a practice that is defined by an intentional disregard for direction, most 

specifically related to the individual (”Laissez-faire,” 2017).   

Loan is money that is borrowed that must be repaid (Department of Education, n.d.-a). 

Private loan is any loan that is not a federal student loan.  An example would be a loan 

taken by a student from a private institution (Bank or Credit Union).   

School is used interchangeably with institution and university throughout the paper, 

referring to the place of study for a student.  It is defined by Merriam-Webster (2017) as “an 

institution for the teaching of children.”  

Student debt is the financial debt that a student may develop during their time at university.  

It may be comprised of federal loans, private loans, and credit card balances.  It is defined by 

Merriam-Webster (2017) as something that is owed. 

Student loan debt (for this paper) is comprised of federal student loans.  It does not include 

any other form of student loan unless otherwise specifically noted.   

University is used interchangeably with institution and school throughout the paper.  It is 

defined by Merriam-Webster (2017) as an “institution of higher learning.”  

Significance of the study  

The researcher was unable to locate any existing research that examines the impact of 

financial literacy programs on the federal default rate of an institution.  Cull and Whitton (2011) 

state that student loan debt directly affects students in their post-university life, impacting their 
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careers, credit ratings, and quality of life.  For an academic institution, an increase of the federal 

loan default rate can lead to a reduction or elimination of the provision of federal financial aid to the 

student population.  The results of this study may illustrate whether financial literacy programs 

have any impact on an institution’s federal default rate.  According to Adams (2006), current 

educational systems are failing as universities fail to recognize that financial literacy is a campus-

wide problem rather than a departmental problem.  Kezar and Yang (2010) suggest that financial 

literacy courses be introduced for freshmen students, with a comprehensive campus-wide program 

designed.   

Limitations and delimitations 

The research for this study was conducted over an eight-week period to gather historical 

data and surveys from universities in the State of Florida. The purpose of this study was to 

investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida on the 

overall level of student debt.  According to the Department of Education (2016), the design of 

federal government reporting on the default rate determines that the cohort default rate for students 

beginning loan repayment in 2017 will not become available until 2020.  It will not be possible to 

begin measuring any changes to the application financial literacy programs until 2020.  Future 

research would benefit from the gathering of data over a longer period.   

With the default rate only taking federal loans and not private loans into account, the total 

amount of money borrowed by a student is not measured in this study (Department of Education, 

2006).  Future research would benefit from finding a measure that takes private loans into account. 

As the default rate fails to take into account the amount that parents pay for their children’s 

school costs, the total amount of debt incurred by a student is not accurately measured (Department 
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of Education, 2016).  Future research would benefit from finding a way of measuring all forms of 

debt incurred by a student.   

Due to the inability to measure the quality of courses offered by academic institutions, some 

students may refuse to repay their student loans.  Verschoor (2015) suggests that the standard of 

education and quality provided can directly impact the default rate as some students refuse to repay 

loans for what they feel was a substandard quality of education offered.  Future research could look 

at how to measure the quality of courses offered by academic institutions. 

Role of the researcher 

The researcher is currently employed in the financial department of a private university in 

South Florida.  The researcher has over 13 years of experience working in the financial office and 

interacting with students daily.  It is the researcher’s direct experience that the modern student 

struggles to fully comprehend the world of student finances.  The laissez-faire attitude, in terms of 

finances among students while studying at a third level institution, is alarming from the perspective 

of the individual student and for the respective institution.  The researcher attended a university in 

Ireland, where third level education is free.  There, the federal government funds tertiary education 

through higher rates of taxation.  While securing a free, third level education, the researcher 

discerned that students in Ireland had a greater sense of value and awareness regarding individuals’ 

finances.  Furthermore, classes on personal finance and business organization are taught to all 

students from the ages of 12 to 18.   

While working in the United States education system, the researcher was asked to teach a 

class on financial life skills to American students, and it was this experience that triggered a great 

sense of alarm.  The researcher seeks to enhance the level of financial awareness, understanding, 
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and responsibility of the modern university student.  The researcher sought to do this through 

analyzing current data. 

Assumptions 

There are two primary assumptions that were made in relation to the parameters of this 

study.  Firstly, it was assumed that all third level academic institutions in the State of Florida would 

participate in completing a survey that was sent to them.  Secondly, it was assumed that all 

institutions participating in the survey are recipients of federal student aid. 

Organization of the study 

This chapter presents an introduction and overview of the topics of financial literacy and 

student debt, providing the background to the problem as well as the limitations and delimitations.  

Chapter II provides a literature review and a theoretical framework for the study.  Chapter III 

provides for the methodology, examining research design, description of sample, instrumentation, 

procedures, and a data analysis plan.  Chapter IV provides for the results of the research. Chapter V 

provides discussion, conclusions, and recommendations based on the results of the research. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Outside of an individual’s mortgage, student loan debt is the most frequent form of debt 

(Verschoor, 2015).  The average credit card debt of undergraduate students who leave a university 

is over $3,000, while the amount of student loan debt averages $23,000 (Maurer & Lee, 2011).  For 

many, the first major decision encountered will be how to finance their education (Cull & Whitton, 

2011).  Undergraduate students’ parents do not feel comfortable educating their children on the 

world of finance (Simmons, 2006).   

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  This chapter provides a 

review of the literature that currently exists in the field of student financial literacy, while also 

presenting an overview of financial literacy at the university level in the United States, attempted 

solutions on tackling the issue of financial literacy, peer-to-peer programs, financial literacy 

responsibility, and the impact on university retention.  It also includes a review of existing financial 

literacy programs.  This chapter served as a foundation for the study to investigate the impact of 

financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.   

Financial literacy 

Financial literacy education has become increasingly prevalent in the United States as 

individuals gain more access to increasingly complex financial options (Cull & Whitton, 2011).  

Financial literacy can have an impact on the level of individual and family debt, an individual’s 

health and health choices, planning for retirement, and general life decisions (Cull & Whitton, 

2011).  The time spent at a university is not only the time when an individual is growing into 

adulthood, but also growing into the world of increasing financial choice and thus responsibility 
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(Cull & Whitton, 2011).  The individual could encounter decisions ranging from moving away from 

home to purchasing a car, and from getting married to starting a family, and from securing a job to 

securing a mortgage (Cull & Whitton, 2011).  The financial decisions taken at this stage in their 

lives can have major and significant long-term impacts on the individual.  Yet, the reality is that for 

many, how they finance their university education will be their first major financial decision (Cull 

& Whitton, 2011).   

Cull and Whitton (2011) define financial literacy as “the application of knowledge, 

understanding, skills and values in…financial contexts and the related decisions that impact on self, 

others, the community and the environment.”  Cull and Whitton (2011) suggest that, as a term, 

financial literacy should touch on a range of areas such as taxation, investments, debt and risk 

management, and welfare benefits. In a university context, where student loans play such a prime 

role, student loan debt literacy is defined as the ability to understand and navigate the student loan 

process and all that it entails (Lee & Mueller, 2014).   

Historically, universities in the United States attracted the brightest and best young minds 

through keeping the cost of tuition low (Williams, 2006).  In 1979, a student could earn the 

minimum wage of $2.90 in Michigan and afford by the end of a workday (8.44 hours) to pay for 

one credit hour at a cost of $24.50 (Koenig, 2015).  Therefore, if a full load was regarded as 12 

credits in a semester, a student could work full time for two weeks and pay for their tuition (Koenig, 

2015).  As of 2015, one full credit at Michigan State University cost $428.75 which would be sixty 

hours of work, compared to 8.44 hours for one credit in 1979 (Koenig, 2015).  This historical 

scenario demonstrates an evolution into an environment wherein the student carries a significantly 

higher financial burden (Williams, 2006).  This increase in tuition costs, compared to minimum 
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wage costs has created a reliance on financial aid and more specifically student loans (Williams, 

2006).   

Systems theory 

The theoretical framework chosen for this study was Katz and Kahn’s systems theory 

(Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).  Katz and Kahn illustrate that it is when organizations maximize 

their resources that they benefit from the greatest costs efficiencies (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 

2005).  Systems theory derives from a combination of economics, biology, and engineering (Seung-

Won & Kuchinke, 2005).  It is used to foster a greater understanding of the organization in both a 

theoretical and practical sense (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).  Each system can have many 

subsystems.  Equilibrium is brought to the overall system through the inter-relationships and the 

inter-dependence of these subsystems (Seung-Won & Kuchinke, 2005).   

The importance of financial literacy 

Kezar and Yang (2010) introduce the “importance of financial literacy” with a student who 

ends up withdrawing from school because of the inability to manage his personal and student 

finances.  This example highlights the reality that, for many students, through inexperience and lack 

of knowledge, the short-term pleasure of spending heavily on a credit card can have long-term 

consequences (Kezar &Yang, 2010).  There is a misconception that students learn about financial 

literacy at a university or that they already have a depth of knowledge of the world of finance from 

high school and guidance from home (Kezar & Yang, 2010).  In reality, many college students are 

financially illiterate (Kezar & Yang, 2010).  Kezar and Yang (2010) highlight the results of research 

from Chen and Volpe (1998) to back up their argument that many students are financially illiterate.  
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The research conducted by Chen and Volpe (1998) in the form of a survey was carried out in 14 

different institutions and sent to 1,800 students.  It surveyed financial literacy topics such as saving, 

borrowing, investing, and insurance, and was completed by 924 students with only 53% of students 

being able to answer the questions correctly (Kezar & Yang, 2010).  Fifty-two point six percent of 

participants were business majors, and 36% of participants were seniors (Chen & Volpe, 1998).  

Juniors, sophomores, and freshmen were equally represented.   

Kezar and Yang (2010) stress the importance of the subject matter through highlighting the 

fact that the President’s Advisory Council on Financial Literacy has recommended that all college-

level students should learn about finance as one of the foundation stones of citizenship (Kezar & 

Yang, 2010).  Kezar and Yang (2010) argue that financial literacy programs provide for the skills of 

a responsible citizen and that students can learn from the basic to the very complex, from balancing 

a checkbook to understanding credit and risk. 

Responsibility 

The financial world has grown increasingly complex since the Financial Services 

Modernization Act of 1999, which provided for the provision of non-conventional loan type options 

such as those with longer terms, or interest only (Mandell & Klein, 2009).  The deregulation of the 

financial industry provided more options and opportunities for the individual consumer, while also 

providing for increased dangers and pitfalls for the less informed consumer (Mandell & Klein, 

2009).  Borrowers’ lack of comprehension to increase monthly payments as the rates adjusted to the 

market partially contributed to the collapse of the subprime mortgage market (Mandell & Klein, 

2009).  Simmons (2006) states that many parents today do not feel ready or prepared to teach their 

sons and daughters about the world of finance, further suggesting that parents, universities, and the 
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government have neglected the student population in terms of financial literacy, and poses the 

question, “who will step up to take on this important job” (Simmons, 2006).  It is this gap in the 

sphere of responsibility that provides an opportunity for a financial literacy program to be 

developed. 

Lee and Mueller (2014) argue that, with student loan debt averaging $23,000 upon 

graduation from a university, those working in higher education need to give more attention to the 

financial literacy of university students, and that student loan debt literacy needs focus among first-

generation college attendees.  According to Lee and Mueller (2014), despite the impact of an 

individual’s generational status, on the area of “student loan debt literacy,” they acknowledge that 

student loan debt literacy is a problem for all students overall, regardless of generational status.   

Lee and Mueller (2014) acknowledge the lack of student loan debt literacy and the general 

need for financial literacy on college campuses, however, they feel it is unclear as to who should 

bear the responsibility to educate the students in this area.  Lee and Mueller (2014) accept finding 

such a vehicle can be challenging, suggesting various alternatives for hosting such a program.  One 

approach is to introduce a mandatory financial literacy class, or to try to cover the area of financial 

literacy in an existing math or business course on campus, while another approach is for the student 

affairs area of campus life to take control of the issue through providing presentations and 

workshops in the area of financial literacy (Lee & Mueller, 2014).  Some schools have a person 

solely responsible for financial literacy in the financial aid office, while other schools have other 

areas on campus that assume the responsibility for financial literacy (Lee & Mueller, 2014).   

On-campus programs 
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Universities carry a moral obligation to help their students learn about and understand 

student loan debt, rather than allowing them to incur any unwanted or wasteful debt (Cull & 

Whitton, 2011).  The President’s Advisory Council on Financial Literacy requires students to 

undertake a course before being able to receive a federal student loan (Cull & Whitton, 2011).  

However, it is important to be cognizant of the limitations of such a course, in that the instruction 

required by the government is an online course (Cull & Whitton, 2011).  Cull and Whitton (2011) 

illustrate that students preferred method of learning is through face-to-face, interactive sessions and 

workshops (57%) versus 17% who favored online courses.   

Some institutions provide finance classes during freshman orientation, while others include 

financial literacy as part of a university orientation class (Kezar &Yang, 2010).  Other institutions 

incorporate the business department into their planning, which can provide a personalized training 

on financial literacy, while others have their financial aid counselors provide financial advice 

(Kezar & Yang, 2010).  An example of financial aid counselors providing advice can be seen at the 

financial aid and scholarship department of California State University, Northridge.  The counselors 

provide a financial literacy course with a goal to help students make informed choices and to help 

finance a college education without impacting their financial future (Kezar & Yang, 2010). 

Maurer and Lee (2011) highlight that college students score an average of only 60% on financial 

literacy tests (Jump$tart, 2008).  Henry illustrates how students struggle with credit card 

management and budgeting, which ultimately leads them to be “vulnerable to financial crisis” (as 

cited in Maurer & Lee, 2011).  Supiano highlights the concern over this lack of financial experience 

on college campuses, with many institutions seeking to incorporate financial literacy into the 

university experience (as cited in Maurer & Lee, 2011).  The university experience encapsulates the 
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day-to-day life of the university undergraduate student from going to class to participating in 

student life activities to living on campus. 

Peer-to-peer financial literacy 

Rosacker, Ragothaman, and Gillespie (2009) looked at the financial literacy of freshmen 

students in business classes and determined the impact of attending two financial literacy classes.  

In the article, the authors report how a group of upper-level accounting majors developed a two-

class, 90-minute workshop for freshmen, business students to enroll in, focusing on the area of 

financial literacy.  All students who took the classes were asked to complete a pre-and post-class 

survey, thus affording the authors the opportunity to determine their level of success.  The positive 

change in results from the pre and post-test would indicate that the two financial literacy sessions 

had a marked difference on the students’ level of financial literacy.  The potential of this study 

should be considered when a study by Adams (2006) suggested it takes only ten hours of in-class 

education to convert financial illiteracy into financial literacy.  A key factor to take from the study 

of Rosacker et al. (2009) is that they had senior students educating freshmen on financial literacy.  

These seniors benefitted in both teaching the financial literacy material, and in the development of 

their own skills in leadership, teamwork, public speaking, and project management (Rosacker et al., 

2009).  The research study of Rosacker et al. may warrant further investigation in terms of the 

overall sample due to its limited size. 

Maurer and Lee (2011) also share that Kezar (2010) has argued for financial literacy to be 

formally included in the university curriculum.  They debate whether alternative ways should be 

considered for implementing financial literacy education on campus.  As with Rosacker et al. 

(2009), Maurer and Lee (2011) look at the concept of peer financial counseling and how it 
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compares to a mainstream course to determine if it is realistic to look at alternatives.  Maurer and 

Lee (2011) explain how the concept of peer financial counseling works, illustrating from Borden, 

Lee, Serido, and Collins (2008) how undergraduate students typically provide one-hour information 

sessions on basic areas of financial literacy. Maurer and Lee (2011) argue that such peer-delivered 

sessions are significantly more affordable and more suited to fitting into a student’s schedule than a 

mainstream, required course.  Borden et al. (2008) further suggest those students who took part in 

the peer financial counseling demonstrated an increased sense of financial literacy. 

Even though Maurer and Lee’s (2011) research is valid, it is not without limitations.  They 

highlight the challenges in the study pertaining to how a traditional course contains a pre-test and 

post-test that are 14 weeks apart, yet the pre- and post-test for the peer financial counseling was 

completed within an hour of the session ending (Maurer & Lee, 2011).  They suggest, based on 

their results of comparing peer financial counseling with a semester-long course, peer financial 

counseling can yield comparable learning results to the alternative.  As a result, the authors argue 

there is scope for further study in peer financial counseling (Maurer & Lee, 2011). 

University standards 

Student loans are the second most common form of debt and are unique in that they are not 

eliminated through declaring bankruptcy (Verschoor, 2015).  Verschoor (2015) states that many 

students attending for-profit institutions end up refusing to repay their student loans.  This is 

because those students fail to have any level of confidence in the quality of the degree that they 

received from the institution, and as a result, lead to the student failing to repay (Verschoor, 2015).  

Verschoor (2015) presents a further argument when he outlines and asks of the role played by 

different accrediting agencies.  He questions how a school can receive an accreditation allowing for 
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federal aid when there are less than a third of students graduating within six years (Verschoor, 

2015).  Furthermore, he illustrates how for-profit schools use much of their revenues on marketing 

and recruitment, rather than improving services for students (Verschoor, 2015).  This may have an 

impact on building student confidence in the degree program that they are studying.  Verschoor also 

criticizes public schools by highlighting the great growth in administration costs (Verschoor, 2015).  

If administration costs did not grow as rapidly, there would be more resources available to invest in 

the classroom. 

Retention 

Adams (2006) outlines how it has become much more cost-effective for an institution to 

retain a student than to recruit a student.  Sousa (2015) argues that improving student success and 

retention can lead to a higher financial benefit for a university, further suggesting that a 1% 

improvement in the retention rate of a university of 15,000 students could lead to a savings of $1.4 

million every year.  Jamelske (2009) states that universities have grown increasingly ambitious in 

the recruitment and enrollment of students who may never have considered attending such 

institutions in the past.  This increased ambition ensures there is a growing need and a demand for a 

range of support programs for these students (Jamelske 2009).  While it may initially prove difficult 

to see where financial literacy plays a role in this scenario, the foremost answer as to why students 

leave an institution is routinely financial (Adams, 2006).  As a result, Adams (2006) emphasizes 

that financial literacy as well as retention are campus-wide issues rather than just the domain of the 

financial office.  If an institution is struggling with retention, it affects all areas of the campus, 

including student life; housing; finances; freshmen programs, and even graduate programs (Adams, 

2006).  Therefore, to limit the responsibility of educating financial literacy-styled life skills to the 
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financial office would be ignorant of the role and responsibility possessed by other players around a 

university campus (Adams, 2006).  Adams (2006) argues that the ability to integrate such programs 

while building support and collaborating with others campus-wide is one way to ensure the success 

of any such program.   

Adams (2006) outlines a number of financial literacy programs that were implemented in 

other institutions.  The most successful programs were those that assimilated into existing programs 

and those that fostered greater collaboration across the institution.  Adams (2006) suggests offering 

financial literacy classes, with the potential for institutions to offer academic credit for the courses, 

while making financial literacy part of the first-year curriculum also being suggested.  Additionally, 

Adams (2006) supports the idea of financial literacy being included in all financial aid presentations 

to new students across the institution, with orientation seen as an opportune time to host a financial 

literacy workshop.  A functional example of this can be found at Washington State University 

(n.d.), where a financial literacy program is provided during university orientation. 

It should be noted that Adams (2006) is cognizant that finances are not always the source of 

retention issues, presenting several questions that should be reviewed to help determine the 

reasoning behind a student leaving an institution as is seen in Table 1. 

Table 1. Questions to Help Determine Why a Student Leaves an Institution 

Question 

Is the student at risk financially? 

Is there a pattern in the types of student that are defaulting on loan repayment? 

Does this pattern have any relationship to current retention rates at the institution? 

How many students graduated? 
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How many students left after their first year? 

How did the students perform academically and did this impact on their retention? 

Where do the students come from? 

How old are they? 

Note:  Data gathered from Adams, R.  L. (2006).  Financial literacy and retention.   

 

In 2003, the average salary for someone with a high school diploma was $30,800, while that 

of a college graduate was $49,900, and it is estimated that the lifetime earnings of a college 

graduate will be twice that of the individual with a high school diploma (Jamelske, 2009).  From the 

institution’s perspective, students are the financial lifeline not only in tuition and fees but also in the 

form of government subsidies for public institutions (Jamelske, 2009).  It is important to note and 

recognize the potential breakdown between a theoretical model of retention, or retention strategy 

pursued by an institution, and the practicalities that lead to an institution acting, as pointed out by 

Vander Schee (2007).  If an institution has a low retention rate, it ultimately leads to the inefficient 

use of resources, in which case the time and energy that is spent replacing students could have been 

spent on other areas (Jamelske, 2009).  This perspective is further compounded by John Schuh, who 

suggests that the time and energy invested by faculty and staff in activities outside of the classroom, 

for the purpose of retention, often takes away from the time that could have been more effectively 

invested elsewhere (as cited in Vander Schee, 2007). 

Financial literacy solutions  

Kezar and Yang (2010) also provide recommendations on strengthening financial literacy 

programs, with one suggestion being to collaborate with other departments on campus and to build 
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a program, which then benefits from a broad range of experiences.  Team members from the 

financial department should not be the only ones included, but rather a team inclusive of staff from 

residence, business and education departments, student support, and academic advising (Kezar and 

Yang, 2010). 

West (2012) highlights how financial literacy is often seen as the connection between a 

consumer’s decision-making and the increased complexity associated with the financial side of the 

transaction, stressing how it is the tool which transforms the individual into someone who is 

confident with his or her own credit, savings, and investments and insurance (West, 2012).  West 

(2012) also argues that this is overly simplistic, and that it is naïve to believe all positive outcomes 

originate from financial literacy education while all negatives derive from the absence thereof and 

hence financial illiteracy (West, 2012). West (2012) believes that, while it is acceptable to think that 

financial literacy education can improve consumer behavior in relation to finance, there is very little 

supporting evidence to suggest there is any kind of link connecting education to financial literacy 

and the resulting behavior, further arguing that for financial literacy education to succeed, two 

conditions must be present: (1) the education process must enhance the level of knowledge and 

understanding, and (2) the acquisition of better knowledge must change the individuals’ behavior. 

West (2012) cautions that “financial behaviors that sound simple are not necessarily so,” 

providing an analogy of a consumer to help fully grasp the complexity of finances:  An individual 

consumer learns about the individual merits of a good through using it, however, when an 

individual purchases a financial product, very often they do not have the skill or education level to 

fully understand it.  Campbell (2006) argues, that using such financial products increases the level 

of financial knowledge, but the reality is that individuals purchase such financial products so rarely 

that very often they do not have anything more than limited experience in using them (West, 2012).  
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West (2012) believes that to narrow the gap between financial literacy and its impact on financial 

behavior, two steps need to be taken: (1) financial literacy should seek to educate individuals about 

finances and financial markets while highlighting the limitations of the individual where personal 

bias may play a role in the decision-making process, and (2) that there should be a tighter regulation 

of financial products that target individuals. 

Financial literacy in action 

The delivery of financial literacy programs can take many different formats in the United 

States.  The Jump$tart Coalition for Personal Financial Literacy is a non-profit organization based 

in Washington, D.C..  Its vision is to develop a nation where the youth are financially capable, and 

they bring over 150 national organizations and 51 state coalitions together to promote financial 

literacy from the pre-school through to university (Jump$tart, 2008).  Examples of organizations 

involved with Jump$tart include Visa, American Express, Wells Fargo, Charles Schwab, and 

Equifax, and key initiatives from Jump$tart include the provision of an online library of financial 

literacy resources (Jumpstart, 2008).  Jump$tart also promotes a month-long awareness campaign 

for Financial Literacy Month, which is held each year in April (Jump$tart, 2008).  In addition, 

Jump$tart develops and promotes the National Standards in K-12 Personal Finance Education 

(JumpStart, n.d.). 

The financial aid office at Xavier University in Louisiana collaborated with USA Funds to 

develop a financial literacy program, wherein students were provided with a self-directed and self-

paced program on financial literacy and were broken down into five separate paths, each pursuing a 

different year in school, graduate school, and students that struggled academically (Xavier 

University, n.d.).  Topics covered included credit card debt, credit scores, managing debt, identity 
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theft, budgeting, and student loans (Xavier University, n.d.).  As of June 2017, the Life Skills 

financial literacy program from USA Funds was retired (Student Connections, 2017). 

Syracuse University has its own dedicated financial literacy office, which sponsors the 

Smart Money Program on campus (Syracuse University, n.d.).  The office encourages students to 

attend presentations at the Foundations Series, which covers topics such as community engagement, 

leadership, career planning, financial wellness, self-care and healthy relationships, and health and 

wellness (Syracuse University, n.d.).  Students that attend all sessions have an opportunity to win a 

$1,000 scholarship (Syracuse University, n.d.).  The office also promotes a Money Awareness 

Program.  This program sees the institution replace loan debt with grant funding based on a 

student’s eligibility, and students participating in this program must complete one financial literacy 

program every semester (Syracuse University, n.d.).  Students can also become a peer financial 

coach (Syracuse University, n.d.).   

The American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (CPAs) provides a website titled 

360 Degrees of Financial Literacy.  This site provides links to different resources, and touches on 

budgeting and saving, career planning, credit cards, debt, and financial aid amongst others 

(American Institute of CPAs, n.d.).  It also provides articles, questions, and answers on all of their 

topics.  A unique feature of the service offered by 360 Degrees is that it can create a basic, 

personalized financial literacy program for the individual (American Institute of CPAs, n.d.).  This 

is done through asking the student to identify the topics that they are interested in, their current life 

status (teenager, college student, parent, homeowner), and their preferred method of learning 

(American Institute of CPAs, n.d.). 

Texas Tech University’s Red to Black is the top financial literacy program in the country, 

according to lendedu.com (Brown, 2017).  The institution is a firm believer in peer-to-peer financial 
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coaching, offering individual one-on-one coaching sessions as well as group presentations whose  

topics cover saving, financial aid, spending, and credit establishment (Texas Tech University, n.d.).   

Summary of literature 

The question whether educational programs on financial literacy can directly impact a 

student’s level of debt is an area where investigation can be considered.  The literature reviewed has 

illustrated that, while financial literacy programs are viewed favorably, it is challenging to measure 

their success and whether any level of success can be attributed to the introduction of such 

programs.  Furthermore, there is an absence of literature that focuses directly on financial literacy 

programs and the student loan default rate at a university.  This research sought to compare those 

schools that implement a financial literacy program with those who did not.  The student loan 

default rate was analyzed as a means of measuring the level of success.   

The area of financial literacy is often assumed to be the domain of the financial services 

office on a university campus.  However, when looking at the overall, long-term development of the 

university, it becomes evident that an understanding of financial literacy is essential to all areas of 

the campus (Adams, 2006).  An escalating student loan default rate may lead to the government 

restricting the provision of federal financial aid to a school.  When it is concluded that financial 

literacy can impact the ability to fund attending school, it becomes much more than a problem for 

the financial office.  Kezar and Yang (2010) have highlighted how most freshman students are 

financially illiterate.  The President’s Advisory Council outlines how financial literacy should be 

viewed as one of the foundation stones in the development of true citizenship on university 

campuses Kezar and Yang (2010).  While a number of parties must bear some responsibility for 

financial literacy, such as parents and high school teachers, the reality is that it would be 
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irresponsible to assume that an incoming freshman student is completely financially literate upon 

entering the doors of the university.  This would suggest that there is a demand for the design, 

delivery, and responsibility for a financial literacy program to educate an undergraduate student 

population.   

Lee and Mueller (2014) suggest that financial literacy could be incorporated into existing 

business classes, or different departments around the campus could get involved.  Rosacker, et al 

(2009) suggest the concept of peer-to-peer teaching should be considered, which is further 

supported by Maurer and Lee (2011).  While this approach may have merits, it is debatable whether 

a full financial literacy program can be entrusted to students to run and coordinate.  Verschoor 

(2015) illustrates how important it is for an institution to provide strong academic courses that 

students feel are financially worth the long-term investment in the form of student loans.  When it 

comes to the decision of whether to take a student loan, Cull and Whitton (2011) highlight how 

college tends to be the first time that students become financially independent from their families.  

West (2012) urges caution when suggesting that it would be foolhardy to believe that introducing a 

financial literacy program would solve all future financial issues.   
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Second to mortgage debt in the United States, student loan debt is the most frequent form of 

debt (Verschoor, 2015).  Half of current undergraduate students feel such pressure from their 

student loan debt that they are debating whether it is worthwhile to continue and finish their studies 

(Bidwell, 2014).  For many, how to finance their education will be the first major financial decision 

that they will encounter (Cull & Whitton, 2011).  Parents do not feel sufficiently confident to 

educate their children on the world of finance (Simmons, 2006).  This chapter presents the 

methodology that was used to determine the impact that financial literacy programs have on the 

overall level of student debt in the State of Florida.  The chapter begins with the purpose of the 

study, research questions followed by research design, and data analysis. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  It was through the analysis 

of the historical default rates of these universities, and whether these universities implemented 

financial literacy programs, that it was determined whether financial literacy had an impact on the 

rate of student loan default.   

Research questions  

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida have an impact on 

student debt levels?  

2. How is the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy education distributed 
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throughout a university community?  

Setting 

This research was based in the State of Florida.  The researcher reached out to the Florida 

Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (FASFAA) via a publicly available email 

address, and asked FASFAA to submit a survey to all post-secondary institutions in the state. This 

request was unsuccessful, leading the researcher to reach out to the financial aid director of each 

individual university directly. The Federal Cohort Loan Default Rate for each institution, which is 

provided by the federal government, is available online (Department of Education, n.d.-c).  This 

study focuses on student loan debt since 2012.  This was the year that the three-year Cohort Default 

Rate for the Direct Loan Program from the government was introduced (Department of Education, 

2012). 

In 1958, the government, under the National Defense Education Act, offered the first federal 

student loans in the form of grants, loans, and scholarships with the goal of helping fund promising 

high school students to go to university as the competition between the United States and the Soviet 

Union began to intensify (Gitlen, 2016).  By 1965, the Higher Education Act provided grants to 

students who had a high level of financial need while also establishing a guaranteed student loan 

program whereby banks and private institutions could provide loans to students that were 

subsidized and guaranteed by the government (Gitlen, 2016).  Subsidized meant that the 

government was paying the interest on the loan as it was accruing while the student was attending 

university.  This loan program was known as the Federal Family Education Loan Program, or 

FFELP (Gitlen, 2016).  The National Association of Financial Aid Administrators was created in 

1966 with a goal of monitoring financial aid throughout the country, and the Free Application for 
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Federal Student Aid, more commonly known as the FAFSA, was introduced in 1992, as was the 

introduction of the Direct Lending Program (Gitlen, 2016).  The Direct Lending Program meant 

that the government would directly lend money to the student, as opposed to a financial institution 

(Gitlen, 2016).  Unsubsidized loans were introduced at this time (Gitlen, 2016).  An unsubsidized 

loan is a loan that accrues interest while the student is in school, but the student does not go into 

repayment until after they stop attending classes (with at least half-time enrollment).  The Direct 

Lending Program was introduced in 1992, but was not implemented until 1993 (Gitlen, 2016).  The 

economic crash in 2008 would see many private lenders back out of FFELP.  The Obama 

administration would introduce legislation in 2010 eliminating all FFELP loans, and all new federal 

loans would be in the form of direct loans (Gitlen, 2016).    

When a school has at least 30 students who enter loan repayment in a fiscal year (October 1 

through September 30), the cohort default rate of the school is that percentage of students that 

default on their loans within the cohort default period (Department of Education, n.d.-f).  The 

cohort default period is a three-year period. Therefore, it begins on October 1 and ends on 

September 30 of the second fiscal year, following the first year that the student went into repayment 

(Department of Education, n.d.-f).  This three-year cohort default rate was first recorded for fiscal 

year 2009.  As it was a three-year cohort default rate, it did not become available until 2012.  The 

rate for the 2018 fiscal year will not become available until 2021. 

Research design  

The mixed methods design was used for this research.  Existing government data was 

reviewed online.  The Department of Education provides the current student loan default rate for 

every school in the country online.  This data was reviewed and analyzed since the transition from 



  

 

29 

the two-year cohort default rate to the three-year cohort default rate in 2012.  All student financial 

aid offices at universities in the State of Florida were contacted and invited to complete a survey 

(Appendix C) looking at financial literacy programs that may or may not exist at their institution 

and the impact of introducing such a program on their institutional default rate.  This survey was 

submitted to all schools via email.  The results were collected electronically to allow for efficient 

analysis.  This analysis sought to illustrate how financial literacy impacts an institution’s default 

rate.  Finally, existing literature suggests that financial literacy is an area of campus-wide concern 

(Kezar &Yang, 2010).   

The existing financial literacy tools that are on offer from private organizations, such as 

USA Funds and others, as well as academic institutions in Florida, were reviewed.   

Kezar and Yang (2010) have indicated that most students today are financially illiterate.  

They also point out that it is unclear as to who is responsible for the area of financial literacy while 

acknowledging that they believe it to be a campus-wide responsibility and much more than the 

remit of the financial office only.  The researcher reviewed existing financial literacy tools and 

sought to connect with other academic institutions to determine whether they had introduced 

financial literacy programs and to determine their level of success.  This was done through 

examining any change in the federal loan default rate of the institution.  The development of a 

survey and review of literature did not prove excessive in terms of time for the researcher.  The 

researcher also surveyed those staff, faculty, and students at a small private university in Southeast 

Florida on financial literacy courses taught on-campus in the past (Appendix F). 

Participants 

The public colleges, public universities, and the members of the Independent Colleges and 
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Universities of Florida (ICUF) were all invited to participate in a survey (Appendix C) looking at 

the impact of financial literacy on student debt levels.  The National Center for Education Statistics 

estimated that there would be 20.4 million students attending universities and colleges in the fall of 

2016 (NCES, 2016).  Of this number, 11.5 million were estimated to be women and 8.9 million to 

be men (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Estimate of Students Attending University in Fall 2016 (NCES, 2016) 

Fourteen point one percent of the population was estimated to be black, 17.3% Hispanic 

(NCES, 2016).   

In AY 2014-2015, there were 28 public colleges in the State of Florida with 813,838 

students counted as attending these institutions (FLDOE).  There are 12 universities in Florida’s 

public university system with an enrollment of over 300,000 (FLDOE).  The ICUF represents 30 

private, not-for-profit, higher education institutions across Florida, catering for 150,000 degree-

seeking students (Table 2, Figure 2).  The Brookings Institute stated that black students who borrow 

money have a default rate three times higher than their white counterparts do when analyzing 

demographics (as cited in Kreighbaum, 2016).  Almost half of black graduates owe more on their 
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undergraduate loans, four years after graduating than when they completed their undergraduate 

studies (Kreighbaum 2016).  This is more than double the rate for white graduates (Kreighbaum, 

2016).   

 

Figure 2. Students Attending Post-Secondary Schools in the State of Florida 

Table 2. Post-Secondary Schools in the State of Florida 

Public Colleges Public Universities 

Independent Colleges and 

Universities of Florida  

Broward College 

Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University 

Adventist University of Health 

Sciences 

College of Central Florida Florida Atlantic University Ave Maria University 

Chipola College 

Florida Gulf Coast 

University Barry University 
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Daytona State College 

Florida International 

University Beacon College 

Eastern Florida State College 

Florida Polytechnic 

University Bethune-Cookman College 

Florida Gateway College Florida State University Eckerd College 

Florida Keys Community 

College New College of Florida Edward Waters College 

Florida State College at 

Jacksonville University of Central Florida 

Embry Riddle Aeronautical 

University 

Florida Southwestern State 

College University of Florida Everglades University 

Gulf Coast State College University of North Florida Flagler College 

Hillsborough Community 

College University of South Florida Florida College 

Indian River State College University of West Florida Florida Institute of Technology 

Lake-Sumter State College 
 

Florida Memorial University 

State College of Florida, 

Manatee-Sarasota 
 

Florida Southern College 

Miami Dade College 
 

Hodges University 

North Florida Community 

College 
 

Jacksonville University 

Northwest Florida State College 
 

Keiser University 

Palm Beach State College 
 

Lynn University 
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Pasco-Hernando State College 
 

Nova Southeastern University 

Pensacola State College 
 

Palm Beach Atlantic University 

Polk State College 
 

Ringling College of Art and Design 

St.  Johns River State College 
 

Rollins College 

St.  Petersburg College 
 

Saint Leo University 

Santa Fe College 
 

Southeastern University 

Seminole State College of 

Florida 
 

St.  Thomas University 

South Florida State College 
 

Stetson University 

Tallahassee Community 

College 
 

The University of Tampa 

Valencia College 
 

University of Miami 

  
Warner University 

  
Webber International University 

 

The survey results looked at the impact of financial literacy on student debt levels.  For this 

research, the researcher also surveyed the staff, faculty, and students at a small private university in 

south Florida on financial literacy courses taught on campus in the past. 

Instrumentation 

Surveys and data mining were the primary instruments utilized during this research.  The 

surveys were both qualitative and quantitative, facilitating a mixed methods design.  The use of 

close-ended questions when surveying institutions on whether they had implemented financial 
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literacy courses brought definitive answers to the results.  These definitive answers were most 

evident when comparing whether the introduction of a financial literacy course had any impact on 

the cohort default rate.  The use of open-ended questions on those in the university community who 

were surveyed and who had worked with a financial literacy program in the past allowed for 

feedback on whether the provision of financial literacy education was distributed evenly throughout 

the university community.  Leedy and Ormond (2013) suggest that the use of a mixed methods 

design promotes completeness, whereby the researcher can collect, analyze, and interpret both 

quantitative and qualitative data from a study to fully address a problem.  The use of open-ended 

and closed questioned surveys facilitated this completeness.  Leedy and Ormond (2013) also 

highlight how the quantitative and qualitative mixed methods research act in a positive and 

complementary manner to one another, in that quantitative data can bring definitive results to 

qualitative data.  Qualitative data can bring additional depth and insight to quantitative data, where 

additional details not necessarily provided by quantitative data can be found.   

Procedures 

Financial Life Skills from USA Funds was introduced to a small private university in 

Southeast Florida during the summer of 2005.  A trainer from USA Funds trained the staff from the 

Student Financial Services Office to deliver a financial literacy course to the student population at 

the university.  The course proved popular and was taught as one of the components of the First-

Year Experience Program over a series of five weeks.  While popular, the material provided by 

USA Funds was very general and was more applicable to students throughout the United States, 

rather than solely focusing on the individual institution.  The senior specialist in Student 

Administrative Services (now Student Financial Services) was tasked with redesigning the USA 
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Funds Life Skills Curriculum to make it more specific to the institution.  This material was used for 

AY 2006-2007.  The First-Year Experience Program ended at the institution at the end of AY 2006-

2007.  However, a one-hour financial literacy module was designed using the institution-specific 

materials and has been used for financial literacy sessions on an annual basis since.  These financial 

literacy programs provided an insight into the provision of such programs on university 

communities and served as a basis to understand whether they had any impact on the cohort default 

rate. 

Adams (2006) states that financial literacy is not just the domain of the financial office, but 

also the responsibility of the campus community.  To determine the sense of responsibility for 

financial literacy, a copy of a financial literacy program used a number of years ago on the specific 

university campus was sent out to the staff and faculty of the campus to review (Appendix F). The 

staff were then surveyed. This survey invited those recipients to provide feedback on the material 

that they reviewed.  The survey also provided an opportunity to make suggestions for future design 

and direction.  Areas of the community contacted included student life, student involvement, 

residence life, campus recreation, athletics, library, admissions, summer camps, careers, academics, 

and the student government organization.  The results and feedback from the survey reflected the 

suggestion of Adams (2006), who believed that retention and hence financial literacy was the 

responsibility of a whole university campus.   

The following steps were undertaken in chronological order to fully implement the research: 

1. A survey was designed to determine if a university currently implements any kind of 

financial literacy program (Appendix C). 

2. The survey was created on SurveyMonkeyTM (Appendix C). 

3. The survey was sent as a hyperlink embedded in an email to FASFAA asking for it to be 
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sent to all universities in Florida. The hyperlink was housed on the SurveyMonkeyTM 

website and copied and pasted into the email. The hyperlink on the website was protected 

with a username and password. 

4. All surveys were completed electronically online. 

5. The Federal Loan Cohort Default Rate was looked at for all those institutions that responded 

to the survey.  The default rate was determined for FY 2009 (2012) and every year until FY 

2014 was made available in 2017.  

6. The default rate of those institutions with a financial literacy program was compared to 

those without a financial literacy program.   

7. The percentage change in the default rate was calculated to determine if there had been any 

change in the rate since the introduction of a financial literacy program. 

8. After a change was found, the Financial Life Skills curriculum that was implemented during 

AY 2006-207 at a private university in Southeast Florida was emailed directly to the staff, 

faculty, and students in the same private university (Appendix F).  The staff, faculty, and 

students were asked to complete a survey after review of the materials, outlining how the 

materials can be improved.  A one-week deadline was provided. 

9. Surveys were collected electronically.  The data was qualitative in nature. Once a survey 

was completed by an individual, the results were immediately stored on the 

SurveyMonkeyTM website. 

10. Student groups were also invited to review the materials and complete the survey. 

11. The data was collected, reviewed, and analyzed. Analysis was conducted through placing 

the default rates of all those institutions that completed the survey into an Excel spreadsheet. 

A historical graph was then developed over the time period since FY 2009. 
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Data collection  

The research required to answer the research questions was conducted in a number of ways.  

A comprehensive survey was provided to each of the universities in Florida looking at the levels of 

student debt and the way different institutions are tackling it (Appendix C).  It was hoped for this 

survey to be provided to each of the institutions via the Florida Association of Student Financial 

Aid Administrators (FASFAA), but this was not possible and each institution was contacted on an 

individual basis.  A comprehensive review of federal statistics on the default rate was also 

undertaken in order to closely monitor what impact, if any, the introduction of a financial literacy 

course had on an institutions’ default rates.  Financial literacy, as suggested by Kezar and Yang 

(2010), is a campus-wide issue.  Using the financial literacy program employed by a small private 

university in Southeast Florida as a basis, a broad selection of university staff, faculty, and students 

were asked to review the previous financial literacy program and were then surveyed for input on 

redesign and improvements (Appendix D).  The results collected from this survey provided for the 

sense of campus-wide input and collaboration recommended by Adams. 

The answers to the research questions submitted to the universities throughout the State of 

Florida guided the study on how different institutions are tackling the issue of student debt.  The 

study used this information to help design a product that is hoped to bring about a campus-wide, 

collaborative effort in tackling the issue of student debt.  The systems theory framework of Katz 

and Kahn supports this.  This theory demonstrates how a complex organization with numerous 

interrelated departments, like a university, can work together to produce a united result. 

A mixed method design of research was utilized to help answer the research questions.  

Elements such as the data mining and analysis of federal statistics were qualitative in nature.  

Aspects of the surveys were measurable and thus quantitative, but they also contained a qualitative 
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component as different institutions applied different solutions to the issue of student debt.  No new 

research data needed to be collected before the research process began, with current government 

data allowing for the historical review of individual institution’s default rates.  This information is 

not new and is widely available online.  It was not possible to reach out to individual institutions 

before the research period commenced.  The data collected from individual institutions were based 

on the questions the researcher placed in the survey. 

Ethical considerations 

The research study determined that all information gathered was general in nature without 

factors identifying an individual.  The data gathered via data mining of the Federal Student Aid 

website was publicly available and, as a result, did not carry any ethical dilemmas.  The survey sent 

to individual universities asked questions pertaining to the individual institution.  This information 

was submitted to the researcher via an online electronic survey.  No one institution was able to view 

the responses of another institution, and all institutions were advised of this. The participating 

universities were not identified by name in this research, and instead are identified with a number in 

the sequence that the surveys were completed. The complete survey results will be stored 

electronically online and will be password protected.  This information will be stored for five years 

after which time it will be deleted. 

Data analysis plan 

The data collected from the surveys was reviewed and analyzed (Table 3).  Those 

institutions that introduced a financial literacy program were asked when such a program was 

introduced.  If the institution indicated that a financial literacy program was introduced after the 
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advent of the three-year cohort default rate from the government, the change—if any—of the cohort 

default rate was measured.  The Federal Loan Default Rate was compared with pre-and post-

introduction of the financial literacy program.  Default rates of those without financial literacy 

programs were reviewed to see how the default rate progressed.  The data analyzed from the survey 

and from the data mining of the Federal Loan Cohort Default Rate was supportive to determine 

whether financial literacy education does, in fact, make a difference to students’ level of debt 

(Appendix C).  The data collected from surveys across the campus of a small private university in 

Southeast Florida documented how financial literacy is viewed and aided in the development of a 

financial literacy tool that is all-inclusive in its design (Appendix F).  The data collected also sought 

to confirm the findings in the existent literature in the area of financial literacy.  The research 

overall provided a solid academic and practical foundation to formulate a decision to develop a 

financial literacy product. 

 

Table 3. Research Questions 

 

Question Resolution 

How do financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida have an 

impact on student debt levels?  

 

Surveying institutions and 

measuring default rates to 

determine the impact of financial 

literacy courses 

How is the responsibility for the provision of 

financial literacy education distributed 

throughout a university community?  

Surveying institution in Southeast 

Florida 
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The primary goal of the study was to determine if financial literacy courses did, in fact, have 

a positive impact on an institution’s cohort. Using the research gathered in this process, a 

determination was made as to whether financial literacy had any impact on the overall level of 

student debt. To determine if changing the financial literacy program can impact a cohort default 

rate in an institution that already has a financial literacy program, the researcher acknowledges that 

it could take from three to five years to test.  This is as a result of the formula used by the 

government in calculating the Federal Loan Cohort Default Rate for individual academic 

institutions.  Therefore, the study included existing data and research to determine if financial 

literacy programs impact the level of student debt. The research and dissertation in progress 

examined the area of student finances and its impact on student life.  There are numerous other 

factors that directly impact a students’ life, and this may be an area that warrants further study in 

the.  One area to consider would be whether a first-year experience class would have any direct 

impact on a student’s financial health in their time after leaving the institution. 

The cohort default rate was analyzed in two ways: (1) The cohort default rate of each 

institution was placed into an Excel spreadsheet for FY 2009 through FY 2014.  This provided for 

six years of data.  Then, (2) a graph was developed to demonstrate the progression of the cohort 

default rate.  To determine if the rate of change in the default rate was slowing down, the year-to-

year percentage change was calculated.  Therefore, it allowed an argument to be made that while 

the cohort default rate may have been increasing from year-to-year, the fact that it was not 

increasing by as fast a rate could possibly have been attributed to other factors.  It is in this scenario 

that the year a financial literacy course was introduced was discussed in the research.  This is 

illustrated through the example of Respondent 2 in our survey results below.  The percentage 

change from year-to-year was calculated using the following formula: 
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(Year 1- Year 2) X 100 

     Year 1                 1 

 

Table 4. Respondent 2 Cohort Default Rate 

 

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 4.4 

2010 7.4 

2011 6.2 

2012 6.9 

2013 7.1 

2014 5.9 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 3. Respondent 2 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 5. Respondent 2 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 68.18 

2011 -16.22 

2012 11.29 

2013 2.9 

2014 -16.9 

 

 

Figure 4: Respondent 2 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Limitations and delimitations 

A number of limitations and delimitations governed this research.  Due to time limitations, 

the research for the study was conducted over an eight-week period.  This involved the gathering of 
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the impact of introducing a new financial literacy tool.  Future research would benefit from a longer 

time frame to study such an impact.   

The federal government measures student loan debt in the form of the default rate.  This 

cohort default rate is determined over a three-year period focusing on those students who will be 

entering repayment.  Federal government reporting on the default rate determines that the cohort 

default rate for students beginning loan repayment in 2017 will not become available until 2020 

(Department of Education, 2016).   

Another limitation for this study was that the default rate does not take private loans into 

consideration, but only federal loans, which means that the total amount of money borrowed by a 

student was not measured in this study (Department of Education, 2016).  As a result, all of those 

students who failed to make payments on private loans were not considered.  Future research would 

benefit from finding a measure that takes private loans into account. 

The default rate also failed to recognize the amount of financial assistance that parents 

provide to their children.  This means that the total amount of debt incurred by a student is not 

accurately measured (Department of Education, 2016).  Future research would benefit from finding 

a way of measuring all forms of debt incurred by a student.   

Verschoor (2015) goes as far as to suggest that the standard of education and quality 

provided can directly impact the default rate.  He argues that, in circumstances where a student feels 

a substandard quality of education has been provided, some students will refuse to repay their 

student loans.  Future research could look at how to measure the quality of courses offered by 

academic institutions and determine if there is a relationship with the rate of federal loan default. 

Time limitations dictated that the research for this study focused on the State of Florida.  

Focusing on the national level would be an area for future research. 
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Summary 

The research gathered in this study has looked at the impact of financial literacy programs 

on student debt levels and how the responsibility for financial literacy is distributed around a 

university campus. The research of current literature combined with review and analysis of existing 

products, in addition to analysis of surveys, contributed to of a comprehensive analysis of the 

impact of financial literacy.   
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  The study was guided by the 

following research questions: 

3. How do financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida have an impact on 

student debt levels?  

4. How is the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy education distributed 

throughout a university community?  

The results of this study reflect the existence of financial literacy programs at universities in 

the State of Florida, but they do not directly demonstrate a decline in the cohort default rate when a 

financial literacy course was introduced.  No data was collected until authorization was provided by 

the IRB Committee of a university in South Florida to begin the information gathering process.  

The data gathered to answer the research questions came from a survey (Survey A) of all the 

directors of financial aid at the public colleges, public universities, and all of the ICUF member 

schools. The survey was titled “An Investigation Measuring the Impact of Financial Literacy 

Programs on University Student Debt” (Appendix C). The survey was carried out utilizing the web-

based service SurveyMonkeyTM.  Data mining was conducted using publicly available government 

statistics on the Federal Student Aid website.  Each respondent to Survey A was labelled with a 

number. The respondents were assigned a number in the sequence that they completed the survey. 

A second survey (Survey B) was sent out before Survey A.  This survey was titled “Developing a 

New Financial Literacy Program Through Cross Campus Collaboration” (Appendix F). This survey 

was sent via email to all of the department heads at a private university in South Florida.  The email 



  

 

46 

contained a request that the survey be sent to all team members in the respective department.  The 

goal of Survey B was to gain additional data on the responsibility of financial literacy provision.   

The audience for this first research was broken into two groups: (1) the financial aid 

directors of institutions in Florida and (2) the students and staff at a university in South Florida.  

The goal was for an email to be sent to FASFAA requesting for the first survey to be submitted to 

all the directors of financial aid in the State of Florida.  The president of FASFAA did not feel that 

this would be a problem but advised he would need board approval on March 6, 2018.  On March 8, 

2018, the researcher was advised that the FASFAA Executive Board did not feel able to request 

support of its members for the researcher’s survey.  The researcher searched and discovered email 

addresses for all 70 institutions in Florida.  Sixty-three of these email addresses were for directors 

of financial aid, and seven email addresses were the main financial aid address within the specified 

institution.  The first surveys were sent on March 8, 2018, and the last response was received on 

March 28, 2018.  It was titled “An investigation measuring the impact of financial literacy 

programs on University student debt”.  Nineteen institutions responded to the survey request email, 

with one institution declining to complete the survey.   

For the purpose of this study, respondents were identified by number to ensure complete 

anonymity of the answers provided.  Each respondent to Survey A was assigned a number in 

sequential order once an email was received or survey was completed by the particular institution.  

All other institutions had random numbers assigned.  Respondent 1 felt that with two distinct 

campuses following two different approaches to financial aid and financial literacy, it would not be 

accurate to analyze their results together.  As a result, the statistics from the government data on 

cohort default rates are analyzed for this institution, but there is no date of an introduction of 

financial literacy provided.  Respondent 19 completed the survey, but this is their first year 



  

 

47 

participating in loan programs.  Therefore, they do not have a cohort loan default rate that can be 

analyzed.  The results of this study will focus on the 18 institutions that completed the survey.  

Forty-four other institutions were emailed and invited individually to complete the survey.  Two 

separate, additional emails were sent as part of a blind carbon copy to this group requesting 

completion of the survey.  No individual email address could be found for the remaining seven 

institutions.  One email was sent to the general financial aid email address at these institutions.  No 

surveys were completed by these seven institutions. 

 

Table 6. Post-Secondary Schools in the State of Florida That Had Survey A Sent to Them 

Public Colleges Public Universities 

Independent Colleges and 

Universities of Florida  (ICUF) 

Broward College 

Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University 

Adventist University of Health 

Sciences 

College of Central Florida Florida Atlantic University Ave Maria University 

Chipola College Florida Gulf Coast University Barry University 

Daytona State College Florida International University Beacon College 

Eastern Florida State College Florida Polytechnic University Bethune-Cookman College 

Florida Gateway College Florida State University Eckerd College 

Florida Keys Community 

College New College of Florida Edward Waters College 

Florida State College at 

Jacksonville University of Central Florida 

Embry Riddle Aeronautical 

University 
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Florida Southwestern State 

College University of Florida Everglades University 

Gulf Coast State College University of North Florida Flagler College 

Hillsborough Community 

College University of South Florida Florida College 

Indian River State College University of West Florida Florida Institute of Technology 

Lake-Sumter State College 
 

Florida Memorial University 

State College of Florida, 

Manatee-Sarasota 
 

Florida Southern College 

Miami Dade College 
 

Hodges University 

North Florida Community 

College 
 

Jacksonville University 

Northwest Florida State 

College 
 

Keiser University 

Palm Beach State College 
 

Lynn University 

Pasco-Hernando State 

College 
 

Nova Southeastern University 

Pensacola State College 
 

Palm Beach Atlantic University 

Polk State College 
 

Ringling College of Art and Design 

St.  Johns River State 

College 
 

Rollins College 

St.  Petersburg College 
 

Saint Leo University 

Santa Fe College 
 

Southeastern University 
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Seminole State College of 

Florida 
 

St.  Thomas University 

South Florida State College 
 

Stetson University 

Tallahassee Community 

College 
 

The University of Tampa 

Valencia College 
 

University of Miami 

  
Warner University 

  
Webber International University 
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Table 7. Post-Secondary Schools in the State of Florida Survey Results 

Name Responded Sent 3 Emails Sent 1 Email 

Respondent 1 ü   

Respondent 2 ü   

Respondent 3 ü   

Respondent 4 ü   

Respondent 5 ü   

Respondent 6 ü   

Respondent 7 ü   

Respondent 8 ü   

Respondent 9 ü   

Respondent 10 ü   

Respondent 11 ü   

Respondent 12 ü   

Respondent 13 ü   

Respondent 14 ü   

Respondent 15 ü   

Respondent 16 ü   

Respondent 17 ü   

Respondent 18 ü   

Respondent 19 ü   
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Respondent 20  ü  

Respondent 21  ü  

Respondent 22  ü  

Respondent 23  ü  

Respondent 24  ü  

Respondent 25  ü  

Respondent 26  ü  

Respondent 27  ü  

Respondent 28  ü  

Respondent 29  ü  

Respondent 30  ü  

Respondent 31  ü  

Respondent 32  ü  

Respondent 33  ü  

Respondent 34  ü  

Respondent 35  ü  

Respondent 36  ü  

Respondent 37  ü  

Respondent 38  ü  

Respondent 39  ü  

Respondent 40  ü  

Respondent 41  ü  

Respondent 42  ü  
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Respondent 43  ü  

Respondent 44  ü  

Respondent 45  ü  

Respondent 46  ü  

Respondent 47  ü  

Respondent 48  ü  

Respondent 49  ü  

Respondent 50  ü  

Respondent 51  ü  

Respondent 52  ü  

Respondent 53  ü  

Respondent 54  ü  

Respondent 55  ü  

Respondent 56  ü  

Respondent 57  ü  

Respondent 58  ü  

Respondent 59  ü  

Respondent 60  ü  

Respondent 61  ü  

Respondent 62  ü  

Respondent 63  ü  

Respondent 64   ü 

Respondent 65   ü 
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Respondent 66   ü 

Respondent 67   ü 

Respondent 68   ü 

Respondent 69   ü 

Respondent 70   ü 
 

 

The cohort loan default rate for 2014, 2013, and 2012 was available to download on the 

Federal Student Aid website.  The researcher searched the default rate of each institution 

individually for this period.  For the cohort loan default rate for 2011, 2010, and 2009, the 

information for the whole country was available to download on one Excel spreadsheet via 

Data.gov.  Those institutions that were a part of this study were removed from the spreadsheet and 

reformatted into a new spreadsheet with only the relevant data included.   

The second survey, Survey B, was emailed to all of the department heads at a university in 

South Florida with a request that they share the email with their teams.  This institution had 

previously utilized a financial literacy program that the survey was based on.  The researcher went 

to the university directory online and sent an email to each of the heads of department that were 

listed on the website.  This email was sent on February 27, 2018.  The survey was titled 

“Developing a New Financial Literacy Program Through Cross Campus Collaboration”.  Only 19 

surveys were completed after one week.  A reminder email was sent on March 3, 2018.  In total, 59 

surveys were completed.  The last survey was completed on March 29, 2018.  The main student 

government organization was also emailed the survey to provide for student involvement in the 

process.  Survey B was completely anonymous and, as a result, it was not possible to identify if a 

student or staff member completed the survey. 
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Results for Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 asked how financial literacy programs at universities in the State of 

Florida have an impact on student debt levels? The cohort default rate measures the rate of default 

on federal student loans.  Survey 1 sought to verify if a school participated in the Federal Direct 

Loan Program and then if the school had a financial literacy program in operation.  When asked if 

their school participated in the Federal Direct Loan Program, all of those schools participating in 

the survey replied yes (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5.  Does your school participate in the Federal Direct Loan Program? 

 

Sixteen schools (89%) advised that they believed that financial literacy programs can have a 

positive impact on an institution’s cohort default rate.  Two schools (11%) did not believe that there 

was an impact (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Do you believe that financial literacy programs can positively impact on an institutions 

cohort default rate? 

Fourteen schools (78%) offered financial literacy programs in addition to loan entrance 

counseling (Figure 7).  

 

Figure 7. Other than loan entrance counseling from the Federal Student Aid website, does your 

school offer any other form of a financial literacy program to your students? 
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With 18 schools responding to the survey, 60% of schools shared that other departments on 

campus aid in the design, running, and coordination of financial literacy programs (Figure 8). 

Student life, also known as student affairs and student involvement, was the most popular 

department assisting in the provision of financial literacy programs (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 8.  Do other departments on campus help in the design, running, and coordination of 

the financial literacy program. 

 

Figure 9. Which departments on campus help in the design, running, and coordination of the 

financial literacy program? 
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The majority of those schools (14 out of 18) that completed the survey expressed an interest 

in receiving a free interactive financial literacy tool for their students and staff (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. Would your institution be interested in utilizing a free interactive financial literacy tool 

geared towards students and staff? 

 

Respondent 1.  Respondent 1 did not complete the survey.  The results of data mining are 

included for Respondent 1.  Respondent 1 emailed to advise that they have a financial literacy 

program in both their institutions, but that it would be hard to identify the success of one program 

over another, or isolate one institution over another.  Statistics from the government indicate a 

gradual increase in the cohort loan default rate of the school.  This is highlighted by Table 8 and 

Figure 11 below.  The percentage change in the cohort default rate as percentage of the previous 

year also shows an increase.  This percentage change shows the rate of change over the previous 

year.  Respondent 1 has a rate of change that continues to grow.  There is a slight decline in the rate 

of growth between FY 2012 and FY 2013.  It is not possible to determine if this may have been a 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

Yes No

N
um

be
r o

f S
ch

oo
ls



  

 

58 

result of introducing a financial literacy course or not, due to the fact that Respondent 1 did not 

complete a survey. 

 

Table 8. Respondent 1 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 3.7 

2010 3.7 

2011 4 

2012 5.1 

2013 5.9 

2014 7.5 

Note. Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 11.  Respondent 1 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 9. Respondent 1 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 0 

2011 8.11 

2012 27.5 

2013 15.69 

2014 27.12 

 

 

Figure 12.  Respondent 1 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Respondent 2.  Respondent 2 does not have a financial literacy program in place, other than 

the federally provided loan exit counseling.  The cohort default rate for Respondent 2 is moving in 

an up-down pattern from year to year (Figure 13.) However, the overall rate of percentage change 

from year to year shows a strong decline overall since FY 2010. 
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Table 10. Respondent 2 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 4.4 

2010 7.4 

2011 6.2 

2012 6.9 

2013 7.1 

2014 5.9 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 13.  Respondent 2 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 11. Respondent 2 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 68.18 

2011 -16.22 

2012 11.29 

2013 2.9 

2014 -16.9 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Respondent 2 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 
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moving in an upward pattern since fiscal year 2012 (Figure 15).  The overall rate of percentage 

change from year to year shows an increase between FY 2011 and 2013, but this declined in 2014 

(Figure 16).   

Table 12. Respondent 3 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 4.4 

2010 5.3 

2011 3.7 

2012 3.4 

2013 4.8 

2014 5.8 

Note. Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 15.  Respondent 3 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 13. Respondent 3 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 20.45 

2011 -30.19 

2012 -8.11 

2013 41.18 

2014 20.83 

 

 

Figure 16.  Respondent 3 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 4.  Respondent 4 introduced a financial literacy program in 2010, a year after 

the beginning of the three-year cohort default rate during FY 2009.  The cohort default rate has 

been consistent between fiscal year 2009 and 2014, hovering between 4.8% and 6.3% (Figure 17).  

The overall rate of percentage change declined until a sharp increase in FY 2014 (Figure 18). 
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Table 14 . Respondent 4 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 4.8 

2010 5.3 

2011 5.5 

2012 6.2 

2013 5.2 

2014 6.3 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 17. Respondent 4 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 15. Respondent 4 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 10.42 

2011 3.77 

2012 12.73 

2013 -16.13 

2014 21.15 

 

 

Figure 18.   Respondent 4 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Respondent 5.  Respondent 5 introduced a financial literacy program in 2011.The cohort 

default rate has been falling since FY 2012 (Figure 19).  The overall rate of percentage change 

declined until an increase between FY 2013 and 2014 (Figure 20). 
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Table 16. Respondent 5 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 5 

2010 7.4 

2011 10.7 

2012 12.4 

2013 10.9 

2014 10.7 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 19. Respondent 5 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 17. Respondent 5 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 48 

2011 44.59 

2012 15.89 

2013 -12.1 

2014 -1.83 

 

 

Figure 20.  Respondent 5 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Respondent 6.  Respondent 6 introduced a financial literacy program in 2013.The cohort 

default rate has been showing a general up down pattern, with an overall gradual shift downwards 

(Figure 21).  The overall rate of percentage change declines, but is in an up down pattern again with 

an overall sift downwards (Figure 22). 
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Table 18. Respondent 6 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 5.8 

2010 7.5 

2011 6.5 

2012 6.8 

2013 5.4 

2014 5.8 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 21. Respondent 6 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 19. Respondent 6 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage 

Change 

2010 29.31 

2011 -13.33 

2012 4.62 

2013 -20.59 

2014 7.41 

 

 

Figure 22. Respondent 6 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 
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up down pattern again with an overall shift downwards (Figure 24).   

Table 20. Respondent 7 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 15.7 

2010 14.2 

2011 10.5 

2012 19.3 

2013 14.7 

2014 11.3 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 23.  Respondent 7 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 21. Respondent 7 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 -9.55 

2011 -26.06 

2012 83.81 

2013 -23.83 

2014 -23.13 

 

 

Figure 24. Respondent 7 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Respondent 8.  Respondent 8 introduced their financial literacy program in 2017.  

Therefore, the direct impact of introducing a financial literacy program will be not be able to be 

measured until 2020.The cohort default rate has seen an overall decline since 2010 (Figure 25).  
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The overall rate of change as a percentage of the previous year is in an up down pattern, is down 

overall, but is more inconsistent (Figure 26). 

 

Table 22. Respondent 8 Cohort Default Rate 

 

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 6.6 

2010 10.1 

2011 6.3 

2012 6.9 

2013 4.8 

2014 4.3 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 25. Respondent 8 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 23. Respondent 8 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 53.03 

2011 -37.62 

2012 9.52 

2013 -30.43 

2014 -10.42 

 

 

Figure 26.  Respondent 8 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 9.  Respondent 9 introduced their financial literacy program in 2014.  The 

cohort default rate has seen a gradual increase since 2009 (Figure 27).  The overall rate of change as 

a percentage of the previous year is in a down up pattern, is down overall, but is very inconsistent 

(Figure 28). 
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Table 24 .Respondent 9 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 10.3 

2010 14.1 

2011 12 

2012 15.3 

2013 14.4 

2014 15.5 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 27.  Respondent 9 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 25. Respondent 9 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 36.89 

2011 -14.89 

2012 27.50 

2013 -5.88 

2014 7.64 

 

 

Figure 28. Respondent 9 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 10.  Respondent 10 introduced their financial literacy program in 2015.  The 

cohort default rate has seen a gradual increase since 2010 (Figure 29).  The overall rate of change as 

a percentage of the previous year is in an up down pattern with large fluctuations between years 

(Figure 30). 
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Table 26. Respondent 10 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 9.7 

2010 6.2 

2011 10 

2012 9.4 

2013 10.8 

2014 15.1 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 29. Respondent 10 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 27. Respondent 10 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 -36.08 

2011 61.29 

2012 -6 

2013 14.89 

2014 39.81 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Respondent 10 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 
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change as a percentage of the previous year is in a down up pattern with large fluctuations between 

years (Figure 32). 

 

Table 28. Respondent 11 Cohort Default Rate 

 

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 12 

2010 13.1 

2011 10.7 

2012 13.2 

2013 12.8 

2014 13.8 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

Figure 31. Respondent 11 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 29. Respondent 11 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 9.17 

2011 -18.32 

2012 23.36 

2013 -3.03 

2014 7.81 

 

 

Figure 32. Respondent 11 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 12.  Respondent 12 introduced their financial literacy program in 2008.  The 

cohort default rate has been gradually climbing since 2009 (Figure 33).  The overall rate of change 

as a percentage of the previous year decreases every year but one when there is a sharp increase 

(Figure 34). 
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Table 30. Respondent 12 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 3.8 

2010 5.3 

2011 6.3 

2012 4.4 

2013 7.8 

2014 6 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

Figure 33.   Respondent 12 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 31. Respondent 12 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 39.47 

2011 18.87 

2012 -30.16 

2013 77.27 

2014 -23.08 

 

 

Figure 34. Respondent 12 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Respondent 13.  Respondent 13 introduced their financial literacy program in 2012.  The 

cohort default rate has been falling since 2010 (Figure 35).  The overall rate of change as a 

percentage of the previous year decreases every year except for FY 2014 (figure 36).   
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Table 32. Respondent 13 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 7.7 

2010 9.6 

2011 9.2 

2012 8.5 

2013 7 

2014 6.4 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 35.  Respondent 13 Cohort Default Rate 

 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

FY2009 FY2010 FY2011 FY2012 FY2013 FY2014

Co
ho

rt
 D

ef
au

lt 
Ra

te



  

 

83 

Table 33. Respondent 13 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 24.68 

2011 -4.17 

2012 -7.61 

2013 -17.65 

2014 -8.57 

 

 

Figure 36. Respondent 13 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 14.  Respondent 14 does not have a financial literacy program in place, other 

than the federally provided loan exit counseling.  The cohort default rate has been climbing since 

2009, with a decline in 2013 before climbing again in 2014 (Figure 37).  The overall rate of change 

as a percentage of the previous year decreases every year except for FY 2014 (Figure 38).   

-20.00%

-15.00%

-10.00%

-5.00%

0.00%

5.00%

10.00%

15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

30.00%

FY2010 FY 2011 FY2012 FY2013 FY2014

Ra
te

 o
f C

ha
ng

e 
as

 a
 p

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
of

 
pr

ev
io

us
 y

ea
r.



  

 

84 

Table 34. Respondent 14 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 1.3 

2010 3.2 

2011 4.9 

2012 5.7 

2013 3.8 

2014 5 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 37.  Respondent 14 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 35. Respondent 14 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 146.15 

2011 53.13 

2012 16.33 

2013 -33.33 

2014 31.58 

 

 

Figure 38. Respondent 14 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 15.  Respondent 15 introduced their financial literacy program in 2013.  The 

cohort default rate has been gradually climbing since 2009 (Figure 39).  The overall rate of change 

as a percentage of the previous year decreases every year except for FY 2012, which saw a rapid 

increase of 40% (Figure 40).   
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Table 36. Respondent 15 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 12.8 

2010 13.6 

2011 13 

2012 18.2 

2013 18.5 

2014 16.7 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 39.  Respondent 15 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 37. Respondent 15 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year  

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 6.25 

2011 -4.41 

2012 40 

2013 1.65 

2014 -9.73 

 

 

Figure 40.  Respondent 15 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Respondent 16.  Respondent 16 introduced their financial literacy program in 2012.  The 

cohort default rate has been gradually declining (Figure 41).  The overall rate of change as a 

percentage of the previous year initially increased but is now on a downward curve (Figure 42).   

-20.00%

-10.00%

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

FY2010 FY 2011 FY2012 FY2013 FY2014

Ra
te

 o
f C

ha
ng

e 
as

 a
 p

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
of

 
pr

ev
io

us
 y

ea
r



  

 

88 

Table 38. Respondent 16 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 5.8 

2010 4.5 

2011 4.5 

2012 4.9 

2013 4.8 

2014 3.4 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 41. Respondent 16 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 39. Respondent 16 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 -22.41 

2011 0 

2012 8.89 

2013 -2.04 

2014 -29.17 

 

 

Figure 42. Respondent 16 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 17.  Respondent 17 introduced their financial literacy program in 2010.  The 

cohort default rate has fluctuated between 1.9% and 3% (Figure 43).  The overall rate of change as 

a percentage of the previous year is inconsistent with large percentage changes and swings from 

year to year (Figure 44).   
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Table 40. Respondent 17 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 1.9 

2010 2.2 

2011 3.1 

2012 3 

2013 2.1 

2014 2.6 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 43. Respondent 17 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 41. Respondent 17 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 15.79 

2011 40.91 

2012 -3.23 

2013 -30 

2014 23.81 

 

 

Figure 44. Respondent 17 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Respondent 18.  Respondent 18 introduced their financial literacy program in 2012.  The 

cohort default rate has gradually increased (Figure 45).  The overall rate of change as a percentage 

of the previous year is inconsistent with large percentage changes and swings from year to year 

(Figure 46).   
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Table 42. Respondent 18 Cohort Default Rate  

Fiscal Year Rate 

2009 11.8 

2010 11 

2011 15 

2012 17 

2013 14.8 

2014 15.4 

Note.  Data gathered from Department of Education (2017).     

 

 

Figure 45. Respondent 18 Cohort Default Rate 
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Table 43. Respondent 18 Rate of Change as a Percentage of Previous Year 

 

Fiscal Year Percentage Change 

2010 -6.78 

2011 36.36 

2012 13.33 

2013 -12.94 

2014 4.05 

 

 

Figure 46. Respondent 18 Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

Results for Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 asked how the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy 

education was distributed throughout a university community.  The first question in the second 

-20.00%

-10.00%

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

FY2010 FY 2011 FY2012 FY2013 FY2014

Ra
te

 o
f C

ha
ng

e 
as

 a
 p

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
 o

f 
pr

ev
io

us
 y

ea
r



  

 

94 

survey asked whether the staff or students worked on campus when the original life skills program 

was taught in 2006/2007 (Figure 47).  Twenty-seven advised that they had worked at the university 

at this time.  This may provide an indication that these staff members had previous experience with 

the program, but this would largely be dependent upon whether the staff member worked in a 

department that would have experienced the life skills program at that time.  It is assumed that those 

who answered this question in the positive are all staff and not students due to the period of time 

when the original course was introduced. 

 

 

Figure 47.  Did you work on campus when the original life skills programs were taught in 

2006/2007? 

 

After reviewing the course materials, the majority of respondents were not aware of any 

current financial literacy course on campus (Figure 48).  However, there is a personal finance class 
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that covers some of the topics that a financial literacy course would cover.  This may be a lack of 

awareness of the personal finance class being offered.   

 

Figure 48. Are you aware of any program being taught on campus or provided to the 

students online, that cover areas outlined in the student materials? 

 

All respondents were in complete agreement of a need for a financial literacy course (Figure 

49). 
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Figure 49. Is there a need for a life skills course today? 

 

The majority of respondents feel that a five-week course offering in an interactive manner 

via iPad would be a worthwhile experience for students (Figure 50).  Three respondents did not feel 

that this would be a worthwhile experience. 

 

Figure 50. Do you feel that a five-week course covering materials such as those provided, in an 

updated and interactive way via iPad, would be a worthwhile experience for students? 
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Twenty-nine out of 59 respondents indicated an interest in teaching the program (Figure 51).  

Considering that the financial office in this institution has only 22 staff members, this indicates a 

campus-wide interest in teaching the program.  Due to the anonymity of the survey, it is impossible 

to determine if all of those in the financial office completed the survey, or if they indicated an 

interest in teaching the course. 

 

 

Figure 51. Would you be interested in teaching a life skills course? 

Only nine respondents felt it was the responsibility of the student financial services office to 

educate students on topics such as loans, credit cards, money management, and other such areas 

(Figure 52).  This demonstrates a strong campus interest and sense of responsibility for the subject 

matter. 
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Figure 52.  Do you feel that there is an overall campus responsibility to educate students about 

student loans, credit cards, money management, credit reporting, and other such areas, or do you 

feel it is solely the responsibility of the financial office? 

 

The majority of respondents do not believe that the majority of students would willingly 

download a financial literacy app if given the choice (Figure 53). 
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Figure 53. Do you feel that students would download a life skills app for an iPad or iPhone freely, 

or do you feel it would need to be mandated as part of a class? 

 

Those who completed the survey were provided the opportunity to provide direct feedback 

on the life skills program and where it could go in the future.  The feedback on the program was 

largely positive.  There were some inconsistencies in the comments, including one respondent’s 

suggestion that more detail was needed, while another suggested less.  An outline of some of the 

general feedback on the life skills program is provided as follows:   

• “It is an informative tool especially for first time college students.  This is 

information that I believe all freshmen need to learn and read about.” 

• “I really liked how it covered a lot of different general ‘life skills,’ not solely 

the fiscal responsibilities.” 

• “I feel that these are all essential learning skills that 18-22 [year olds 
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• ] today do not have and that they are mostly unaware exist.  There is a 

constant misunderstanding that it will all magically happen and someone 

else will take care of whatever they need.” 

• “Outstanding.  This is a subject matter that many young people simply have 

no concept of.” 

• “This would be great at our institution! Students need to learn their 

independence while at college, so they are better prepared for the future and 

the real world.  Giving these tools can put them in better situations 

financially.” 

• “I really like the idea of having a life skills class because, as a student, many 

of my peers don’t know simple ideas like credit cards and they go into debt 

really easily.” 

 

One recurring theme from the feedback, as previously mentioned by Kezar and Yang 

(2010), was collaboration across the campus community.  This is evidenced as follows:   

• “I also feel that collaborations are necessary across campus.” 

• “Thank you for tackling such an important topic! I hope that you’re working 

with Student Affairs to reach our incoming students.” 

• “I think this is critical and I think as a college student, something like this 

would have helped me stay out of unnecessary debt that I now have.  My 

colleagues in the CSI have been talking about how we could incorporate 

something like it, so I love the idea!” 
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Another consistent theme in the feedback was the theme of technology with some 

respondents embracing, and others not. 

• “Good material but with today’s generation needs to be more hands on and 

interactive.” 

• “I think this would be very helpful to young adults especially in an app where 

they could have access to the information anytime.”  

• “I firmly believe we need this program.  There are times when technology 

has taken over our world and simple things like addressing an envelope or 

writing their letter to apply for a job while they are a student, do not exist.” 

Respondents also made a number of recommendations on additional materials to be 

included in the new interactive financial literacy tool.  These included a recommendation to look at 

civility, on-campus resources, emotional life skills and resources, budgeting, life after university, 

investments, and family.   

The top ten rated university financial literacy programs were also analyzed.  LendEDU 

reviewed the financial literacy programs in hundreds of colleges and universities across the United 

States (Hamory, 2018).  With increasing tuition costs and climbing default rates, LendEDU looked 

at the increasingly important role played by financial literacy programs.  The online service 

examined the success of such programs using three criteria (Hamory, 2018): 

1. The number of workshops and resources made available to students 

2. The level of access students have to individualized financial consultation 

3. What, if any, incentive programs were available 

According to Harmory (2018), Texas Tech University was ranked as having the top college-

based financial literacy program in the United States, having developed a peer-based system of 
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financial coaching for students with individualized sessions and coaching plans.  Texas Tech also 

organized a financial literacy week replete with workshops as well as a financial assistance program 

to help those who qualify with living and educational expenses (Hamory, 2018).  Ranked second in 

the United States was Syracuse University, who seeks to replace student loans with grant-based 

funding (Hamory, 2018).  The university also requires all those students participating in their 

financial literacy program to complete a financial literacy session every semester.  Peer financial 

literacy coaches are also popular at Syracuse (Hamory, 2018).  The program offered in the 

University of North Texas further highlights the theme of student involvement in the financial 

literacy process, wherein students lead the discussion during personal financial coaching sessions 

(Hamory, 2018).  In fourth place, the University of Montana requires all students to complete an 

online and interactive financial literacy course (Hamory, 2018).  Sam Houston State University 

hosts a financial literacy week and uses various incentives to encourage students to get involved in 

the financial literacy process.  Students are offered the opportunity to earn scholarships if they 

participate in financial literacy quizzes and financial literacy-themed Jeopardy! -style games 

(Hamory, 2018).   

George Washington University is another American institution of higher learning that seeks 

to become the world leader on financial literacy and policy (Hamory, 2018).  The Global Financial 

Literacy Excellence Center at George Washington University hosts financial literacy seminars that 

are open to all students as well as the public.  In seventh place, Ohio State University requires 

students in their second year to complete a two-part financial wellness program, while Yale 

University provides financial assistance to those students who graduate and pursue low-paying 

career positions (Hamory, 2018).  Boston College has the Center for Financial Literacy with a 

financial literacy program and a wide-ranging workshop schedule for students, and Tufts 
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University, rounds off the top ten financial literacy programs in the country with their “Planning 

$uccess Financial Literacy Program” (Hamory, 2018).  One added layer to this program is that it 

offers students the opportunity to meet experts in the relevant financial literacy field, who can share 

their own personal knowledge and experiences (Hamory, 2018). 

Summary of results 

When the average cohort rate is calculated for all of the survey respondents, there appears to 

be a very gradual increase in the cohort default rate for these institutions, with only minor 

fluctuations.  This would appear to indicate that the average cohort default rate is relatively stable 

between 7% and 9% (Figure 54).  When the rate of change is calculated as a percentage over the 

previous year, the proportionate decrease in the rate is greater than the proportionate increase in the 

rate (Figure 55).  For example, FY 2010 saw a proportionate increase of 24.05% year-over-year 

from FY 2009.  However, this had slowed to a 5.66% increase in FY 2011.  The increase of 13.31% 

in FY 2012 had turned into a decrease of 3.02% by FY 2013. 

 

Figure 54. Average Respondent Cohort Default Rate 
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Figure 55  Average Respondent Percentage Change in Cohort Default Rate 

 

Research Question 2, pertaining to how the responsibility for the provision of financial 

literacy education is distributed throughout a university community, is answered through Survey B.  

The results of Survey B demonstrate a strong campus-wide interest and responsibility in the area of 

financial literacy.  The answers indicate a willingness and enthusiasm to help educate on the subject 

matter, but also a lack of awareness of some offerings that are already in place.  Additionally, there 

is a broad consensus of the need for such a program with all respondents in agreement.  Those who 

believe financial literacy should be solely the domain of the financial office are in the minority, at 

approximately 15% of all respondents (Figure 52). 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  Through the analysis of the 

historical default rates of these universities and whether these universities implemented financial 

literacy programs, it was investigated whether financial literacy had an impact on the rate of student 

loan default. 

Summary of results  

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida have an 

impact on student debt levels?  

2. How is the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy education distributed 

throughout a university community?  

Eighteen schools responded to the survey request.   

Respondent 1 did not directly complete the survey; however, they did indicate that they 

have a financial literacy program in place.  The default rate has continued to increase.  The rate of 

change in the default rate as a percentage of the previous year has also increased, but for a decrease 

during FY 2013.  Without knowing what year the financial literacy program was introduced, it is 

not possible to determine if a financial literacy program has helped to cause this fall in the rate of 

change as a percentage of the previous year.   

Respondent 2 does not have a financial literacy program in place.  The cohort default rate 
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has gradually increased overall; however, the rate of increase has slowed dramatically.  With no 

financial literacy program being in place, other than the government-mandated loan exit counseling, 

other factors such as the economy must be considered for causing the fall in the rate of change as a 

percentage of the previous year.   

Respondent 3 does not have a financial literacy program in place.  The cohort default rate 

has gradually increased overall.  The rate of change in the cohort default rate as a percentage of the 

previous year fell sharply during FY 2011 but increased again over the next two years.  While it 

cannot be confirmed that having no financial literacy program caused an increase in the cohort 

default rate, it could be argued that introducing an additional educational component to student 

loans would not have caused the rate to go any higher and may have helped the rate to decrease. 

Respondent 4 introduced a financial literacy program in 2010 and has seen the cohort 

default rate fluctuate between 4.8% and 6.3%.  The rate of change has fluctuated quite severely; 

however, it can be argued that as the cohort default rate is so low, any change will cause a dramatic 

shift in the rate of change as a percentage of the previous year.  The fact that the cohort default rate 

has not changed dramatically while a financial literacy program has been in place looks positively 

upon the introduction of a financial literacy program. 

Respondent 5 introduced a financial literacy program in 2011 and saw a decrease in the 

cohort default rate by 2012.  Respondent 6 introduced a financial literacy program in 2013 but saw 

the cohort default rate increase immediately in FY 2014.  In this scenario, it would be important to 

consider which classification of students the financial literacy program targeted.  A program 

introduced in 2013 to freshman may not impact the cohort rate until the FY 2017 (when a freshman 

would graduate).  Similarly, as in the scenario for Respondent 5, if a financial literacy program is 

introduced to a senior class, it may have an immediate impact upon the cohort default rate. 
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Respondent 7 does not have a financial literacy program in place.  Overall, the cohort 

default rate and percentage change in default rate moved in a downward pattern in all but one year 

(2012), when there was a sharp increase.  This sharp increase would necessitate a closer specific 

study of this institution.  Factors such as the economy could be considered, with a freshman starting 

university at the beginning of the recession in 2008 and graduating in 2012.  However, this would 

not explain such a rapid rebound in FY 2013. 

Respondent 8 introduced their financial literacy program in 2018 and, as a result, it is not 

possible to determine what if any impact there would be at this stage.  Respondent 9 introduced 

their financial literacy program in 2014.  With the most recent cohort default rate for FY 2014 

published in 2017, it will be 2018 before we see if there was any immediate impact of this financial 

literacy program.  Respondent 10 did not introduce their financial literacy program until 2015. 

Respondent 11 introduced their financial literacy program in 2009.  The cohort default rate 

has been consistent between 12% and 13.8%.  The rate of change as a percentage of the previous 

year has fluctuated up and down dramatically.  However, the overall stability of the default rate, 

parallel to having a financial literacy program in place, places a positive emphasis on financial 

literacy. 

Respondent 12 introduced their financial literacy program in 2008, yet the cohort default 

rate has fluctuated with an overall gradual increase.  The rate of change as a percentage of the 

previous year has fallen every year but for FY 2013, which also saw a large increase 

(proportionately) in the cohort default rate.  This sharp increase would necessitate a closer study of 

this institution. 

Respondent 13 introduced their financial literacy program in 2012.  The cohort default rate 

has continued to fall since 2010.  While the default rate was falling before the introduction of the 
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financial literacy program, the continued progression downward is supportive of a financial literacy 

program. 

Respondent 14 does not have a financial literacy program in place.  Its cohort default rate 

has increased on an annual basis except for a decline in FY 2013.  The rate of change fell annually 

except for an increase in FY 2014.  The fact that the cohort default rate is increasing annually, but at 

a decreasing rate, can be seen as a positive.  However, the ultimate goal would be to reduce the 

cohort default rate itself rather than reducing the rate of increase.   

Respondent 15 introduced their financial literacy program in 2013.  The cohort default rate 

has climbed annually except for a decline in FY 2014.  Determining whether or not the financial 

literacy course that was introduced played a role in this would depend on who the financial literacy 

course targeted in 2013.  Respondent 16 introduced their financial literacy program in 2012 and has 

seen their cohort default rate continue to fall.  Respondent 17 introduced their financial literacy 

program in 2010.  The cohort default rate has been stable, fluctuating between 1.9% and 3.1%.  

Respondent 18 introduced their financial literacy program in 2012, and since this time has seen the 

cohort default rate gradually decrease. 

When asked about how the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy is divided 

throughout their university community, 11 out of 18 respondents (Survey 1) advised that other 

departments on campus help in the design, running, and coordination of their financial literacy 

program.  When this is analyzed further, Student Life and Academics are the two departments that 

appear to take the most active role.  When the individual institution was surveyed (Survey 2), 50 

out of 59 respondents felt that financial literacy was a campus-wide responsibility with nearly 50% 

of respondents actually interested in teaching the course.  One-hundred percent of respondents felt 

that there was a need for a financial literacy program. 
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Discussion of results  

It is important to consider the low response rate when the results of the research are 

discussed. Only 19 out of 70 universities responded to the survey request and it is recommended to 

conduct research in this area on a larger scale in the future. The overall results indicate a very 

gradual increase in the average cohort default rate of the schools surveyed, yet the change in the 

default rate as a percentage of the previous year actually decreased.  This indicates a slowing down 

of the overall cohort default rate.  The vast majority (89%) of those who completed the survey 

believe that financial literacy programs make a difference, while 78% actually had financial literacy 

programs in place.  This gap between those who believe financial literacy makes a difference and 

those with actual programs in place indicates that there is a market for a new financial literacy 

product.   

The economic recession that hit the economy in 2008 has not been mentioned in this study.  

However, the recession would have directly impacted those graduating and entering the job market 

in FY 2009, the first year that the cohort default rate was calculated.  Additionally, it would also 

have an impact on families who may otherwise have paid larger amounts towards tuition for their 

children, and instead led them to consider the student loan option.  It could be argued that those 

who started college in 2009 did not enter into the cohort default rate until FY 2013.  The study has 

shown a gradual increase in the average cohort default rate of those studied.  However, when it is 

considered that 89% of those institutions who completed Survey A believe that financial literacy 

makes a difference, and the country has gone through an economic recession, it could be argued 

that the cohort default rate would have been even higher without the financial literacy programs 

already in existence. 
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Literacy tool 

Utilizing the results of the research, a free interactive financial literacy tool, available to all 

university students in the State of Florida, was developed.  While there are resources available via 

the Internet and directly from financial institutions, the results of this study lead to the development 

of a product that was unique in the form of an iBook, an interactive financial literacy tool.  It is 

hoped that the development of this financial literacy tool will target those who struggle with 

financial management while attending a university.  Financial literacy is not a new concept.  This 

study has illustrated the different offerings available to students through on-campus classes, online 

offerings, and courses run by third parties.   

This researcher has not found any evidence of an interactive iBook or app in the sphere of 

financial literacy.  It is with this in mind that the researcher designed Your Money, Your Way: 

Making Sound Financial Choices at College and Beyond.  The advent of increased educational 

technology and increased portability of technology suggests that a downloadable iBook with 

interactivity is a viable option for improving the financial literacy knowledge of both students and 

staff.  An iBook is an electronic book that is available for download onto Apple ecosystem 

products, such as an iPhone or iPad.  It allows for photograph galleries and various interactions, 

such as videos and games, to be included.  The iBook was designed for independent use by an 

individual student.  It can also be used in a classroom setting with activities designed for groups that 

can be coordinated by an instructor. 

Literacy tool and research 

The iBook was designed with those elements that research suggests promotes enhanced 

financial literacy.  Using the results of Survey B, it provides for campus-wide involvement in its 
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design.  It originated as a product designed by USA Funds in 2006, and was redesigned by the 

researcher and turned into an individualized financial literacy product for a university in Florida in 

2007.  This 2007 product was then used to design one-hour workshops on financial literacy in the 

years after 2008.  One recurring theme in the research recommended to have as wide a campus 

involvement in the design of the product as possible.  The results from Survey B that looked at how 

the responsibility for the provision of financial literacy was distributed was reviewed with the 

respondents making a number of suggestions on the future direction of financial literacy. Students 

also provided feedback.  Using surveys and direct experience, the researcher designed a new 

interactive financial literacy product.   

Literacy tool and financial literacy nationwide 

Analysis of the top financial literacy programs in the country suggest a high level of student 

involvement with peer-to-peer counseling (Hamory, 2018).  It can be argued that direct student 

involvement was facilitated in the design of the financial literacy product through using the data 

collected in Survey B in the design process.  The interactive component of the product designed for 

the interactive financial literacy tool also mirrors the success of the interactive website at the 

University of Montana (Hamory, 2018).  The elements of interactive quizzes and fun activities 

mirror the enthusiasm pursued with financial literacy quizzes and a financial literacy Jeopardy!-

style game at Sam Houston State University (Hamory, 2018).  The worldwide exposure and 

coverage that an iBook receives via sale in the Apple Books online store resonates with the goal of 

George Washington University to make their financial literacy seminars open to not only their 

students, but also the public (Hamory, 2018).  The approach of Tufts University, in bringing in third 

party experts, mirrors the idea of developing the ideas of a third party, such as USA Funds, that 
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were utilized in designing the interactive financial literacy tool (Hamory, 2018).  It is the goal of the 

researcher to make the iBook available for free to every post-secondary student in the State of 

Florida via iTunes.  The surveys completed by the different post-secondary institutions indicated 

that most of those who completed the survey were interested in acquiring this new financial literacy 

tool. 

Implications for practice 

The purpose of the research was to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  The research has 

demonstrated how cohort default rates can fluctuate over a period of time, and while it can be 

suggested that financial literacy can influence a rate, some institutions saw cohort default rates 

decreasing without a financial literacy program in place.  Despite this fact, the vast majority of 

those financial aid directors surveyed believe that financial literacy can make a positive difference 

to the cohort default rate.  When these facts are considered, it may be unfair to seek to explain the 

changes in the cohort rate through financial literacy in isolation as other factors should be 

considered.  The economy and local environmental factors pertaining to each individual 

institution should be reviewed.   

Review of the literature suggested cross-campus collaboration was a potential key to 

success in designing a successful financial literacy program.  The survey completed by the 

financial aid directors would support this conclusion, while the survey completed by students and 

staff in the surveyed institution further enhanced this. 

There is no plan to introduce a charge for the product developed.  However, if the product is 

successful, it may be considered to charge for updates and enhanced versions of the product in the 
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future.  As technology becomes more mainstream in primary and secondary education, the 

development of an interactive literacy tool will also be considered for these age levels.   

Recommendations for future research  

This research was conducted on a state level with only 19 out of 70 institutions responding 

to a survey request.  It is recommended to conduct this research on a larger scale, either on a 

regionally or nationally.   

It was not possible to compare and contrast the different financial literacy programs used by 

each of the individual institutions.  An area for future research would be to compare and contrast 

different financial literacy programs to determine what—if any—areas of the programs are 

successful across all institutions.   

This research indicates that there exists a high level of campus-wide interest in getting 

involved in the financial literacy process.  However, this was specifically limited to the study of just 

one institution.  A more comprehensive investigation and analysis of financial literacy offerings, 

design, and delivery is recommended.  It is hoped that this would confirm the campus-wide interest 

and commitment to aid the student population in the financial literacy process.   

An interactive financial literacy tool in the form of an iBook has been designed and 

produced based upon the results of the surveys.  It is not possible to calculate the direct impact—if 

any—of this financial literacy tool in the immediate future.  The cohort default rate for 2018 will 

not be available until 2021.  If the iBook is provided to freshman students in Fall 2018, it may be 

Spring 2022 before a student graduates and ultimately 2025 before any change in the cohort default 

rate attributed to the iBook can be measured.  If the iBook is made available to university seniors, it 

is likely to be 2022 before any kind of results can be measured. 
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Summary 

Education is often seen as the great leveler in society.  With education, the ideal would be 

that the brightest and best would climb the ladder in society and the most able would find the best 

jobs and best positions.  Unfortunately, education today in the United States cannot be looked at in 

isolation.  The cost of third level education brings an uneven playing field across society, which 

forces a large number of students into applying for and receiving student loans.  These financial 

barriers have led to student loan debt being the norm in America today.  The reality is that 67% of 

those under the age of 39 have some form of student debt (Friedman, 2017).  Those who have 

borrowed student loans and are currently in their twenties are burdened on average with a monthly 

payment of $350 (Hess, 2017a).  The purpose of the research was to investigate the impact of 

financial literacy programs at universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt.  

Utilizing the results of the research that investigated whether financial literacy programs had a 

positive impact on student debt levels, a free financial literacy tool was developed and made 

available to all university students in Florida.  Through a study of the literature and a study of the 

research and collaboration in design, if Your Money, Your Way: Making Sound Financial Choices 

at College and Beyond can make a difference to just one student financially, this research will have 

been truly worthwhile. 
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Appendix A: Recruitment Email and Flyer FASFAA 

Dear Sir / Madam, 

My name is Morgan O’Sullivan, and I am the Student Financial Services Communications Director 

at a private university in South Florida. I am currently pursuing my Doctorate in Education, and I 

send this email to request your assistance in my research. The title of my dissertation is “The 

Student Debt Problem: Determining Whether Financial Literacy Programs have an Impact on 

University Student Debt”. It focusses upon the theme of student financial literacy, and more 

specifically looks at whether financial literacy programs have any impact upon student debt. My 

plan is to compare the Cohort Default Rate of an institution and the change in the rate since the 

introduction of a financial literacy program. This will be compared with those institutions who did 

not introduce a financial literacy program to determine if there is any significant difference. The 

ultimate goal is to determine whether financial literacy programs have any real impact on the 

institutions Cohort Default Rate. The period of research will begin from the time period when 

Federal Direct Loans were introduced in 2010.  

I would be extremely grateful if you would be willing to share this email and survey with all 

FASFAA member institutions in the State of Florida. I have also provided a flyer with instructions 

attached to this email.  

Please be assured that participation in the survey is strictly voluntary.  

Should you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate in contacting me.  My email is 

and my direct phone number is . I look forward to 

hearing from you. 

Sincerely, 

Morgan O’Sullivan  
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Participants Needed For Online Survey 

 

Who: Higher Education Financial Aid Offices in the State of Florida: Volunteers to complete 

an online survey looking at financial literacy 

What: Responding to a 10-minute online survey regarding their use of financial literacy programs 

in the State of Florida 

Title: The Student Debt Problem: Determining Whether Financial Literacy Programs have an 

Impact on University Student Debt 

Benefits and Risks: THIS SURVEY IS STRICTLY VOLUNTARY. There are minimal risks, such 

as possible stress from answering questions regarding higher education issues. Participants may exit 

the survey at any time and choose not to participate. There are no benefits; however, participants 

may be curious as to the results of the overall study. By participating in this study, you will be 

benefiting research in the areas of financial literacy and student loan default.  

How to access the study: 

1. Copy to following SurveyMonkey web address in the internet search bar: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/  

2. Follow directions and press NEXT 

3. At the end of the Informed Consent page, you see a button entitled "OK", by clicking 

"OK"; you are agreeing to participate in the survey. 

Contact information: Morgan O’Sullivan, MSc.,   
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Appendix B: SurveyMonkey Online Informed Consent FASFAA 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at 

universities in the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt. 

Specific Procedures 

Your participation in this study will aid in researching the impact of financial literacy 

programs on cohort default rates in higher education institutions throughout the State of Florida. 

You will be asked up to 10 questions about the area of financial literacy.   

Duration of Participation and Compensation 

The total duration of your participation shall be no longer than 10-15 minutes. There will be 

no compensation for participation. 

Risks 

This online survey is strictly voluntary and no penalty will be imposed for non-participation. 

There are minimal risks in participating in the survey. However, if you feel uncomfortable or 

anxious at any time, you may press the "X" button in the upper right corner of the screen and exit 

out of the survey. 

Benefits 

There are no benefits for answering the survey questions. However, financial aid 

administrators may enjoy contributing to the field of research in the area of financial literacy and 

cohort default rates. 

Confidentiality 
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The majority of information in this survey is publicly available online and directly from 

your institution. The survey is an attempt to gather the information into one location. Feedback and 

opinions will be treated as those of the individual and not of the institution. The identity of the 

individual will not be requested at any time. The feedback provided by the individual will not be 

linked to the institution. Your answers to questions will be stored for two years on a password 

protected computer and after that time will be deleted. This projects research records may be 

reviewed by the departments at Lynn University responsible for regulatory research and oversight.  

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about the research project you may contact Morgan O'Sullivan 

 For any questions regarding your 

rights as a research participant, you may call Dr. Robert Reich, Chair of the Lynn University 

Institutional Review Board for Protection of Human Subjects, at  

Documentation of Informed Consent 

I have had an opportunity to read the consent form and have the research study explained. I 

have had an opportunity to ask questions about the research project and my questions have been 

answered. I am prepared to participate in the research study described above. 

By clicking "OK" I am consenting to participate in the study. 
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Appendix C: SurveyMonkey Online Survey Protocol FASFAA 

An Investigation Measuring the Impact of Financial 

Literacy Programs on University Student Debt 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of financial literacy programs at universities in 

the State of Florida on the overall level of student debt. 

Specific Procedures 

Your participation in this study will aid in researching the impact of financial literacy programs on 

cohort default rates in higher education institutions throughout the State of Florida. You will be 

asked up to 10 questions about the area of financial literacy.   

Duration of Participation and Compensation 

The total duration of your participation shall be no longer than 10-15 minutes. There will be no 

compensation for participation. 

Risks 

This online survey is strictly voluntary and no penalty will be imposed for non-participation. There 

are minimal risks in participating in the survey. However, if you feel uncomfortable or anxious at 

any time, you may press the "X" button in the upper right corner of the screen and exit out of the 

survey. 

 

Benefits 
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There are no benefits for answering the survey questions. However, financial aid administrators 

may enjoy contributing to the field of research in the area of financial literacy and cohort default 

rates. 

Confidentiality 

The majority of information in this survey is publicly available online and directly from your 

institution. The survey is an attempt to gather the information into one location. Feedback and 

opinions will be treated as those of the individual and not of the institution. The identity of the 

individual will not be requested at any time. The feedback provided by the individual will not be 

linked to the institution. Your answers to questions will be stored for two years on a password 

protected computer and after that time will be deleted. This projects research records may be 

reviewed by the departments at Lynn University responsible for regulatory research and oversight.  

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about the research project you may contact Morgan O'Sullivan (  

). For any questions regarding your rights as a 

research participant, you may call Dr. Robert Reich, Chair of the Lynn University Institutional 

Review Board for Protection of Human Subjects, at  

Documentation of Informed Consent 

I have had an opportunity to read the consent form and have the research study explained. I have 

had an opportunity to ask questions about the research project and my questions have been 

answered. I am prepared to participate in the research study described above. 

 

By clicking "OK" I am consenting to participate in the study. 
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Top of Form 

1. What is the name of your home institution? 

 

*2. Does your school participate in the Federal Direct Loan Program? 

Yes 

No 

3. What is the current Official Cohort Default Rate for your institution? 

 

4. What was the Official Cohort Rate when Direct Loans were introduced in 2010? 

 

5. Do you believe that financial literacy programs can positively impact upon an institutions 

cohort default rate? 

Yes 

No 

*6. Other than Loan Entrance Counseling from the Federal Student Aid website, does your 

school offer any other form of financial literacy program to your students? 

Yes 

No 

7. What year did you begin your financial literacy program? 

8. Do other departments on campus help in the design, running and coordination of the 

financial literacy program? 

Yes 

No 
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9. Which departments on campus help in the design, running, and coordination of the 

financial literacy program? 

Residence Life 

Student Life (Student Affairs / Student Involvement) 

Admissions 

Athletics 

Academics 

Other 

10. Would your institution be interested in utilizing a free interactive financial literacy tool 

geared towards students and staff? 

Yes 

No 

DONE 

Bottom of Form 
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Appendix D: Invitation Email and Materials Private University 

 

Good Evening, 

As some of you may know I am currently pursuing my doctorate and am about to embark 

upon my dissertation research project. Part of my project is to design and develop an interactive 

financial literacy tool in the form of an interactive iBook. One of the consistent themes in my 

research points to the benefit of cross campus collaboration in the design of any financial literacy 

program. I was hoping that you may be able to spare some time to assist in my research. 

Back in 2007, I was tasked with redesigning a USA Funds financial literacy course called 

Life Skills with a goal of making it more specific to our institution. This program was highly 

successful, as evidenced by surveys of students and staff. It was taught as part of the First Year 

Experience (FYE) program. Sadly, with the end of the FYE program, the Life Skills program did 

not have a vehicle to continue.  

One of my goals is to develop a new updated version of Life Skills that will be available to all 

students in our institution and beyond. In order to fulfil the goal of cross campus collaboration in 

the design of such a product, I would appreciate if you would take the time to review the previously 

used Life Skills materials. Upon completion of reviewing the materials, I would ask for you to 

complete a survey in order to share your thoughts and opinions. This is provided as a link below: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/  

Should you have any questions, please do not hesitate in contacting me. I thank you in 

advance for your time. 

Sincerely, 

Morgan O’Sullivan 
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A portion of the information in this publication is taken from materials published by  
USAFunds 

 INDEX—Week by Week 
 
  
 
 Week 1 
 Get a Grip on Your Finances 
 
 Week 2 
 Seek out Financial Aid 
 
 Week 3 
 Work Hard but Smart 
 
 Week 4 
 Take Control of Your Future 
 
 Week 5 
 Finding a Job  
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Appendix E: SurveyMonkey Online Informed Consent Private University 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study is to review a previously used financial literacy program from a 

small private university in the State of Florida and to help develop a newer more effective program, 

designed through cross campus collaboration. 

Specific Procedures 

Your participation in this study will aid in designing a new interactive financial literacy tool 

in the form of an iBook that will be available for free via iTunes to higher education institutions 

throughout the State of Florida. You will be asked up to 10 questions related to the materials 

provided. 

Duration of Participation and Compensation 

The total duration of your participation shall be no longer than 10-15 minutes. There will be 

no compensation for participation. 

Risks 

This online survey is strictly voluntary and no penalty will be imposed for non-participation. 

There are minimal risks in participating in the survey. However, if you feel uncomfortable or 

anxious at any time, you may press the "X" button in the upper right corner of the screen and exit 

out of the survey. 

Benefits 
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There are no benefits for answering the survey questions. However, university faculty and 

staff may enjoy contributing to the field of research in the area of financial literacy and developing 

a potential new program through cross campus collaboration. 

Confidentiality 

This survey is an attempt to gather information that will allow for a redesign of a financial 

literacy program through cross campus collaboration. Feedback and opinions will be treated as 

those of the individual and not of the institution. The identity of the individual will not be requested 

or released at any time. The feedback provided by the individual will not be linked to the 

institution. The answers to questions will be stored for two years on a password protected computer 

and after that time will be deleted. This projects research records may be reviewed by the 

departments at Lynn University responsible for regulatory research and oversight.  

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about the research project you may contact Morgan O'Sullivan 

( ). For any questions regarding your 

rights as a research participant, you may call Dr. Robert Reich, Chair of the Lynn University 

Institutional Review Board for Protection of Human Subjects, at  

Documentation of Informed Consent 

I have had an opportunity to read the consent form and have the research study explained. I 

have had an opportunity to ask questions about the research project and my questions have been 

answered. I am prepared to participate in the research study described above. 

By clicking "OK" I am consenting to participate in the study. 
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Appendix F: SurveyMonkey Online Survey Protocol Private University 

Developing a New Financial Literacy Program 

Through Cross Campus Collaboration 

 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study is to review a previously used financial literacy program from a small 

private university in the State of Florida and to help develop a newer more effective program, 

designed through cross-campus collaboration. 

 

Specific Procedures 

Your participation in this study will aid in designing a new interactive financial literacy tool in the 

form of an iBook that will be available for free via iTunes to higher education institutions 

throughout the State of Florida. You will be asked up to 10 questions related to the materials 

provided. 

 

Duration of Participation and Compensation 

The total duration of your participation shall be no longer than 10-15 minutes. There will be no 

compensation for participation. 

 

Risks 
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This online survey is strictly voluntary and no penalty will be imposed for non-participation. There 

are minimal risks in participating in the survey. However, if you feel uncomfortable or anxious at 

any time, you may press the "X" button in the upper right corner of the screen and exit out of the 

survey. 

 

Benefits 

There are no benefits for answering the survey questions. However, university faculty and staff may 

enjoy contributing to the field of research in the area of financial literacy and developing a potential 

new program through cross-campus collaboration. 

 

Confidentiality 

This survey is an attempt to gather information that will allow for a redesign of a financial literacy 

program through cross-campus collaboration. Feedback and opinions will be treated as those of the 

individual and not of the institution. The identity of the individual will not be requested or released 

at any time. The feedback provided by the individual will not be linked to the institution. The 

answers to questions will be stored for two years on a password protected computer and after that 

time will be deleted. This projects research records may be reviewed by the departments at Lynn 

University responsible for regulatory research and oversight.  

 

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about the research project you may contact Morgan O'Sullivan (phone: 

). For any questions regarding your rights as a 

research participant, you may call Dr. Robert Reich, Chair of the Lynn University Institutional 
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Review Board for Protection of Human Subjects, at  

 

 

Documentation of Informed Consent 

I have had an opportunity to read the consent form and have the research study explained. I have 

had an opportunity to ask questions about the research project and my questions have been 

answered. I am prepared to participate in the research study described above. 

 

By clicking "OK" I am consenting to participate in the study. 

Top of Form 

1. Did you work on campus when the original Life Skills course was taught in 

2006/2007? 

Yes 

No 

2. Are you aware of any program being taught on campus or provided to the students 

online, that cover areas outlined in the provided materials? 

Yes 

No 

3. Is there a need for a Life Skills course today? 

Yes 

No 

4. Do you feel that a five-week course covering materials such as those provided, in an 

updated and interactive way via iPad, would be a worthwhile experience for students? 
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Yes 

No 

5. Would you be interested teaching a Life Skills course? 

Yes 

No 

6. Do you feel that there is an overall campus responsibility to educate about student 

loans, credit cards, money management, credit reporting and other such areas, or do you feel 

that it is solely the responsibility of the financial office? 

Campus Community 

Financial Office 

7. Do you feel that students would download a Life Skills App for an iPad or iPhone 

freely, or do you feel it would need to be mandated as part of a class? 

Download freely 

Mandated as part of a class 

8. What are your general thoughts on the materials provided? 

9. Are there areas not covered by the provided materials that you would like to see in a 

future Life Skills course? 

10. Any other feedback? 

DONE 

Bottom of Form 

 

 




