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ABSTRACT 

 

 This study aims to assess the financial literacy of Texas Christian University students 

through the use of survey collection and statistical analysis. I examine the effect of college 

education on financial literacy and whether the university is taking action to prepare students to 

make financial decisions. I test seven hypotheses that address variables such as age, class 

standing, and major to assess trends in literacy rates. Lastly, I combine my findings with 

academic support to conclude that it would be in TCU’s best interest to consider incorporating a 

personal financial literacy course into its required core curriculum for all students.   
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INTRODUCTION 

For my senior thesis, I examine the effect of college education on financial literacy. The 

subject of my study is the Texas Christian University student body and I explore whether the 

university is preparing students to make financial decisions after graduation. I incorporate 

findings from academic journals to support my assertion that preparing students to be financially 

independent adults has a positive impact on their post-graduate lives, which ultimately flows 

back to the university in the long term. 

Financial literacy is relevant to every adult, as everyone deals with personal finances. 

Although professional financial services are an option for some, individuals should strive to have 

a basic level of knowledge to maintain some level of independence and, at a minimum, avoid 

being misled.  Even with professional assistance, the consequences of poor decisions ultimately 

fall back on the individual paying for the services. People that are not financially literate can get 

stuck in a cycle of poor decision making that can hinder their independence; and many key 

financial choices will approach a college graduate immediately after graduation. TCU does not 

currently require any courses that solely focus on developing student’s financial literacy. 

According to the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, being financially literate is the 

precursor to a person having a savings fund, choosing to invest, and avoiding excessive debt 

(Grable and Rabbani, 2020). Grable and Rabbani (2020) further utilize research by the St. Louis 

Fed to suggest that financial literacy is tied to the macro economy. They assert that financially 

literate families make smarter financial choices (e.g., saving and investing) that lead to an overall 

positive impact on their “family balance sheet”. The study states that: “household consumption is 

the primary determinant of GDP, contributing almost 75 percent to national economic growth.” 

(Grable and Rabbani, 2020). When the population is less financially literate as a whole, the level 
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of household spending decreases due to financial distress, therefore negatively affecting the 

economy. 

When graduates leave TCU and become successful members of society, it reflects well 

on TCU and the community as a whole. As documented in Limbu and Sato (2018), increased 

financial literacy in students is correlated to higher university retention rates. If the university 

system can provide students with the skills to pursue professional careers, it should also be able 

to prepare those individuals to make educated financial decisions. This issue should be on the 

forefront of TCU’s concern for multiple reasons. First, from a philanthropic standpoint, the 

university should want its students to graduate and be better off than they were before attending 

college. Better financial education will help students go on to live fulfilled and stable lives. 

Second, the university builds credibility from accumulating donations from alumni. Intuitively, if 

the university required a personal finance class for students, they would be better prepared to 

make more educated financial decisions and may feel an added sense of appreciation for their 

education that could lead them to choose to contribute to the university through financial 

donations. Dedicated alumni and donations can both be used to attract future students and 

continue TCU’s success.   

To assess the financial literacy of TCU students, I create and administer a short electronic 

survey to 390 undergraduate students. The survey, grounded in psychology research, 

incorporates a series of simple objective questions relating to both personal finance and basic 

investment knowledge. I also include two questions pertaining to self confidence in order to get a 

better understanding of how students currently feel about their ability to make financial 

decisions, such as filing a tax return by themselves or interpreting their credit score. As 
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highlighted by the literature, it is important to measure both knowledge and capability (Scott, 

Vu, Cheng, and Gibson 2018).  

The survey is delivered electronically in order to allow for quicker responses (and data 

collection) and to allow for easier data importation. By creating a unique QR code, I am able to 

display a simple one slide presentation that students scan, after I briefly explained the basis of 

my research. The students then fill out the survey using their mobile phone. The response rate on 

the survey was over 195%. In total, I recorded 390 Using the survey responses, I test the level of 

financial literacy of TCU students based on college major, age, class standing, and whether or 

not a student is a first generation college student.  

I start by exploring survey responses separately for each demographic (e.g., class 

standing, major, and first-generation college student or not). My results show that, on average, 

seniors perform better than their underclassmen peers. Similarly, finance majors scored higher 

across the board than non-finance majors, especially on questions pertaining to investment 

knowledge. On questions pertaining to derivatives and risk, 60% and 80% respectively of 

finance majors answered correctly, versus 11% and 27% of non-finance majors for the same 

questions. These results could be a result of their educational background and exposure to these 

topics within their degree. Lastly, I find no discernible difference between results from students 

with college educated parents, and first generation college students. These results could be the 

product of their upbringing and the prominence of personal education and life experiences.   

Overall, my analysis on the survey results showed a mild relationship between age, class 

standing, and financial literacy. However, overall performance on the survey is lacking. Given 

the simplicity of questions asked, it is reasonable to assume that performance should be higher 

for college students. In addition, I found that students who have taken finance courses performed 
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better across all questions, even though those classes were not intended to teach personal finance 

skills (e.g., financial management, money and banking, and investments). This result holds when 

controlling for college major as well, which helps reduce selection effects of business students 

vs. all other majors surveyed. It is not possible for me to perfectly eliminate selection effects; 

however, these results are highly suggestive that exposure to financial topics through university 

coursework has a positive effect on financial literacy in students. It is reasonable to presume that 

offering a course focusing on personal finance would further enhance these effects. Overall, I 

provide evidence that suggests TCU should incorporate a personal finance course into its core 

curriculum.    
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Financial Literacy Defined 

Financial literacy has a plethora of definitions.  I follow the definition provided by Hung, 

Parker, Yoong et al., 2009: Financial literacy is “the ability to use knowledge and skills to 

manage financial resources effectively for a lifetime of financial well-being” (Hung, Parker, 

Yoong et al 2009). The objective of my research is to emphasize the goal of preparing TCU 

graduates for a successful independent life financially, which is directly tied to one’s well being. 

Santini, Laderia, Mette, and Ponchio’ 2019 study: The antecedents and consequences of 

financial literacy: a meta-analysis uses this definition of well being: “being in a place where a 

person can meet their financial obligations, while also being able to do the non-obligatory things 

that make their life enjoyable” from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, 2017. Santini, 

Ladeira, Mette, and Ponchio clarify that their research found that financial literacy does not 

directly tie to financial well being. In fact, the authors found that it was necessary to not only 

educate people about finances, but to also teach them habits and routines that lead to smarter 

financial choices, such as budgeting and paying down debt. In congruence with my research, this 

finding furthers my point that it is not enough for TCU to assume that the basic financial 

knowledge that students pick up throughout their undergraduate career will be a stable 

foundation for their life after college, it is prudent that the university require a core class that will 

instill fundamental skills and habits in students before they begin their post-graduate life. This 

study differs from my research in that it uses data from participant’s credit scores, banking 

information, and socioeconomic status.  

Importance of Credit Scores 
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One of the most important factors in a person’s financial well being is their credit score 

(Yam B. Limbu and Shintaro Sato 2018). This score is especially important for recent college 

graduates, who are applying to lease apartments and taking on loans (e.g., auto or home). I 

explore the level of financial literacy pertaining to credit cards for TCU students by asking an 

objective question, as well as a question to score the student’s confidence in their knowledge. In 

the study: Credit Card Literacy and Financial Well-Being of College Students, Yam B. Limbu 

and Shintaro Sato (2018) define credit card literacy as “the general understanding of concepts 

related to the use and management of credit cards” (Limbu and Sato 2018). This study uses 

Bandura, 1982’s theory that the relationship between financial well being and credit card literacy 

is directly influenced by that student’s behavioral skills and their resulting confidence in using a 

credit card. My research will explore this issue through the use of survey questions, both for 

general credit knowledge and confidence ranking questions. I aim to see how my results for TCU 

students compare to Bandura’s theory (Limbu and Sato 2018).   

University Retention Implications 

Prior studies find links between the level of financial well being in college students and 

their academic performance and university retention rates (e.g., Limbu and Sato 2018). These 

findings could have significant implications for TCU. These findings support my assertion that, 

if the university is able to educate students about making smart financial decisions, it could 

benefit the school as well as the students. If students feel more financially secure, or at least 

more confident in their abilities to make smart financial decisions, they may be higher 

performers in the classroom and have decreased odds of leaving the university (Bennett et al, 

2015; Joo et al 2009). These prior studies do, however, take into account the amount of credit 

cards students have, which I will not in my research.  
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Limbu and Sato’s study suggested that given their findings about credit card literacy and 

the financial well being of students, universities can make an impact by implementing financial 

literacy classes into the university curriculum (Limbu and Sato 2018).  They suggest that these 

classes teach students through real-life projects that will give them skills to be independent 

adults. Key areas of focus are credit card usage and general personal finance knowledge (Limbu 

and Sato 2018). 

Financial Capability and Distress 

The article: Financial Capability: Literacy, Behavior, and Distress by Janine K. Scott , 

Nghia Nguyen Vu, Yuanshan Cheng, and Philip Gibson describes financial literacy as a crucial 

skill, and explores the idea that the combination of low financial literacy skills and the increasing 

complexity of today’s financial products is creating a barrier between the average person and 

financial stability (Scott, Vu, Cheng, and Gibson 2018). This research project aims to investigate 

the relationship between financial literacy and financial distress on a national scale. There are 

parallels between this study and mine, being that I also question the impact of financial education 

on the well being of individuals. However, Scott, Vu, Cheng and Gibson’s study will have a 

broader demographic scope. This study developed its survey questions based on the 2015 

National Capability Study, which asked participants questions relating to financial literacy and 

financial behavior, as I have also done (Scott, Vu, Cheng, and Gibson 2018).  

Understanding and Application 

Financial Capability: Literacy, Behavior, and Distress, a study conducted by Scott, Vu, 

Cheng, and Gibson (2018)  uses the Hutson (2010) definition of financial literacy as “including 

two dimensions-- understanding (knowledge of personal finance) and use (application of 
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personal finance), and also the Remund (2010) definition: “a measure of the degree to which an 

individual understands personal finance-- familiarity with economic concepts and having the 

ability/skills and confidence to manage personal finances”. Both of these definitions demonstrate 

two key points that are fundamental to my research: financial literacy involves both learning and 

action. It is not enough to just educate individuals, they must also be shown how to use the skills 

to make better financial decisions (Scott, Vu, Cheng, and Gibson, 2018). Financial capability 

includes three main components: (1) knowledge, (2) skills, (3) confidence and attitudes 

(Kempson, Collard, and Moore 2005). These factors will prove fundamental to the design of my 

survey questions and assertions. In contrast to my research, however, Hutson will use 

performance based tests, while my methodology only includes a self reported test (Hutson 2009).  

Overconfidence 

Nilton Porto and Jing Jian Xiao’s study: Financial Literacy Overconfidence and 

Financial Advice Seeking (2016), examines the relationship between being overconfident and its 

effect on financial decision making. In the study, financial overconfidence is defined as “the gap 

between consumers’ subjective and objective financial knowledge” (Porto and Xiao 2016). My 

research will also analyze the confidence scores of respondents and their accuracy in answering 

financial literacy questions, but I will not look at its correlation to advice seeking. This study will 

also incorporate an emphasis on demographic correlation, much more in depth than my study 

will focus on.  

Further discussion on confidence can be found in Dee Warmath and David Zimmerman’s 

2019 study: Financial Literacy as More than Knowledge: The Development of a Formative Scale 

through the Lens of Bloom's Domains of Knowledge. This study defines financial literacy as: 
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“one’s capacity to make effective financial decisions” (Warmath and Zimmerman 2019). Based 

on the discussion of capacity to make financial choices and Nilton Porto and Jing Jian Xiao’s 

study on overconfidence, I established that it is prudent for me to incorporate two scaled 

questions that ask students to rank their confidence in their ability to perform financial tasks. 

These prior studies suggest that it is not enough for individuals to have financial knowledge, they 

also need the ability to put it into action to be truly financially literate.  

Personal Finance Trends in 2019 

Starting in 2015, the Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America has 

released an annual survey that measures personal finance knowledge and trends in the United 

States. In their 2019 results, they found that “only 51 percent correctly answered the P-Fin Index 

questions; increasing slightly since 2017 (49 percent) and 2018 (50 percent). The highest levels 

of knowledge were in the area of borrowing and managing debt; the lowest area was 

comprehending risk” (O'Neill and Gillen 2020). In sync with my own survey results, it appears 

that people have a higher understanding of basic personal finance concepts involving debt, but 

not tasks related to making investment decisions. 

Similarly, the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority completed a National Financial 

Capability study in 2018 that concluded that over 50% of respondents experienced anxiety 

related to their personal finances (O’Neill and Gillen 2020). This study also found that 

approximately 46% of survey takers did not have a three month emergency fund (O’Neill and 

Gillen 2020). The overall accuracy for question #3 on my survey: “How many months’ worth of 

living expenses should you keep in an emergency fund?” was 48%, almost identical to the results 

of the FIRA survey about actually keeping an emergency fund. Perhaps the surplus of Americans 
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without emergency savings accounts could be correlating to a lack of knowledge about how 

many months’ worth of expenses a person should have accessible at all times.  

O’Neill and Gillen’s study also briefly discusses the increasing popularity of state 

required financial literacy courses. They state that “In July, North Carolina became the 20th state 

to require a financial literacy class for high schoolers” (O’Neill and Gillen 2020). This fact 

supports my assertion that TCU should also require a personal finance course for its students. 

Environmental Impact 

 Formal studies have been conducted to assess the relationship between an individual’s 

environment and financial literacy. The 2019 study: Financial Literacy: The Role of the Local 

Context conducted by Doriana Cucinelli, Paolo Trivellato, and Mariangela Zenga tests the effect 

of local socioeconomic factors on the financial literacy rates of 14 different regions in Italy. The 

researchers found that “[The] results lead us to conclude that financial literacy is not only 

associated with personal traits but is also “embedded” in socioeconomic contexts” (Cucinelli, 

Trivellato, Zenga 2019). Results from this study support my hypothesis that a student’s 

environment plays a prominent role on their financial literacy. Further, it supports my findings 

that showed no statistically significant difference between results from first generation college 

students and students who have college educated parents, insinuating that environment (in this 

case, a college campus) plays a large role in how students perform on basic finance questions.  

 Further, the Italian study states that: “Our findings suggest that people can also improve 

their financial knowledge and financial attitude through informal mechanisms rather than only 

through financial education and advice” (Cucinelli, Trivellato, Zenga 2019), serving as further 

support of the theory that environment correlates with financial literacy. In congruence with my 
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hypothesis that older students will perform better on basic financial questions that their younger 

peers, Findings from Cucinelli, Trivellato, Zenga’s study suggests that a person’s life 

experiences contribute to their financial knowledge, not solely their educational background.  

Prior Research of Financial Literacy at Texas Christian University 

 Former Texas Christian University student, Michael Byron, conducted a study on TCU 

students in 2016 that measured the financial literacy of the university’s students compared to the 

national average. Financial Literacy: An Overlooked Life Skill (2016) found that TCU students 

underperformed on a basic financial knowledge test when compared to the national expected 

result from college students. This finding is consistent with the results I observed in my own 

survey. 

 Byron’s research also found that, based on his survey question asking students if they 

would be interested in a personal finance course, students overwhelmingly were in favor of the 

idea. This evidence suggests that if TCU were to offer a personal finance core class as I suggest, 

students would be supportive of the change. Byron’s findings on TCU student performance, 

when compared to the national average, also serves as support for my assertion that the 

university should be concerned about their own image.  

 Byron’s study provides valuable findings for my own research but, however, it does not 

address a solution to the issue of lack of financial literacy in TCU students. My study goes a step 

further to suggest that TCU take action to help its students succeed in this area. My research also 

looks into the deeper meaning behind why students at TCU are performing so poorly and I 

support these claims with evidence from the survey data I collect and analyze. 
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SURVEY STRUCTURE 

Survey Design 

Based on findings from the literature, I incorporate several important topics into the 

survey questions. Based on the findings of O'Neill and Gillen (2020) on how the average person 

answered debt and risk questions, I include a question about paying down debt and a different 

question to evaluate knowledge of investment terminology. In addition, I incorporate Limbu and 

Sato (2018)’s research on the importance of understanding credit scores into my survey in two 

different questions: one regarding credit score inputs, and a second requiring students to rate 

their confidence level in interpreting credit scores.  

Survey Questions 

1. If you are carrying multiple debts, which account should you pay down first? 

a. The account with the lowest balance 

b. The account with the highest interest rate 

c. The account with the highest balance 

d. It does not matter 

2. Does your debit card activity contribute to your personal credit score? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Maybe 

3. How many months’ worth of living expenses should you keep in an emergency fund? 

a. 1 month 

b. 2-3 months 

c. 4-5 months 

d. 6-12 months 

e. Unsure  

4. Which of the following is a financial derivative? 

a. Bonds 

b. Futures 

c. Stocks 

d. Index funds 

e. Unsure 

5. What is meant by the term “Systematic Risk”? 

a. Average annual return over a period of years 

b. The difference between a security’s purchase price and its selling price 

c. Failure of a borrower to make interest payments 



17 
 

d. Market risk 

e. Unsure 

6. On a scale of 1-5, 1 being not at all adequate and 5 being completely adequate, based on 

your knowledge of personal finance, how confident do you feel in your ability to interpret 

your credit score? 

a. 1 

b. 2 

c. 3 

d. 4 

e. 5 

7. On a scale of 1-5, 1 being not at all adequate and 5 being completely adequate, how 

confident do you feel in your ability to file your own tax return without a parent or 

guardian’s help? 

a. 1 

b. 2 

c. 3 

d. 4 

e. 5 

 

Demographic Questions 

1. How old are you? Please enter the number of years only (ex: 18, not 18 years) 

2. What is your gender? 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. I prefer not to answer 

3. Are you a first generation college student? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

4. What is your academic level? 

a. Freshman 

b. Sophomore 

c. Junior 

d. Senior  

5. Are you a declared finance major? (already accepted into Neeley) 

a. Yes 

b. No  

 

Structure 

Data for this research was collected via an online survey. All researchers obtained proper 

Institutional Review Board approval and training before beginning observations. Data was 

collected and securely stored using Qualtrics, a secure web-based survey tool.  
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Survey participants engaged voluntarily and were informed of any risks posed. 

Participants were limited to undergraduate students at Texas Christian University, regardless of 

major or minor status. 390 responses were collected. Of the total participants who reported their 

class standing, there were: 107 freshmen (25%), 48 sophomores (11%), 106 juniors (25%), and 

128 seniors (30%). One participant did not specify their academic year. I surveyed 122 recorded 

declared finance majors and 266 recorded non-finance majors. One participant did not specify 

whether they are a finance major or not. There were 33 results from first generation college 

students and 357 non-first generation college students. The recorded average of participants was 

20.25 years old. The TCU Office of Institutional Research recorded the average age of 

Undergraduate students in the Fall 2019 semester as 20.3 years old, therefore I feel like I 

collected a representative sample.  
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Hypotheses 

To assess personal financial literacy among TCU students, I consider seven hypotheses. 

 

Hypothesis 1: Financial literacy improves with academic class standing 

The null hypothesis is that academic year will either increase accuracy on personal 

finance questions or will have no impact. 

Hypothesis 2: Age (not class standing) improves the level of financial literacy 
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The null hypothesis is that a respondent’s age will correlate with the accuracy of their 

survey results, or will have no impact.  

Hypothesis 3: Finance students perform better on objective questions of financial literacy   

The null hypothesis is that students who are finance majors will score better on financial 

literacy questions than those who are not finance majors, or will have no impact.  

Hypothesis 4: There is a correlation between being a first generation college student and a 

student’s level of financial literacy 

The null hypothesis is that first generation college students will score higher on financial 

literacy questions or will have no impact. 

Hypothesis 5: Senior students are more confident in their financial literacy than underclassmen  

The null hypothesis is that senior students will score higher on financial literacy 

questions or will have no impact. 

Hypothesis 6: Finance majors are more confident in their financial literacy than underclassmen  

The null hypothesis is that finance major students will show higher levels of confidence 

or will have no impact. 

Hypothesis 7: Correlation between confidence and correct answers  

The null hypothesis is that higher confidence levels will correlate with correct question 

answers or will have no impact. 
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EMPIRICAL METHODS AND RESULTS 

Hypothesis testing  

After examining and tabulating survey results broken down by demographic variables 

such as age, class standing, and major, I conduct two-sample t-tests for the first five hypotheses. 

For questions 6 and 7, I perform regression analysis using an ordinary least squares estimator.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Finance students perform better on objective questions of financial literacy 

To test Hypothesis (1), I conduct a t-test between the sample means of responses to 

questions 1-5 (i.e., the objective questions).  Results for the test of Hypothesis (1) are reported in 

Table (1). There is no statistically significant difference (at conventional levels) in the responses 

between finance majors and non-finance majors for questions 1 and 2 on the survey. The lack of 

evidence could be driven by a few factors. First, the questions could relate to more basic 

financial topics that all students are likely to be familiar with, therefore muting any advantage a 

finance major might have. The average for questions 1 and 2 were 83% and 75% respectively, 

showing that there is a general understanding of these concepts across all students. 

However, there is a strong statistically significant difference in the performance of 

finance majors versus non-finance majors for the more difficult questions (3,4,5). Questions 3, 4 

and 5 contain higher level finance material related to investments and fund management. Thus, 

for more difficult questions, there appears to be a difference between finance and non-finance 

majors, lending support to Hypothesis (1). These results could possibly be tied to the idea that 

finance majors are more likely to have learned about concepts such as risk, derivatives, and 

expenses in their university coursework than a non-finance major.  Overall, these findings 

provide strong support in favor of hypothesis (1). 
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Table 1 

 

 

Hypothesis 2: There is a correlation between being a first generation college student and a 

student’s level of financial literacy 

To test Hypothesis (2), I conduct a t-test between the sample means of responses to 

questions 1-5. Results for the test of Hypothesis (2) are reported in Table (2). There is no 

statistically significant difference (at conventional levels) in the responses from finance majors 

and non-finance majors for questions 1-5. Thus, I do not find strong support in favor of 

Hypothesis (2). The lack of evidence could be driven by the possibility that students are learning 

financial skills mainly through schooling, peers, and life experiences, rather than from their 

parents. This possibility would support the evidence that being a first generation college student 

does not appear to be strongly associated with financial literacy skills. While there are limitations 

to what can be derived from a survey, these findings further illustrate the importance of a 

student’s environment, rather than upbringing, in developing financial literacy. Thus, the 

Q1 Q2 Q3

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.819672 0.7677903 Mean 0.754098 0.7228464 Mean 0.565574 0.4419476

Variance 0.149031 0.1789586 Variance 0.186967 0.2010926 Variance 0.247731 0.2475571

Observations 122 267 Observations 122 267 Observations 122 267

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 255 df 243 df 234

t Stat 1.192821 t Stat 0.653687 t Stat 2.273155

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.117024 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.256966 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.011962

t Critical one-tail 1.650851 t Critical one-tail 1.651148 t Critical one-tail 1.651391

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.234048 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.513931 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.023924

t Critical two-tail 1.969311 t Critical two-tail 1.969774 t Critical two-tail 1.970154

Q4 Q5

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.598361 0.1123596 Mean 0.836066 0.2659176

Variance 0.242311 0.1001098 Variance 0.138193 0.1959393

Observations 122 267 Observations 122 267

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 168 df 276

t Stat 10.00184 t Stat 13.19666

P(T<=t) one-tail 4.52E-19 P(T<=t) one-tail 1.84E-31

t Critical one-tail 1.653974 t Critical one-tail 1.650393

P(T<=t) two-tail 9.04E-19 P(T<=t) two-tail 3.69E-31

t Critical two-tail 1.974185 t Critical two-tail 1.968596
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environment provided by TCU can potentially have a strong effect on a student’s long term 

financial literacy.  

Table 2 

 

 

Hypothesis 3: Financial literacy improves with academic year 

Results for the test of Hypothesis (3) are reported in Table (3). There is a statistically 

significant difference (at conventional levels) in the responses between freshmen students and 

sophomore-senior students for questions 1,3,4 and 5 on the survey. This suggests that freshmen 

students may have not been exposed to basic financial concepts at this point in their college 

coursework that their older peers have. This idea contributes to my assertion that environment, 

not upbringing, plays a bigger role in financial literacy..  

The average for question 2 was 75%, showing that there is a general understanding of 

these concepts across students of all academic standings. Question 2 pertains to basic knowledge 

of credit and debit cards, which high school and college students are likely to have experience 

Q1 Q2 Q3

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.818182 0.7787115 Mean 0.727273 0.7338936 Mean 0.575758 0.4705882

Variance 0.153409 0.172804 Variance 0.204545 0.1958424 Variance 0.251894 0.2498348

Observations 33 357 Observations 33 357 Observations 33 357

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 39 df 38 df 38

t Stat 0.550926 t Stat -0.0806 t Stat 1.152098

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.292413 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.46809 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.128239

t Critical one-tail 1.684875 t Critical one-tail 1.685954 t Critical one-tail 1.685954

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.584827 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.936179 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.256478

t Critical two-tail 2.022691 t Critical two-tail 2.024394 t Critical two-tail 2.024394

Q4 Q5

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.393939 0.254902 Mean 0.424242 0.4481793

Variance 0.246212 0.1904605 Variance 0.251894 0.2480093

Observations 33 357 Observations 33 357

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 37 df 38

t Stat 1.555023 t Stat -0.2623

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.064227 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.397253

t Critical one-tail 1.687094 t Critical one-tail 1.685954

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.128454 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.794506

t Critical two-tail 2.026192 t Critical two-tail 2.024394
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with, contributing to the general well performance on this question. Thus, overall, I find strong 

support in favor of hypothesis (3). 

Table 3 

Question 1: 

 

Question 2: 

 

Question 3: 

 

Question 4: 

 

Question 5: 

 Freshmen Sohpomores Juniors Seniors

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.719626 0.808511 Mean 0.791667 0.782991 Mean 0.801887 0.777385 Mean 0.826772 0.766284

Variance 0.203668 0.155372 Variance 0.16844 0.170416 Variance 0.160377 0.173671 Variance 0.144357 0.179782

Observations 107 282 Observations 48 341 Observations 106 283 Observations 127 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 171 df 61 df 195 df 276

t Stat -1.79413 t Stat 0.137019 t Stat 0.531306 t Stat 1.415731

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.03728 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.445734 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.297906 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.078991

t Critical one-tail 1.653813 t Critical one-tail 1.670219 t Critical one-tail 1.652705 t Critical one-tail 1.650393

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.07456 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.891467 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.595811 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.157982

t Critical two-tail 1.973934 t Critical two-tail 1.999624 t Critical two-tail 1.972204 t Critical two-tail 1.968596

Freshmen Sohpomores Juniors Seniors

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.700935 0.744681 Mean 0.6875 0.739003 Mean 0.783019 0.713781 Mean 0.734375 0.731801

Variance 0.211603 0.190808 Variance 0.219415 0.193445 Variance 0.171518 0.205022 Variance 0.196604 0.197023

Observations 107 282 Observations 48 341 Observations 106 283 Observations 128 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 183 df 59 df 205 df 253

t Stat -0.84913 t Stat -0.71848 t Stat 1.430537 t Stat 0.053784

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.19846 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.237648 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.077043 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.478575

t Critical one-tail 1.653223 t Critical one-tail 1.671093 t Critical one-tail 1.652321 t Critical one-tail 1.650899

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.39692 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.475295 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.154086 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.95715

t Critical two-tail 1.973012 t Critical two-tail 2.000995 t Critical two-tail 1.971603 t Critical two-tail 1.969385

Freshmen Sophomores Juniors Senior

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.411215 0.507092 Mean 0.458333 0.485294 Mean 0.528302 0.462898 Mean 0.507813 0.467433

Variance 0.244401 0.250839 Variance 0.253546 0.250521 Variance 0.251572 0.249505 Variance 0.251907 0.249897

Observations 107 282 Observations 48 340 Observations 106 283 Observations 128 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 194 df 61 df 188 df 252

t Stat -1.70191 t Stat -0.34751 t Stat 1.146393 t Stat 0.746557

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.045187 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.364702 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.126545 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.228014

t Critical one-tail 1.652746 t Critical one-tail 1.670219 t Critical one-tail 1.652999 t Critical one-tail 1.650923

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.090373 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.729403 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.25309 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.456027

t Critical two-tail 1.972268 t Critical two-tail 1.999624 t Critical two-tail 1.972663 t Critical two-tail 1.969422

Freshmen Sophomores Juniors Senior 

Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.102804 0.326241 Mean 0.104167 0.28739 Mean 0.141509 0.353191 Mean 0.5625 0.118774

Variance 0.093105 0.22059 Variance 0.095301 0.205399 Variance 0.122642 0.229424 Variance 0.248031 0.105069

Observations 107 282 Observations 48 341 Observations 106 235 Observations 128 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 293 df 79 df 271 df 181

t Stat -5.49669 t Stat -3.60177 t Stat -4.58312 t Stat 9.172299

P(T<=t) one-tail 4.21E-08 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.000275 P(T<=t) one-tail 3.5E-06 P(T<=t) one-tail 5.16E-17

t Critical one-tail 1.650071 t Critical one-tail 1.664371 t Critical one-tail 1.650496 t Critical one-tail 1.653316

P(T<=t) two-tail 8.42E-08 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.00055 P(T<=t) two-tail 7E-06 P(T<=t) two-tail 1.03E-16

t Critical two-tail 1.968093 t Critical two-tail 1.99045 t Critical two-tail 1.968756 t Critical two-tail 1.973157



25 
 

 

Hypothesis 4: Finance majors are more confident in their financial literacy skills than non-

Finance majors 

Survey questions 6 and 7 pertain to the degree of self confidence in answering questions 

related to financial literacy. As such, I conduct a difference in means t-test between finance 

majors and non-finance majors to test whether finance majors are more confident in their 

financial literacy. Results for the test of Hypothesis (4) are reported in Table (4). There is a 

statistically significant difference (at conventional levels) in the responses between finance 

majors and non-finance majors for questions 6 and 7 on the survey. Overall, I conclude that there 

is strong support in favor of hypothesis (4).  

The results could be driven by a few factors. First, finance majors are more likely to have 

been exposed to concepts addressed in the survey questions than Non-Finance majors. That is, 

finance majors have likely learned relevant material in their major course work, therefore 

increasing their level of confidence. Second, non-finance majors may feel that, because they 

haven’t taken as many finance classes, they are less competent in their ability to complete tasks 

such as filing a tax return and interpreting a credit score. There is also the possibility of a 

selection effect, which would suggest that students with higher confidence levels may be inclined 

to pursue particular majors, such as finance. Conversely, these results could be explained by a 

learning effect, where students who have had more relevant education may perform better. 

However, I cannot distinguish between these two effects using the data that I have collected.  

Freshmen Sophomores Juniors Seniors

Variable 1Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2 Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 0.158879 0.553191 Mean 0.145833 0.486804 Mean 0.518868 0.416961 Mean 0.734375 0.302682

Variance 0.134897 0.24805 Variance 0.127216 0.250561 Variance 0.252022 0.243967 Variance 0.196604 0.211877

Observations 107 282 Observations 48 341 Observations 106 283 Observations 128 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 258 df 76 df 186 df 261

t Stat -8.52316 t Stat -5.86043 t Stat 1.790421 t Stat 8.90939

P(T<=t) one-tail 6.6E-16 P(T<=t) one-tail 5.59E-08 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.037506 P(T<=t) one-tail 4.51E-17

t Critical one-tail 1.650781 t Critical one-tail 1.665151 t Critical one-tail 1.653087 t Critical one-tail 1.650713

P(T<=t) two-tail 1.32E-15 P(T<=t) two-tail 1.12E-07 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.075013 P(T<=t) two-tail 9.01E-17

t Critical two-tail 1.969201 t Critical two-tail 1.991673 t Critical two-tail 1.9728 t Critical two-tail 1.969095
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Table 4 

Question 6: 

        

Question 7:  

 

 

 

Hypothesis 5: Senior students are more confident in their financial literacy skills than 

underclassmen 

For further testing on the data for questions 6 and 7, I conduct a difference of means t-test 

between senior students and underclassmen. Because these questions assess confidence level in 

performing financial tasks, I hypothesize that there could be a trend in increased confidence and 

higher class standing participants. Results for the test of Hypothesis (5) are reported in Table (5).    

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 3.327869 2.419476

Variance 1.263514 1.289544

Observations 122 267

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 237

t Stat 7.371333

P(T<=t) one-tail 1.4E-12

t Critical one-tail 1.651308

P(T<=t) two-tail 2.81E-12

t Critical two-tail 1.970024

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 2.491803 1.928839

Variance 1.789188 1.382135

Observations 122 267

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 210

t Stat 3.996575

P(T<=t) one-tail 4.45E-05

t Critical one-tail 1.652142

P(T<=t) two-tail 8.89E-05

t Critical two-tail 1.971325
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There is a statistically significant difference (at conventional levels) in the responses 

between senior students and underclassmen for questions 6 and 7 on the survey. Thus, I do find 

strong support in favor of hypothesis (5). This evidence could be driven by a few factors. First, 

senior students are likely to be older than their underclassmen peers, giving them more life 

experience (i.e. seniors may have had summer internships that prompted them to file a tax return 

for the first time, whereas a freshman may still be very dependent on their parents). Given that 

the average age of participants is 20.5, this idea is plausible. In addition, senior students have 

taken more classes than underclassmen and are more likely to have been exposed to this material.  

Table 5 

Question 6: 

 

Question 7: 

 

 

Hypothesis 6: Age (not class standing) improves the level of financial literacy in students 

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 3.234375 2.444444

Variance 1.377707 1.294017

Observations 128 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 246

t Stat 6.300069

P(T<=t) one-tail 6.81E-10

t Critical one-tail 1.651071

P(T<=t) two-tail 1.36E-09

t Critical two-tail 1.969654

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Variable 1 Variable 2

Mean 2.390625 1.965517

Variance 1.798967 1.410345

Observations 128 261

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0

df 227

t Stat 3.04754

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.00129

t Critical one-tail 1.651594

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.002581

t Critical two-tail 1.97047
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To test hypothesis 6, I use a regression analysis to examine the correlation between a 

student’s age and their level of financial literacy. I use regression analysis over a simple 

correlation so that I can conduct both univariate and multivariate analysis, controlling for 

academic major and class standing. Results for Hypothesis (6) are reported in table (6). 

First, I regress the accuracy results for each survey question against the age of 

participants. I find that age exhibits a statistically significant relation with level of financial 

literacy across all questions (significant at the 1% level), with a range in coefficient estimates  

.35-.51.  Thus, this result supports hypothesis 6, that students pick up financial knowledge 

through life experiences as they age. 

 

Hypothesis 6: Age (not class standing) improves the level of financial literacy in students 

(controlling for major) 

Next, I repeat the preceding analysis, but add a control for major. Results for Hypothesis 

(6) are reported in table (6). 

Overall, the results are consistent. That is, age has a positive association with financial 

literacy, even after controlling for college major. Thus, older students appear to be more 

financially literate than their younger peers. This could again be explained by my assertion that 

life experiences contribute to financial literacy. This test shows that my results are not a product 

of the majority of older students surveyed possibly also being Finance majors, which could have 

contributed to their elevated level of financial knowledge. 

Hypothesis 6: Age (not class standing) improves the level of financial literacy in 

students (controlling for academic class standing) 
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Although the initial regression results on age and financial literacy are interesting, age 

and class standing are highly correlated. Thus, in order to examine the relation between financial 

literacy and age, controlling for class standing, I conduct a multivariate regression. Results for 

Hypothesis (6) are reported in table (6). 

 I found that the coefficient on age generally decreases after controlling for class standing 

with estimates ranging from .01-.06. This finding suggests that there is indeed a confounding 

effect between age and class standing. However, both age and class standing remain statistically 

significant. Thus, the multivariate analysis provides further support for Hypotheses 3 and 6. That 

is, there is a general improvement in financial literacy as students take more classes (class 

standing) and are exposed to more life experiences in general (age).  

Table 6 

 

Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 Question 4 Question 5

Age 0.1396186 0.1586734 0.1986246 0.1505673 0.1993223

t Stat 14.576471 15.972249 19.888524 15.172258 20.176476

P-value 1.134E-38 1.802E-44 3.819E-61 3.937E-41 2.234E-62

R Square 0.3544335 0.3973021 0.505465 0.3729721 0.5126498

Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 Question 4 Question 5

Age 0.0292055 0.0111668 0.147875 0.1498109 0.1569342

t stat 3.1174515 1.7171687 11.698 11.386106 12.378836

p-value 0.0019609 0.0867505 2.897E-27 4.293E-26 7.193E-30

College Major 0.6477016 0.8652977 0.2977057 0.0044367 0.2486555

t stat 17.980326 34.60485 6.1247857 0.0876965 5.1009048

p-value 6.022E-53 2.26E-120 2.238E-09 0.9301634 5.311E-07

R Square 0.6486798 0.8530837 0.5492689 0.3729846 0.5434262

Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 Question 4 Question 5

Age 0.0101476 -0.0182656 0.0551351 0.0571436 0.0624468

t stat 0.8123709 -1.7390889 4.3673535 3.965522 4.9052887

p-value 0.4170796 0.0828164 1.618E-05 8.728E-05 1.378E-06

Class Standing 0.249473 0.3409374 0.2764848 0.1800146 0.2637404

t stat 13.405842 21.789293 14.700851 8.3853564 13.906312

p-value 6.528E-34 3.269E-69 3.648E-39 9.593E-16 6.354E-36

R Square 0.5595168 0.7297298 0.6829667 0.4695918 0.675316

Panel A: Age

Panel B: Age Controlled by Major

Panel C: Age Controlled by Class Standing
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Hypothesis 7: There is a correlation between correct answers and reported confidence level 

I use a simple correlation analysis for Hypothesis 7 to assess the relation between correct 

answers and the reported level of confidence from all students. That is, I assess whether the 

reported confidence is justified, or is actually indicative of overconfidence. The results for 

Hypothesis (7) are reported in table (7). 

The analysis shows that there is a strong positive correlation between the number of correct 

answers to the survey questions, and the reported confidence level. Thus, students that accurately 

answer questions are also confident in their ability to perform financial tasks. This finding is 

consistent with the 2018 Scott, Vu, Cheng, and Gibson study, that emphasizes the importance of 

both knowledge and ability.  

Table 7 

  

Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 Question 4 Question 5

Confidence Level 0.245992722 0.27190024 0.33039851 0.289704447 0.326857194

t Stat 20.13588986 21.39959057 26.5388633 25.63666484 25.98913239

P-value 2.4494E-62 9.22828E-68 2.12E-89 1.13589E-85 3.92921E-87

R Square 0.509713987 0.54006314 0.64361145 0.627592025 0.63395233

Panel A
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

An initial inspection of the survey results suggests that students at Texas Christian 

University underperform when it comes to scores on basic financial knowledge questions. Three 

out of five quantitative questions had accuracy results below 50%, and the remaining two 

questions had an accuracy level of approximately 75%. These results are in line with Byron 

(2016), suggesting that TCU students are in a similar situation today as they were four years ago. 

I also provide quantitative evidence which suggests that a student’s environment, more so than 

their upbringing, plays a key role in financial literacy. I also provide data that implies that 

exposure to finance courses, even if they aren’t designed to teach personal finance skills, 

improves financial literacy. 

 My study aims to shed light on whether there is a need for TCU to implement a required 

personal finance course. My evidence suggests that investing in the students’ financial literacy 

would be a fruitful agenda. Administrators should take note that the current graduating seniors 

who are about to start their careers and start making personal finance decisions on their own 

scored an average of 67% on basic financial literacy questions. If a 67% grade is not sufficient to 

pass a university class, it should not be acceptable to assume that being 67% proficient in basic 

personal finance is enough to make prudent personal finance decisions upon graduation.  

 Byron 2016 includes a survey question about student interest in implementing a personal 

finance course at TCU. Overall, he found that 83.9% of students surveyed were in favor of this 

class being created. This shows that not only are students scoring low on personal finance 

knowledge tests, but they are aware of this knowledge gap and are eager to seek education. 

These results are consistent with what I observed in my own survey; students tested poorly in 

both confidence and objective questions. In addition, through credible research, such as (Limbu 
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and Sato 2018) and (Bennett et al, 2015; Joo et al, 2009), it has been shown that increased 

financial literacy in college students results in higher university retention rates. High retention 

rates reflect well on TCU and attract future students and donors.  

 As of spring 2020, the only personal financial literacy class that TCU offers is an 

optional, one credit-hour course. There are only two sections offered each semester, with 

approximately 70 seats available, and the course continuously has a lengthy waitlist. My 

findings, along with the regular excess demand from the student body suggests that there should 

be far more sections of personal finance offered. All students should have the option to take a 

course that will have potentially profound implications for the rest of their life.  

 I believe that my research has shown that implementing a personal finance course into the 

TCU core curriculum would be beneficial for both the well-being of students and the overall 

success of the university. This lack of knowledge could have negative impacts on both the 

student’s quality of life, and the university’s long term success. As (Limbu and Sato 2018) and 

(Bennett et al, 2015; Joo et al, 2009) show, it has been shown that increased financial literacy in 

college students can be a determinant in whether that student graduates and becomes an alumnus. 

Thus, in addition to philanthropic reasons, it is in TCU’s own self-interest to provide personal 

finance as a core course option for all students. In conclusion, I believe that my research has 

shown that implementing a personal finance course into the TCU curriculum would be beneficial 

for both the well-being of students and the overall success of the university.  

Overall, my research helps to illustrate that TCU students do not have a proficient level 

of personal financial literacy knowledge, and prior research, as well as realized demand, suggests 

that students have a strong desire to improve this deficiency.   
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IMPLICATIONS 

The results of this paper show that Texas Christian University students do not have a 

proficient level of financial literacy. In addition, I explore several external studies that address 

the consequences of being financially illiterate, both at the individual and university level. In 

summary, financial literacy can be a major determinant in a person’s overall well being. The 

inability to understand and make financial decisions can cause financial distress on individuals. 

In turn, students who feel financial distress are shown to be less likely to graduate from their 

university, therefore hindering the university’s retention rates and perception to the public. In 

addition, intuitively it can be assumed that alumni that graduate from a university that educated 

them on financial literacy may 1). feel an elevated sense of appreciation for their education and 

2). Donate back to the university.  
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