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the crisis 
of 

economic illiteracy

by sandra czelusniak

No matter where you look, it’s 
becoming harder and harder to 

avoid hearing the endless talk about 
the current economic downturn. 
Newspapers and television shows are 
brimming with references to terms 
such as GDP, inflation, deficits, 
liquidity, and interest rates. But sadly, 
studies show that very few Americans 
truly understand these basic econom-
ics concepts, much less the complex 
workings of the financial system. 

A study by the National Council 
on Economic Education showed 
that fewer than half of the respon-
dents knew what it meant to say 
that the Gross Domestic Product 
has increased, and nearly two thirds 
did not know that in times of infla-

tion, money loses its value.1 Such 
ignorance bodes ill for the future of a 
nation whose freedoms have tradi-
tionally depended on an educated 
and informed populace. 

There is almost no question that 
American high schools on the whole 
do a very poor job educating students 
about basic economic and financial 
literacy. According to a Jump$tart 
financial literacy survey, only a 
minority of teens could answer basic 
questions pertaining to savings, invest-
ments, and taxation correctly.2 And 
this ignorance about basic personal 
finance — not to mention larger 
questions about markets and macro-
economic policy — continues into the 
college years and beyond. That leaves 
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our colleges and universities with a 
sizable gap to fill — and there is reason 
to believe they aren’t doing the job, in 
Florida and elsewhere.

The American political tradition, 
going back to Thomas Jefferson, 
has valued liberal arts education as 
one of the bulwarks of a free society. 
Our colleges and universities are, of 
course, our primary providers of that 
education. Although American high-
er education has undergone several 
changes since the 18th Century, its 
basic purpose remains the same: to 
give citizens the knowledge that is 
fitting for a free people. 

In Jefferson’s day, this usually meant 
learning Latin and Greek, but also the 
history of the West, the culture that 
gave the American political system 
its birth. Today, most institutions of 
higher education also at least give lip 
service to providing students a ground-
ing in history, the humanities, and the 
natural sciences. And in 21st Century 
America — when we trade with the 
entire world, have an enormously 
complex and interconnected financial 
system, and even compete globally — it 
would also seem reasonable that all 
college graduates should have a basic 
familiarity with economics.

Economics has become one of 
the most complex fields of study in 
the academy, yet its basic concepts 
of supply and demand, price level 
and GDP, spending and invest-
ment affect us all. And with average 
consumer debt hovering around 
$20,000 per household and finan-
cial news dominating the papers, 
well-worn economic nuggets such as 
“There Is No Such Thing as a Free 

Lunch,” marginal utility, and oppor-
tunity costs are just as relevant to 
the student of French literature as 
they are to the business major. But a 
recent survey by the American Coun-
cil of Trustees and Alumni found 
that virtually none of our big-name 
universities require their students to 
take an economics class as part of 
their general education requirements. 
The list of those that don’t require 
economics includes all but one of 
the state flagship universities, not to 
mention the entire Ivy League.

An exception to this distressing rule 
is the University of Alaska at Fair-
banks. UAF requires students to take a 
course on Political Economy, a “survey 
of the evolution and operation of the 
American domestic political economy, 
with consideration of market failures 
and government responses” and a 
“review of major issues in political 
economy such as inflation, poverty, 
and budget deficits.” 

It is an admirable requirement, and 
almost certainly gives Alaska students 
an advantage over their peers in other 
states when it comes to economic 
literacy. By comparison, public and 
private universities in Florida do not 
measure up. Neither the University 
of Florida at Gainesville nor Florida 
State University has a specific require-
ment to study economics.3 

At the private University of Miami, 
the “People and Society” require-
ment for the Bachelor’s degree 
includes economics as an option, 
but not a requirement.4 Similarly, 
a survey of Florida’s other major 
public universities shows that 
economics is generally regarded as 
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one possible subject to fulfill a social 
science distribution category.

At the University of South Florida, 
for instance, students are required to 
take three social science courses but 
are able to choose from a long list of 
classes of which basic economics is 
only one part.5 

The school that comes the closest 
to requiring economics of its students 
is the University of Central Florida, 
which has students choose one course 
out of only three options, two of 
which are economics courses: Prin-
ciples of Microeconomics, Principles 
of Macroeconomics, or American 
National Government.6 

Florida’s colleges and universities 
are hardly alone in their failure to 
require all students to have some 
grasp of basic economic principles. 
But this points to a larger problem 
affecting higher education today — the 
near-evisceration of the general 
education curriculum.

General education, commonly 
referred to as the “core curriculum,” is 
designed to give students a common 
foundation of knowledge that will bene-
fit their future studies, employment, 
and citizenship. At the very minimum, 
students should have competencies 
in English composition, college-level 
mathematics, natural science, and a 
foreign language, along with an expo-
sure to the great works of literature.

However, survey after survey 
reports large gaps among college 
graduates in terms of numeracy 
and cultural knowledge. Given that 
at many schools, genuine college-
level work in these subjects is easily 
evaded, such revelations are not 

surprising. At Dartmouth College, a 
course on Bob Dylan can count for 
a literature humanities requirement, 
while at Northwestern University, 
students can take music theory and 
Slavic linguistics courses to fulfill 
Formal Studies (Math) requirements.7

Our colleges and universities, which 
traditionally have seen themselves as 
repositories and transmitters of our 
civic and cultural heritage, have in the 
past expected students to have a thor-
ough knowledge of American history 
and institutions. But it is becoming 
apparent that schools have largely 
relinquished this responsibility. In its 
2000 publication “Losing America’s 
Memory,” the American Council of 
Trustees and Alumni found that most 
college graduates, even those from 
elite universities, are unable to pass a 
basic test in U.S. History.8 The Intercol-
legiate Studies Institute’s 2008 report, 
“Our Fading Heritage,” reports similar 
findings from testing Americans on 
our civic institutions — including the 
market economy. 

According to that survey, only a 
little over half (54 percent) of college 
graduates understood that a free 
enterprise system is one in which 
individuals create, control, and 
exchange goods and services. And 
fewer than half chose the correct 
answers on questions related to taxes 
and government spending, interna-
tional trade, and fiscal policy.9 

Although commentary on these 
civic literacy reports usually tends to 
focus on the percentages of students 
who fail to name correctly the rights 
protected by the First Amendment or 
to identify certain phrases as coming 
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from the Declaration of Independence 
or Gettysburg Address, it is telling 
that historical illiteracy and ignorance 
of the basics of free market economics 
appear to coincide.

These numbers do not paint a pretty 
picture. How can college graduates 
who cannot name the freedoms 
protected by the Constitution be 
expected to speak out intelligently 
if these rights are abused? How can 
college graduates who cannot answer 
basic economic questions be expected 
to make informed decisions about 
which elected officials to vote for, 
which public policies to support, or 
which investment choices to make?  
That is why a knowledge of fundamen-
tal economics simply isn’t optional 
these days — nor should it be in college.

But how does one go about promot-
ing economics requirements for 
general education? For ACTA, the 
answer to this and many other ques-
tions involving higher education is 
to appeal to those with the fiduciary 
authority over the institutions — the 
trustees. While trustees should not 
micromanage, they can use their 
authority to push their schools in 
the direction of curricular reform. 
Trustees have done exactly this at 
the State University of New York and 
at George Mason University.

Anyone who chooses to put an 
end to economic and civic illiteracy 
must acknowledge at some point 
the importance of colleges and 
universities. Parents and taxpayers 
pay a great deal of money, and they 
rightly expect the next generation 
to be given the skills they need to 
make sense of a complex world and 

respond to future challenges like 
the ones we face today. Considering 
what is at stake, a general education 
requirement in economics certainly 
makes sense — in the Sunshine State 
and nationwide. 

Sandra E. Czelusniak is a program offi-
cer at the American Council of Trustees 
and Alumni, an independent, Washing-
ton, D.C.-based, non-profit organization 
dedicated to academic freedom, 
academic excellence, and accountabil-
ity. To learn more about ACTA, go to its 
website, www.goacta.org. 
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narrative that continued to follow the 
same line of statist political indoc-
trination. This is why Schweikart’s 
book will remain significant and why 
students of history should be encour-
aged to consult as many sources as 
possible. 

When teachers allow students to 
consult the primary sources and think 
for themselves, students are often left 
more stimulated by history, and thus 
more apt to take a further interest in 
it. America has an incredible history 
and Schweikart’s book reminds histo-
rians to check their politics at their 
door. As Pink Floyd once proclaimed, 
“We don’t need no thought control…. 
Teacher leave those kids alone.” 

Francisco Gonzalez is the Director of 
Development for the James Madison 
Institute.
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