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Issues and Trends in Social Studies

Economics in the Elementary 

Classroom: Why? How? When? Where?
B Y  D R .  B O N N I E  M E S Z A R O S ,  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  D E L A W A R E

Another faculty meeting. Another discussion on 

standards. Another presentation of student scores on 

the state reading and language arts assessments and 

discussion of how our students fared when compared 

with others in the district. Another reminder to register 

for yet another workshop on the new math curriculum. 

An announcement that this is the textbook adoption year 

for social studies. A reminder to block off time to review 

the text series available in the library and to complete a 

textbook evaluation form. Finally, the meeting wraps up. 

The principal asks that we give thought to the topic of 

our next meeting—teaching social studies, particularly, 

economics, in the elementary classroom. She must be 

kidding. Who has the time? And why is it important?

Teachers often question why it is necessary to introduce 

economics in the elementary grades, arguing that the 

discipline is more relevant to older students and that 

the elementary teacher already has too much to cover. 

Thus, even with articulated national and state standards, 

economics continues to be under represented in the 

elementary curriculum.

Today’s children face many economic issues. As adults, 

they will face many more. They will make decisions, the 

consequences of which will impact their lives and the 

lives of others. In the ordinary business of life, they will 

decide what to buy, what careers to pursue, when and if 

they should change jobs, and how much of their income 

they should spend and how much to save. As voters 

they will need to understand the fallacy in politicians’ 

promises to cut taxes and expand government services. 

They will need to comprehend the impact that diverse 

news events such as the Federal Reserve increasing 

the federal funds rate, major auto manufacturers 

closing plants, and OPEC cutting production will have 

on their lives. Adults without some understanding of 

economics and a grasp of economic reasoning skills 

will find many of these issues complex and confusing. 
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Their decisions will be based on faulty assumptions, 

incorrect information, and misconceptions that were not 

addressed during their school experience. 

Children live in an economic world and bring economic 

knowledge and experience into the classroom. At 

an early age they make consumer choices involving 

spending, saving, and even borrowing. They are 

exposed, through the media, to an array of problems 

facing their community and the world. Young children 

learn early that they cannot have everything they want. 

Unfortunately, they do not always understand why 

this is the case, or why each choice involves a cost. 

When asked about the dilemma of making choices, 

they respond that it is the fault of someone else. This 

someone is being unfair and is merely prohibiting them 

from getting their desired choice. Students think that 

when they become adults, choices will no longer be 

a problem. As one young third grader told this author, 

“When I grow up, I can have everything I want.” 

Some of the economic knowledge children bring to 

school is correct, and teachers can build upon it in their 

instruction. Some of the knowledge is wrong and fraught 

with misconceptions. Schug (1994) points out that some 

children “have an implicit understanding of the economic 

world that is quite different from the explanations 

offered by economics.” Laney and Schug (1998) 

reviewed a number of studies that focused on children’s 

understanding of the economy. They found that young 

children often think that:

• Buying things in shops is a ritual, not an exchange 

involving profit.

• Work and income are not connected.

• The price tag or size determines price at which a good 

or service is sold.

• The value of money comes from its color, pictures, 

size, or serial number.

• Banks are safe places to store money.

Schug and Walstad (1991) observed that teachers

need to understand and correct the confusion about 

economic concepts that young people bring to the 

classroom. Failure to address children’s confusion about 

economics results in economic misunderstandings 

that will likely persist even if economics is taught in the 

elementary grades.

Teachers have a responsibility to understand and 

correct children’s confusion and misconceptions about 

economics. Yet, teachers, particularly elementary 

teachers, take few, if any, economics courses as 

part of their undergraduate education. Due to limited 

preparation in economics, teachers are often intimidated 

by the subject matter and feel uncomfortable teaching 

that which they themselves do not understand. This lack 

of understanding plays out in the school curriculum.

When school districts and classroom teachers include 

economics, the focus is often on minor economic 

concepts, economics vocabulary, or subject areas 

that are tangential to economics. For example, 

elementary teachers spend an inordinate amount of 

time distinguishing between needs and wants and fail 

to focus on the real issue. There are limited resources 

available to satisfy wants and, therefore, choices must 

be made. Economic terms are introduced when a 

teacher is teaching social studies and concludes that 

economics is being taught. Often games and simulations 

Students think that when they become adults, 

choices will no longer be a problem. As one 

young third grader told this author, “When I 

grow up, I can have everything I want.”

Teachers often question why

it is necessary to introduce economics

in the elementary grades . . . .
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are used to teach an economic concept. Although 

students enjoy these activities, without debriefing 

and discussion to explain the economic concepts 

experienced, these activities are a waste of valuable 

classroom instructional time and result in little, if any, 

economic understanding on the part of the student. 

Isolated lessons, simulations, and games and talks by 

guest speakers must be linked to meaningful economic 

content and objectives that are converted into rich 

economic lessons. Otherwise, students leave school 

with fragmented understandings that do little to help 

them make decisions now or in the future.

Research shows that young children can learn 

economics. A study of Lawrence Senesh’s Our Working 

World (1963) by Larkins and Shaver (1969) found that 

first grade students who studied economics consistently 

scored higher on economics tests than students who 

did not study economics. A study by Sosin, Dick, and 

Reiser (1997) using students in Grades three, four, five, 

and six had similar results. They also found that the most 

important variable explaining student learning was the 

extent to which economic concepts were taught. Ethnic 

and income backgrounds and gender matter little.

To teach young children economics and to correct 

misconceptions, students need to be taught in 

developmentally appropriate ways. Laney and 

Schug (1998) conclude that the keys to successful 

teaching and learning of economics include: 1) 

identifying students’ misconceptions, 2) replacing 

the misconceptions with correct ideas using teacher-

provided feedback and student practice, 3) making 

economic learning meaningful through experienced-

based instruction, 4) providing for teacher-child and 

child-child communication exchanges so students 

can verbalize economic ideas, and 5) teaching a few 

economic ideas for sustained periods at several points in 

the curriculum.

For teachers to begin the process of teaching 

economics in the elementary grades they need access 

to sound instructional materials. The goods news for 

teachers is there are excellent materials available for 

teaching economics at all grade levels. The Voluntary 

National Content Standards in Economics (1997) 

provides guidelines on what concepts are best taught 

at various grade levels. Each of the twenty standards is 

broken down into benchmarks specifying the content 

that is appropriate for Grades K–4, 5–8, and 9–12. 

Each benchmark is linked to one or more lessons. Many 

materials are inexpensive and available from the National 

Council on Economic Education and still others can 

be accessed from their Web site. These lessons use a 

variety of instructional strategies that present economic 

concepts and teach higher order thinking skills, address 

different learning styles, provide activities that draw 

on the experiences of the child, and offer authentic 

assessments. Many lessons provide enrichment ideas 

for community connections, parent interaction, and links 

to literature, math, science, art, and even music.

Even with access to sound instructional materials, 

elementary teachers are faced with the daunting task 

of figuring out how to fit social studies into an already 

overcrowded curriculum. How much time is left each 

day after teaching reading, language arts, and math? 

Teachers also must squeeze in lessons on science, 

music, physical education, art, health, and an array of 

other topics. There just never seems to be enough time 

to teach all that needs to be taught.

. . . teachers need to understand and correct 

the confusion about economic concepts that 

young people bring to the classroom.

To teach young children economics and to 

correct misconceptions, students need to be 

taught in developmentally appropriate ways.
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To counter this concern, teachers not only need good 

instructional materials, including textbooks, they need 

good examples of ways to integrate economics across 

the curriculum. The use of children’s literature is one 

way to combine reading and language arts skills with 

the teaching of economics and social studies. The 

bibliography at the end of this paper highlights a few 

books that can be used to begin integrating economics 

and language arts. 

The teaching of social studies is impossible through 

language arts and children’s literature alone. However, 

the use of children’s literature serves as a vehicle for 

weaving social studies across the curriculum, helping 

students make linkages between disciplines. It provides 

a context for learning, enriching the curriculum, and 

alleviating the time crunch that teachers are under to 

carve out of their school day larger blocks of time for 

social studies.
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