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I. Problem Statement

There are three main problems in the realm of consumer education in Saint Lucia.  First, there is a lack of consumer education amongst secondary age students. Second, among these secondary age students, there is a lack of comprehensive education on personal finance and loan options.  Finally, consumer education is not being taught to students who are at the age of developing their habits as consumers. In order to gain a greater insight to these problems, we need to assess and understand what students already know about personal finance and consumer education

II. Objectives

Our main objective is to gain a comprehensive understanding of spending patterns and financial management of secondary school students through the use of surveys and interviews.  Other objectives are to assess students understanding and knowledge of hire purchase and of the Consumer Affairs Office. Through our research and findings, we will present the information needed in order to help create a viable consumer education curriculum that can be further implemented into the secondary level education in St. Lucia. 

III. Background

Prior to departing for Saint Lucia, we began by conducting background research on consumerism on the island.  We worked with Philip McLauren, our project partner who is the director of the Ministry of Commerce, Investments, and Consumer Affairs, to better understand what areas of consumer education would be most beneficial to Saint Lucian’s.  Each member of our group completed a literature review on subjects relating to consumer education.  These subjects included personal finance, advertising, health and nutrition, and energy efficiency.  The following organizations and their associated websites were especially beneficial for our understanding of consumer issues; Consumers International (www.consumersinternational.org), Consumer Jungle (www.consumerjungle.org), National Personal Finance Education (www.federalreserveeducation.org). We also further investigated consumer education curriculum that is currently implemented both nationally and internationally.  In addition, we compiled a list of potential questions to include in our survey to be distributed among secondary age students.  Finally, we created a template for a personal financial planner that has the potential to be used as a part of a consumer education curriculum.  

IV. Actions Taken in Saint Lucia

When we first arrived in Soufriere we had an open discussion with a local man who had recently graduated from secondary school.  We inquired about his personal spending and finance habits, along with his fellow peer’s.  In addition, we discussed banking options, hire purchase, and the Consumer Affairs Office.  From the information we gathered, we created a series of questions for the focus groups that we planned on conducting within local secondary schools. 

After the aforementioned informal meeting, we visited two schools; Piaye Secondary School and the Leon Hess Secondary School. At the Piaye Secondary School we conducted a focus group with approximately 30 students.  The focus group turned into an open discussion due to the amount of students. The purpose of this was to gain information about the lifestyles of the students in regard spending and savings, the Consumer Education Office, and hire purchase.  From the information we gained from this initial visit we were able to create a survey looking more in depth at the topics we addressed during the focus group. We distributed the survey to 56 students in total between the Piaye Secondary School and the Leon Hess Secondary School.  In addition to the survey, we created a quiz on hire purchase.  The quiz was distributed to approximately 25 students at the Piaye Secondary School.  


Our next step was to conduct interviews.  We began by interviewing banks in Castries.  These banks included Scotia Bank, Royal Bank of Trinidad and Tobago, Bank of Saint Lucia, First National Bank and Royal Bank of Canada.  Our primary goal of these interviews was to educate ourselves about the different types of savings options available to secondary age students, as well as to obtain an approximate number of how many secondary age students held savings accounts through banking institutions. We also looked into loan options and interest rates for products that can be purchased from hire purchase establishments.  

Following this we conducted an interview with Ms. Techla Deterville, the General Manager of Courts.  From this interview we furthered our understanding of the logistics of hire purchase, the fine prints of a contract, and the process one must go though in order to finance an item through hire purchase. 

 Finally, we met with Mr. Andrew Antoine, the president of the National Consumer Rights Association.  The primary purpose of this interview was to get the perspective of consumer education advocates on what they think are the major problems relating to consumerism in Saint Lucia.

V. Results 


Thomas DeSisto helped us analyze the student’s answers from the surveys. We used the Microsoft Excel program and SPSS (a statistical analyzing program) in order to transfer the individual student answers into statistical results. We selected a few questions from the survey that we thought were most important to emphasize and further analyze. 

The questions that gave the best insight into the student’s spending habits and consumer knowledge included how many students had savings accounts, where they kept their account, and if they knew how much they spend and save.  We discovered that 72% of the students have savings accounts.  Of the students with accounts, 53% have one with a bank, 23% have one with their school, and 23% have one at their school and the bank. We discovered that 44% of students were aware of how much they spend and save. 


We concluded that the majority of the students surveyed had a general understanding of hire purchase.  However, they lacked a comprehensive understanding.  From the results of the survey and the quiz, we determined that the majority of the students were completely unfamiliar with fundamental financial terminology.  They were also unaware of many of the specifics of hire purchase, such as the logistics of the warranties, interest rates, repossession, and debt collectors.  A few areas concerning hire purchase that we found most interesting were that 87% of the students came from families who use hire purchase, yet 55% don’t plan to buy on hire purchase in the future. One of the main reasons why we believe that the remaining 44% of students plan to buy on hire purchase is because they are unfamiliar with alternatives, such as obtaining loans from banks or credit unions.  


Finally, we concluded that the majority of students were familiar with the Consumer Affairs Office, and were informed of its existence mainly through television and family. However, despite the fact that almost all of the students were aware of the office, approximately half of the students surveyed said they would not go there for help if they encountered a problem with a purchase.  Two particular reasons as to why they wouldn’t include that they were unaware of the location, and they felt they wouldn’t be taken serious.

VI. Recommendations

The recommendations that we are making are based on the results from the surveys and the quiz conducted. They are also from the question and answer session that took place after the presentation on January 13, 2006.  The recommendations deal with the broad topic of consumer education, a future curriculum, as well as the Consumer Affairs Office’s availability to secondary students. The recommendations are for the Ministry or Commerce, Investments, and Consumer Affairs, as well as for a future University of Vermont group.

The survey that we conducted with students focused on specific aspects of consumer education; higher purchase, banking, and knowledge of the Consumer Affairs Office. The subject of consumer education is much broader than these specific areas. In order to develop a curriculum the Ministry of Commerce, Investments, and Consumer Affairs may want to decide if the areas that we have done a preliminary study on are the only topics they would like to see in a curriculum for secondary students, or if there are other areas that should also be included. 


When the ministry has decided what areas they would like to include in a consumer education curriculum for secondary students, it would be beneficial to survey a wider range of students. This could be with the already developed survey on personal finance, hire purchase, and the Consumer Affairs Office, or another including any other areas that they would like to include. By surveying a wider range of students of different ages and from different parts of the island a more comprehensive look at the average student’s knowledge could be obtained. In addition to this, the Consumer Affairs Office could determine which schools need the most outreach. 


When all the information that is needed on students is gathered and analyzed, a curriculum can be developed. In terms of the data that we were able to gather, thanks to the cooperation of the Piaye Secondary School and the Leon Hess Secondary School, we have specific curriculum recommendations. One recommendation for a curriculum would be an introduction to important financial terms that they will need to know in order to be educated consumers. Some examples of such terms are debt collectors, interest (including the different forms of interest), and warranty to name a few. Secondly, students should be taught how to budget their money: developing this habit at a young age will help them stay away from debt and hire purchasing problems. Another unit could be based on saving. This could include information on where they can save money (banks, in their school) and looking at saving for their future. Also important is a more in-depth unit on hire purchase and financing in general. Students seem to have an idea that hire purchase is a poor alternative to paying with cash, but a high number are still not dissuaded from using it in the future. If students can grasp the pit falls of using hire purchase and understand its intricacies not only will they be dissuaded, but they also may be able to bring these lessons home to their families. 


Information on the Consumer Affairs Office may be presented in different ways. One means would be through a school curriculum. Students could be taught about the work that the Office does, and its availability to them in a classroom setting. Another way is through an outreach program developed by the Consumer Affairs Office, where a representative from the Office could go on regular appointments and speak. The representative could discuss different consumer affairs topics, how students can be educated consumers, and the services that the Consumer Affairs Office provides for all St. Lucian citizens. 

 VII. Contacts
Ministry of Commerce, Investments, and Consumer Affairs – Phillip McLauren

Position: Director


Phone:

Email:

Piaye Secondary School – Mr. Cyril Edwards


Position: Principal


Phone:


Email:

Leon Hess Secondary School – Mr. Rupert Ellis 


Position: Principal


Phone:


Email:

National Consumer Rights Association - Mr. Andrew Antoine


Position: President


Phone:


Email:

Courts - Ms. Techla Deterville


Position: General Manager


Phone:


Email:

VII. Literature Review

Educating the Consumer about Advertising: Some Issues. ERIC Digest.

This report discusses consumer education and looks into consumer education helping people, especially young consumers, in becoming more knowledgeable about advertising and more critical when viewing advertisements.  Advertisements are everywhere and the average person is exposed to dozens a day.  To many people’s surprise schools are full of advertisements because they receive sponsored and free materials or curriculum by businesses which businesses use for free advertisement.    Consumer education seeks to encourage students of all ages to identify advertisements and really critically analyze them.  Through analysis they must learn to separate the facts from fiction.  What Advertisements imply and what they actually say can be very different.  Classroom activities could include analysis of commercial messages, finding advertisements they feel could be deceptive and creating their own advertisements all of which would lead to further discussion, and understanding on advertisements.  Another important message is that consumers never get something for nothing.  If it sounds too good to be true, than it probably is.  In the case of deceptive advertising, it is probably the most important that consumers are taught to be on guard for fraudulent and misleading information.  Consumer borrowing claims are often extremely misleading and lead consumers into major debt. 

The Concept of Green Schooling

An integral part of consumer education and sustainable development deals with the environment. Implementing Environmental Education into schools at all levels can be referred to so “Green Schooling.” Green Schooling would include areas such as water and energy use, the idea of thinking globally, acting locally, recycling, and nutrition specifically dealing with organic foods. 

The article by Dr. Roopa Vajpeyi, titled “The Concept of Green Schooling,” deals the importance of Green Schooling and how it can be implemented in the classroom at the different levels of schooling. Dr. Vajpeyi focuses on experiential and participatory learning. The major gaps in the research come in the curriculum. While the article provides a few ideas on mow to Develop and implement Green Schooling there is not much detail around the ideas. Instead broad topics a loss ideas on their use is school are given. It would not work as an effective teaching tool. 

The author, Dr. Roopa Vajpeyi, is the head of the group Consumer VOICE (Voluntary Organization in Interest of Consumer Education) in India, which aims to provide education to students, and young consumer who are in need of the most consumer protection. The biggest opposition to this article would probably be about its non-traditional view on teaching methods, and subject matter. 

You Are What You Eat

In terms of my own research the article points out ways in which to specifically deal with an older student group, or high school group in teaching this area of consumer education and separating them as consumer from younger consumers. The article gives ways of teaching this group that have a higher maturity level and deeper understanding of complex issues such as those that were discussed earlier therefore would gain more from lessons that are more challenging and participatory. 

St. Lucia lives in the shadows of major global forces such as the US and Great Britain. St Lucia’s popular culture is a result of American advertising and trends. Major food corporations such as McDonalds and other fast food chains are quickly establishing businesses on these small islands to increase their goal of globalization and development. The impacts of these fast-food chains are unhealthy eating habits and a loss of demand from the local food industries. 


For the sake of this project, I located a lesson plan enforced in the Rowland Unified School District in California which focus’ on your intake of fast food and how it affects your calorie and fat levels.


The lesson plan includes a table of calorie intakes and the demographic that should be consuming the corresponding value, links to fast food sites to look at the nutritional information, and questionnaires that the students answer to measure their intake of these restaurants. There are also worksheets that make you calculate the amount of fat and calories in a meal that you would have at a fast-food joint and then asks about healthier alternatives.This would be helpful to understand the importance of eating healthier and the effects of fast-food restaurants on personal growth and development.

Teaching Your Child to Be Financially Savvy


This article addresses the ways in which a parent can teach their children to become financially responsible.  The first step involved is engaging the child’s interest in spending and saving.  An effective way of accomplishing this is by giving them a sense of responsibility over their own finances.  This sense of responsibility can be established by opening a savings account in their name.  Weekly allowances can be deposited in this account.  It is important to engage the child in this process by bringing them to the bank and having them participate.  The objective is to lay the foundation for a lifetime habit of saving.  After the child is mature enough, begin to address investing with them.  It is important to teach them about money and risk and reward by allowing the child to make his/her own choices.  


Although this article regarding saving and investment may not directly pertain to secondary students in St. Lucia, it is a good reference for the framework of a personal finance curriculum.  For example, students could be given a weekly allowance of ‘pretend’ money that would act as a medium of exchange for certain goods/services (i.e. longer recess break).  However, the students would be given the opportunity to save or invest in order to purchase a more valuable good as their money grows over time.  
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