Programs teach the young
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While every generation accuses the one that follows of not understanding the value of a dollar, the spending power and buying resolve of today's teen-agers may lend extra credence to their elders' concerns.

According to Nellie Mae (New England Education Loan Marketing Corporation), a national provider of higher education loans for students and parents, one out of 10 students owes more than $7,000 in credit card debt before graduating from college.

Unless they get educated in money management, the current generation of young people will become debt-ridden adults with credit card balances soaring higher than their savings -- or income -- can accommodate.

To increase the financial literacy of children and teens, two local programs exist that teach them the concept of money, how to acquire it and how to make the most of it once they get it. 

Students at Santa Barbara High School can enroll in the Regional Occupational Program's computer accounting and virtual enterprise classes, both of which have financial management components, while children ages 11 to 16 can participate in The Money Camp for Kids, a week's worth of financial education activities at Camp Whittier, located near Lake Cachuma. 

"Our main purpose is to help students take control of their financial future," said LeeAnn Ben-Kinney, the computer accounting and virtual enterprise instructor at Santa Barbara High School. "We know as adults about the credit offers coming in and we want to make sure we're putting out students who don't have a two page credit report."

The courses are available on a first-come-first-served basis to Santa Barbara High School seniors and juniors.

"The vice president at Santa Barbara Bank & Trust teaches the kids about economics and money management," she continued. "Larry Rollins from E.

G. Edwards teaches financial planning and Wells Fargo gives us checkbook writing kits."

The Teachers Federal Credit Union offers lessons in checkbook balancing and proper bill-paying and check-writing procedures.

Over at The Money Camp for Kids, a function of The Money Camp Inc., the non-profit organization founded by fitness and nutrition professional Elisabeth Donati, 60 children will spend the week from August 26-29 learning financial principles ranging from how money is earned by employees, business owners and investors to how it multiplies via the magic of compounding interest to how to use money philanthropically.

"We're strongly going to teach the kids that you can manifest whatever you want to create in your life," said Ms. Donati. "That it's up to each individual to create the means to take care of themselves."

She conceived of the idea after reading the book "Rich Dad, Poor Dad" by Robert Kiyosaki.

"It struck me because of my lack of financial education as a kid and young adult. And everyone around me was in the same boat," she said. "Then I got the idea, why don't we send kids to camp to learn about money. My background is in fitness and nutrition and I always like doing camps and that sort of thing to teach children and adults how to improve their lifestyles."

Ms. Donati's partner in the camp, Larry Stein, an attorney, financial adviser and educator, worked in the financial services industry in Colorado and saw a real need to get this kind of information to children and teen-agers.

"My experience when working with clients was that astute professionals were completely ignorant about how money works," he said. "I started teaching money management at Santa Barbara City College and found my students, some adults in their mid-40s, were just as ignorant as my former clients."

According to Ms. Donati, campers will spend their first day exploring their beliefs about money.

"Money is a taboo subject in our society," said Mr. Stein. "We have a friend in the business and she can throw a health seminar and hundreds of people will come. But with money it's a difficult area. So we thought a way to diffuse that is to create a fun atmosphere where people can learn about this."

"The concepts we're teaching, a lot of them can be found in books," said Ms. Donati. "But often the reason people shy away from thinking about money and reading books is because they don't want to go there. We hope the kids will come away very excited. We hope kids will ask their parents very relevant questions about where they learned about money."

Ms. Donati's and Mr. Stein's vision is to create not only summer camps but one-day programs throughout the school year to benefit young people and then to offer the same kinds of activities for adults.

"This is like the difference between reading about exercise and then actively participating in it. It's the difference between reading a self-help book and actually going through therapy," Mr. Stein said. "When you go through an activity or game and actually get to feel what it felt like, you get to internalize it."

In the virtual enterprise course at Santa Barbara High School, students go through the process of developing and operating a year-long for-profit business. Starting from scratch this school year, the students established Digital Office Network Solution (DONS), offering Web page design, business card design and income tax preparation.

"Last month we went to New York to the Virtual Enterprise International Competition," Ms. Ben-Kinney said proudly. "There were 3,000 schools from 34 different countries and we came in second place."

The students benefited from professionals at Santa Barbara Axxess who taught them the fundamentals of salesmanship and Forester Communications who gave them lessons in putting together a trade show booth.

"We need to show kids that most millionaires are self-made," Mr. Stein said of financial education. "They have the same tools as everyone else, just different thought processes."

Added Ms. Donati, being broke, is "a financial state you're currently in. It's temporary. But being poor is a lifestyle. It's permanent."

Registration for The Money Camp for Kids is currently taking place, although space is limited. For information or an application, visit the organization's Web site at www.themoneycamp.com or call 957-1024. The Money Camp is seeking both corporate sponsorships and individual scholarships to assist children who might not have the financial resources to attend The Money Camp for Kids.

