
 

Ideas to help make money-smart kids 
Just like investing your money early can lead to long-term compounding returns, educating children 
about money early can create strong, lasting foundations of smart money habits. Frequently discussing 
money, answering questions, and taking advantage of teachable moments can advance a child’s 
financial literacy and prepare them to make informed decisions around their finances. Consider the 
best practices below when approaching these moments with your family. 
  
Take advantage of teachable moments 

FOUNDATIONAL INTERMEDIATE ADVANCED 

When they ask questions 

Make sure children understand that 
money is not the most important 
thing in life. Money is a tool that 
allows you to pay for the things you 
need, and if budgeted and saved 
properly, the things you want. 
Answer questions about money as 
they arise and consider explaining 
how coins and bills are worth 
different amounts. 

Playtime 

Foster money skills through play by 
setting up a pretend bank or store. 
Sing songs or color pictures that 
focus on important financial literacy 
topics. 

Daily routine 

Incorporate money into everyday 
activities to build familiarity and 
baseline knowledge. For example, 
understanding money starts with 
basic counting. Make chores a 
regular practice, including a reward 
system to introduce the foundations 
of managing money. Lastly, read 
children's books about money 
whenever possible. 

When they ask to buy… 

Consider using a delayed 
gratification tactic. If a child is 
pleading for ice cream, offer to pay 
them $1 if they wait for next time 
instead. Explain they can save up 
money for a double scoop by doing 
extra chores. 

Making big purchases or taking 
vacations 

Kids usually only see adults doing one 
thing with money: spending. Discuss 
opportunity costs that went into saving 
for specific items to explain trade-offs 
you make to stay within your budget. 

Filling up the gas tank 

Explain how getting gas can be a 
necessary cost (if you drive to work) as 
well as a luxury (if you drive to a 
weekend getaway). In both instances, 
either can only happen if spending 
money is allocated properly in the 
budget. 

Back-to-school shopping 

Encourage children to decide if they 
want to save money by reusing last 
year’s backpack and pencil box. If they 
insist on new items, provide a budget 
and let them choose where to buy, 
teaching about the good’s perceived 
value versus its quality. This is also a 
good time to educate them on how 
stores try to influence consumer buying 
decisions with flashy sales.  

Downloading a mobile game app 

The digital world is here to stay. Be 
careful adding your credit card to a 
child’s phone, as they may make in-app 
purchases without understanding the 
costs. Explain that just because there 
isn’t a physical transaction of money 
doesn’t mean it is free. 

 

Unexpected expenses 

Use car trouble or a leaking faucet as an 
opportunity to teach children about the 
importance of saving an emergency 
fund. 

Advertisements 

It’s no secret advertisements have 
incredible influence on persuading 
children. Caution them with 
conversations around items that are 
“wants” or “needs.” 

Paying bills 

Explain how everything in the home, 
including the beloved Wi-Fi, has a usage 
cost associated with it. Describe the 
process of paying for these expenses 
every month to keep the lights on and 
water running. 

Online classes or in-person 
workshops 
Don’t forget to explain how money can 
be used to help them grow as people. 
Share how they can use it on 
experiences (not just materials) to invest 
in their own development.  

Using a credit card 

Make sure children know using “plastic” 
does not mean something is free. Start 
by asking what they think happens when 
you use your card at the store. Explain 
how credit cards use money that is a 
loan the bank provides, which must be 
repaid later. Bonus: Use prepaid debit 
cards now designed for kids with 
corresponding apps to teach them how 
to manage their finances.  

 
 



Build smart money habits 
Provide children with opportunities to make financial decisions and help them grow confidence around their relationship with 
money while you sleep soundly knowing they are learning the basics. 
 

Providing allowances 
Establish a weekly allowance, allowance tied to chores, or a combination of the two. For example, set a 
base allowance for activities that are expected to be done and then tie less-enticing chores to a dollar 
amount. Use this opportunity to teach children that earning money is required first and foremost. Tips for a 
smooth process include: 

• Have them help “log hours” to develop accountability 
• Outline which chores go with which dollar amount to practice decision-making and prioritization 
• Set boundaries with increase requests by only allowing children to ask for increases twice a year. 

Bonus: Require them to explain why they deserve a “raise” to build confidence negotiating for 
themselves 

 

 
 
 
 

Bank branch field trip 
Take a trip to your local bank to open a savings account—it’s never too early or too late to do this! To build 
a sense of ownership during their first trip: 

• Have the kids gather up coins or cash to deposit into their newly created savings account 
• Show them the withdrawal forms and walk them through how to use an ATM 
• Explain how statements come in the mail or are found on an app, so they can manage their 

financial growth 
 

 

 

Three piggy banks 
For younger children, use three piggy banks or clear jars to build habits around spending, giving, and 
saving. Encourage them to split any allowance, birthday money, or chore payment between the three. This 
provides the opportunity to discuss their decisions around allocations and about what goals they have for 
each bucket. To introduce investing and compounding interest, tell them you will add $1 for every $X 
amount they save per month. 

• Spend – for smaller treats or daily activities 
• Give – for charitable donations or gifts for friends and family 
• Save – for bigger items, experiences, or savings account 

 

 
 
 

 
PUTNAM RESOURCES ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

• “Four-year action plan to prepare for college” 
• “Top ten applications to improve your life” 
• “Understanding sustainable investing” 
• “Finance fundamentals” 

• U.S. Mint Coin Classroom — interactive money resources for 
kids (usmint.gov/learn/kids) 

• Mint — free budget tracker (mint.com and mobile app) 
• Greenlight Debit Card for Kids — a shared application where 

kids manage money with parent approval on every 
transaction (greenlight.com and mobile app) 
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