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- RALPH NADER,
CoNsuymer Advocate.

ur students are being short-

) changed during their, years at

~ school. We fail to motivate them
and fail to provide instruction in

_ real-life problems. We give them al-

-, most no strategies for dealing with

the political economy. as consymers - *

and citizens. - A, ;

Long ago, observers Of ‘our
schools recogaized that stutlents are
not exposed to issues and situations
thatcryYor an informed response—
sphtifically, the mix of business and
govemBTnt activities that shape
peqple’s | well-being, indiidually

.and collectively. Presumably, the

apalytic skills that schools teach

. are supposed to have some purpose,

. ’some direction, some connection
with human values. Yet all too often-

_the.teaching of these skills does not

" involve students’ experiences out- .
side of school; the fesult is the arid-
ity we see in many clagsrooms.

) However, when vajues and ana-
Iytic skills are developed in the con- -
text of real-life problems, we can
tap that remarkable reservoir of
imagination and energy that young
people possess. )

These. are> commonly accepted.
insights into student motivation.
What is required is institutional ’
and individual courage within the

take educational

. experiences that prepare students .
for effective citizen any consumet
roles—even if this_ invalves their
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questioning and cfitically judging
systems and practices of power. -.

Mbst schools have treated, con-,-
suniér education as a frill rather
than as a true academic discipline.
Yet nothing is more basic to the
educational process or more mean-
ingful to students’ lives. The subject
covers a group of skills, concepts,
and understandings as essential to
effective functioning in our society
as either reading or math and with
"_elements common to both of them.
In addition, consumer education
embodies a large variety of distinct-
ly different skills, many of which
are quite complex and require a dis-
. cerning, critical mind.

Although they will spend a large
part of their lives involved in con-
sumer agfiviti¢s, during'’ 12 years of
schooling most students are taught
very little that will help them deal
effectively with the marketplace.
They know nothing about the in-
surance or banking industries. They
. are not taught how to handle their
own money’ or to protect their own
health. ‘And’ they don’t know, how
to de&l with their consumer rights:
where to go to have their grievances
‘resolved or how to get information.
Worst of all, they don’t even know
what questions to ask.

Consumer education embraces
what I consider the Fourth R—Re-
sponsibility. As long as this R is ex-
cluded frém the curriculum, we are
forcmg students to live two hves-—
one in school and’ another qQut of




‘ schooi I §chogl‘; sﬂxdt;hf.s ;gam ,’
about such things as the Tndus ﬂ‘
Revolution; out of ,sc;,b&l,. they ﬁ-

. wonder.whether ‘they will face pti-
- ,vat10n and, disease b@cause of en-
< vironmentat damage, irithe future.

In sthool, children are toldto eat, f
“the.~{pven basic’ foods"‘ om of&f '
school, they wonder whethemmgg e
“sodium gluta.mate is ‘a bagic food
and how it wilt aﬁect ‘their bodies. % _,.
In school, student's ftaro how to. in:" .

. terpret literature; out of school xhey T
+ wonder how.to interpret advemse- Rk
] . mt'.nts . & e, ‘. £ e

e really can’t ;Hlanie young

people £or doubting the rélevancg’ * -
. «f their schoolwork. ﬁs-they witch
- 'the evemng news, they are ﬁmmd-

red of consumeér tip-offs; conftami
 'pated fopds health ;pd safety haz-
. ards and enuroamen;au break-
’ ddes, ! And'yet, little in- thefir stud-
,ICS speaks to them of ‘thése critical -

.problems,. and still less challenges =

their Abilities to evaluate and Help®

§olve the dilemntas they face.

. Bspecially difring the lastdecade, ', |
pcople have maeasmgly percéived -
thé geed for consumer education. '
Pubhc i nora.nce is extremely cost-
ly interms of consumers health and

. safety, asWL:llasthelrmcomeS Con-
sider, for. examp]e the -enefgy anid |

food sityation in :eqent hiomhs .y
Therefore, it is, xmpbrtant"ta

begm early, when . young people_

“are flexible, nnagmaus/é hogeful ‘

. and—mpst At rtaﬂt——concerned ’

+ Aside from tehtMg skills that are-
basxc to life, ecansumer educatxon
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makes students’ school hours inter-
act with their out-of-school hours
in a meaningful framework.
4 . brings the world to ¢ classroom
- * "and the ciass:oqm to the World .
Consumc;" education should" be
v1ewed»asg>eth defensive apd offen-
sive2ducation. The defensive aspect '
teaches students to avoid the pit-
" falls, to anai,yze thejr own consumer
behavior, and"to deal effectively in
. their everyday Consumer transac-
tions. The offensive ome énables
them to, regard .thémselves as re-
sponsible consumer citizens and to
see the' alternatives that are, - of
. should be, open 10 them in the
. _markétplace.. * - X
1 have come to realize that it’s not oA
enou o say, “We should have
more%umer education  in -
schools.” I have tried saying so very ~
" frequently—but in vain. Tedéhers
' must have pctual materials that deal, .
§p601ﬁca11y with the sub;ect Jmatter,
. Addéd By such materials, tHey can *
help students acquirg a wealth of
7. “facts ahd informpffion and can en-
: pourage them to analyze, evaluate, .
" “and reldte what théy have learned
to. their own Aives. Théy will begm
.t0 learn How to ‘make intelligent, )
3 yrabmg, Judgments a technique '
- they wxli carry with them into the
: ﬁfdture weo
L Motw!uon won't be a pmblem, .
e ”’bec*ause Jyotfng people are inter-
" ested. "After ‘all; they are alfeady.,
) ;lconsumers "Thus, their everyday ex- .
penences are ye evants for;study!-—- +
watchmg telengem buymg stereo
,'AZ 7 ‘\ .; o
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‘ ;' epared to teagh jt. As ope teac
“said, “1 dor’t Kiiow-#H the answers:

» “’g “I.be’ cxpecte& to' teach consmner
) véducauon‘” TR
L Thez‘e are;. 1 | ¥act a number of
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. equlpment going to 4 doctor of |
dentist, applying for ahqr-school

leases adverusements contracts,‘

/ market, the bank, the small glaims

" sumerism ‘as a- separate . coufse. -

jobs. Ix} the same: way, newspapers,

énsumer experience.  © ! .
By sending students to the super- .

court, or the locat factcfy,”éachers
can begin to raise the level of their’
students’ .consumer c(mscxousness
And the skills they develop in’ the -,
process w111 sustain them for‘hfe
Qne problem thbconsumer edu-
cation 1s that many teachers feel un-

" to these consumer, issugs, I&\if’ ‘ﬁn’ )

altematwe choxces for many of the
consumer concex:ns that plague-us.
At t!\le.yeryleasg teachers ¢an make
th ir students aware of these ch01ces
eneaurage aheiff to ‘ask intelli-
gent qu,estlons Thls will be a valu-
able experientcé for ‘both students ‘
‘and teachers, one in which they.will
learn and probe and grow together.
Sqme school: systems treat con~

. Others integraté consumer topics
nto existing curriculums. The so-
cxal studies teacher covers consum-
‘ef law,’ energy issues, or housing
* toncerns, while the Enghsh teacher
- explorgs "language usage through
advertisements contracts and the
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media. The science teacher develops
a greater awareness of ecological
" problems, while the math teacher
covers bankmg skills and unit
pricing. :

Whether the consumer course is
separate or, integrated, a number of
‘ ?sic objectives ne¢d to be con-
idered:

¢ Students ‘should learn how to
distinguish betwéen their own needs
and wants. They ‘should realize that
their buying affects not ofly their
own pocketbooks but the economy
and the environment as well.

¢ Students should understand
the internal infldences (family in-
come, life-style,. goals, and values)
"and_the extern’alf influences (adver-
“tising, other commumcatlons me-
dlg, frlends) that aﬁect their con-
. sumer behavior. |

o Students should learn-how to
manage their own finances and
understand the varlous types of ex-

penses for which they must bud’g_et/\

. o Students should be made
aware of the alternatives open to
them in the marketplace, such as
cooperative buying. They should
also realize that not buying is one
important alternative.

¢ Students should know how to ‘
get information before they pur- -

chase goods and services; and they

should learn to discrilninate among ,

the various ‘sources of information
available—salespeople, labels, ad-
Vertisements, consumer magazines,
-trade  associations, govemment
agencies, consumer- groups

!
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o Students should learn how L
shop wisely, comparing pricesg
quality, services offered, and the
environmental effects of their pur-
chases.

¢ Students should become aware
of the various avenues of consumer
complaint redress and be able to
evaluate their effectiveness.

e Students should gain an un-
derstanding of lobbying and other
influences that ultimately contribute

- to the drafting and passage of laws.
7 e Students $hould have a general ,

knowledge of our legal system and

understand ways in which they can
. activate or improve the laws that
affect individuals’ rights.

" o Students should have a chance .

to explore some’of the controversies

in the consumer field, to analyze

these problems, and then to make

their own decisions based on
thoughtful research and critical in-
quiry, Such topics include additives

in our food, the pros and cons of

buying on credit, and the future

),’course of energy consumption.

In addition to all this, consumer
education should “afford students
opportunities to encounter the con-
sumer situations of their daily lives  *
in a ew way. Once young people °
feel that their actions can make a
difference and that someone will
listen to them and respect what they
have to say, I am cgnvinced there
will be a decline in the apathy per-

. vading so many of our educational .
~ institutions today. ’




,Melinda Blau, a colleague of
mine, found substantiation for this
- belief while she was field-testing
some consumer eéducation materials
that she and I have recently de-
. veloped.+For example, after the first
day of working with a group of
seventh grade students, Ms. Blau
reported:

“It seemed as if each one of the
students had S some anecdote to
contribute, some opinion to offer re-

" . lating to the various’ topics—sales-
people, advertisements, packaging,
sales. It was obvious that I had
touched upon topics of deep con-
cern and wide experience outside of
school. In fact, when the bell rang,
indicating that the period was over,
they groaned to express their dis-
appointment.” . v

*Ms. Blau found that the subject

matter \had built-in motivation
and that the students were extreme-
ly enthusiastic about the idea- of
ehgaging in such activities as dis-

‘cussing budgeting with their fami-

- lie§,, canvassing local ‘stores for
vaftoys types of information, and
contad@ng manufacturers, govern-
ment ggencies, consumer groups.
In fact, by the end of the first week,
the students’ had decided that they
would publish a consumer news-
letter to share what they had learned ’
with their schoolmates, families,

. and others in the community.

" Fach youngster planned, exe- ,
cuted, and reported on an indi-
vidual project. One student did a . -
price-comparison Survey in three *

1
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local supermarkets. Another visited
drugstores to see whether prices of
prescription drugs were posted. A
third surveyed more than 50 people
to elicit their attitudes about pur-
chasing automobiles—for example,
what factors influenced their buying
—as well as their opinions about '
pollution-control devices. Another
student compared two complete
family dinners—one made, “from
scratch,” the other made ffom con-
venignce foods—-and then drew
conclusions concgrning the benefits
of each type of meal in terms of
cost, convenience, nutrition, and
environmental effects. )
The students discovered, through
their various surveys, that they un-
derstood the meaning of such terms
as generic drugs and confessions of
judgment, while more than 90 per-

. cent, of ‘the adults they polled did ~

mot! - . . ‘

Af the end of the two-week pilot
program, Ms. Blau got replics/like .
the following when she asked the -
students to comment on théir activ-
ities:

“What I like most was finding out
and understanding things that could
have some effect on my life.” -

. “This kind of program makes
you think about what you are buy-
ing and why. Now I know what to -

.look for and think about when I
shop.” 't .
“It changed me and made me a+
wiser consumer.”

" Ms. Blaw’s experignces with these
. Blaw's gxperignces .

.




children echo the many repo
get from teachers throughout the
country write to me about
similar ts their students have
undertaken. For instance, “one
group of students analyzed tele-
vision commercials. They taped
them, typed them up, evaluated
them, and then wrote to the manu-
facturers  for substantiation of
claims and contacted the Federal
Trade Commision as well. Other
classes have set up consumer help
groups withintheir school to aid
their families and feflow students in
dealing with consumer problems.
These types of experiences illu-
minate. ‘several important points
with regard to consumer education.
Young people want their school-
work to relate to their lives, and
whegq it does, they snap to attention.
They have a great capacity for com-
prehending complex concepts and
are willing to experiment, with new
ideas and- understandings. ‘When
given a chance to discuss and dis-
cover, to experience and act, they
gain more confidence in their in-
tellectual capacity and in their aﬁ*

"ty to effect change in our society.

Consumer education prepares

—— STIdERTs for effective citizgnship. It

can mean the difference bemféﬁ
oused citizens—such as those who
complain about their $150-a-month
electric bills—and skilled citizens
who learn new strategies of con-

"sumer action and thus go beyend

the stage of feeling angry but help-
less.

 ERIC 13




As society provides Hewtools and
institutions for consumers—im-
proved legislation, buying coopera-
tives, consumer-complaint centers
—the skilled citizen will not only

- be aware of the reforms but will
help to make them work. -

Our young people, armed with
the skills and understandings essen-
tial to good citizenship, can im-
prove the quality of their own lives

. and at the same time help establish

a pattern of consumer self-determi-
nation and consumer justice vital to
the well-being of our nation and
world. O

Ralph Nader has developed, with Me-
finda E. Blau, a consumer education
fearning unit entitled To Buy or Not To
Buy (1975). For information, write the
publisher, Random House, at 400 Hahn
Road, Westminster, MD 21157.
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