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Introduction: Why Money Matters

◆◆◆


Being an educator is, without a doubt, a noble profession. It is a calling, not just a job description. Those who choose to enter the field do so out of a desire to help people learn and, by extension, to make the world a better place. We all know the deal walking in: the intrinsic rewards help to make up for the lack of the financial ones.





Now, let's be clear: this book is not being written from some romantic, rose-colored-glasses point of view about what it means to be an educator. I have been around enough oppressive teachers’ lounges, survived enough awkward staff Christmas parties, and sat through enough interminable mandatory staff meetings to know that our beliefs, temperaments, and opinions are as diverse, strong, and occasionally baffling as the rest of the country. Educators are not, as they say, a monolith. (If you are already internally rolling your eyes at the word monolith because you taught it last week in a vocab lesson, you should definitely thank a teacher, probably yourself, in the nearest mirror.) Yet, the core fact remains: no one chooses to teach because they want to become rich. We choose it to better the lives of our students and, let us be honest, all the glorious time off in the summer is not exactly bad either. It is the annual renewal cycle that keeps us coming back for another round.


The True Cost of Compassion

Need further proof that we are, at heart, an altruistic bunch? Just look at our spending habits. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, over 90% of teachers dipped into their own wallets to pay for school supplies. This is not just a few bucks here and there for a box of colored pencils. Based on their research, teachers are expected to spend over $500 on school supplies by the end of any given school year.

All told, that personal investment adds up to over $1.6 billion annually that teachers are collectively spending on supplies for their students. Think about that number for a second: a billion dollars, voluntarily spent, simply to ensure our students have the basic tools they need to succeed in our classrooms.

Now, let me put on my personal finance hat for a moment and give you an alternate scenario, a purely financial one, divorced from the necessity of keeping your classroom stocked. If you had invested that same $500 per year for a solid 10 years (that is a total of $5,000 invested, for those of you who hate teaching math and are already reaching for your calculators) and earned a conservative 6% return, you would end up with approximately $6,600 sitting in your investment account. That is around $1,600 of “free” money, generated by compounding stock market returns, that you are effectively missing out on every decade because of your compassion for your students. We must find a way to honor that generosity while also prioritizing your financial future.

This Book is Written for You

If you are reading this and you are an educator, whether you are in the classroom, the administration office, or even running a school library, I applaud you. Seriously. I wrote this book over many years, patiently shaping it and refining it, for educators like you. My goal is to help those who spend so much of their energy tending to the future of others to finally take charge and care for their own financial future. Of course, if you are not an educator, do not put the book down. The core principles of financial planning are universal and apply to all Americans, but this delivery system is uniquely tailored.

But why a personal finance book specifically for teachers? Do not all people need help with managing their money? Why yes, most certainly do. But this book is not for everyone, it is for you, and here is why educators need their own dedicated manual:


●        Unique Financial Circumstances and Retirement Plans: Educators face financial challenges that are genuinely distinct from, say, a software engineer or a small business owner. We may have lower entry-level salaries and often have limited opportunities for rapid advancement in pay scale. Most importantly, we have complex state-specific retirement plans (pension, 403b, etc.) that operate under entirely different rules than the standard 401k plans most of the private sector uses. This book will provide tailored, relevant advice to help you navigate these specific challenges.



●        Educators are Critical Pillars of Society: You play a role in shaping future generations that is unparalleled. Those energetic, sometimes frustrating, and often deeply underestimated creatures (the students you see every day) are one day going to be running our society. They will be the future CEOs, elected officials, and taxpayers. By helping you, the educator, to improve your financial literacy and security, we are helping you to better focus on your truly critical work without the constant, draining hum of financial stress in the background. A financially secure teacher is a more effective teacher. Period.



●        You are Automatic Role Models: Hopefully, you are a role model both by virtue of the position you hold and by how you conduct yourself daily. But being a role model does not stop at the school building exit. By demonstrating responsible and successful financial practices in your own life, you can implicitly and explicitly inspire your students (and yes, your colleagues or teachers if you are an administrator) to become more financially responsible as well. Your financial health is a lesson plan unto itself.


So, what exactly makes this book different from the hundreds of other personal finance books available on the market?

To start, this book is written by someone who is first and foremost an educator. I have been exactly where you are, both as a professional navigating a public-school pay scale and as someone trying desperately to make that educator salary work for my family. I began teaching in 2004, and I have served in a variety of teaching and administrative roles in both public and private schools. I know the rhythm of the school year, the frustration of the annual contract negotiation, and the specific joy of a well-earned summer break.

My journey did not end there, though. After earning a Master's degree in Education with an emphasis in curriculum and instruction, my desire to better myself was not satisfied. As an adult I have always considered myself a life-long learner and still I feel that there is so much in the world I want to know about. That desire led me to pursue an MBA where I learned to better understand the financial side of education, and where I took a class specifically on personal financial planning. Over the years personal finance has become a passion of mine. Whereas some people listen to upbeat pop music during their workouts, I am that unique, slightly strange individual who happily listens to personal finance podcasts. My kids remind me often that this makes me extremely uncool. They are not wrong.

Bridging the Gap

Next, and this is crucial for accessibility, I have deliberately filled this book with examples and analogies pulled directly from the education profession. Just like you strive every day to scaffold new or difficult concepts for your students, I have worked hard to scaffold the personal finance concepts that intimidate many educators, making them understandable and relevant through real-world and classroom-based examples.

Think about it. Though the education field is brimming with intelligent people, people capable of explaining the nuances of the Common Core, the history of the Roman Empire, or the structure of DNA; there exists a surprising lack of financial know-how. Teachers must be incredibly well-rounded in their knowledge base. Elementary teachers are asked to be a master of all subjects necessary for success later in school, while secondary teachers get the small luxury of becoming a bit more specialized. Yet, for all but the STEM teachers, math often tends to be the subject many educators are least comfortable with. While financial literacy is (neglectfully, in my opinion) not one of the common core math standards, this foundational uncomfortability with the topic is a significant contributing factor to the avoidance of money concepts altogether. We avoid what makes us uncomfortable, and that avoidance costs us money.

The Financial Literacy Gap


This lack of financial literacy, to be fair, is not limited to our field. It is a national epidemic. Take a look at these sobering statistics from various recent surveys of American adults, conducted by various polling agencies, and see how many apply to you or your colleagues:



●   71% say their monthly debt prevents building wealth.



●        43% say they are focused on just surviving instead of improving financially.



●        32% have no non-retirement savings.



●        Over 25% have no retirement savings.



●        40% are not confident they will have enough money to retire.



●        42% say finances negatively impact their mental health.



●        46% of credit card holders carry credit card debt from month to month.



●        65% grade their capacity to make good personal finance decisions as an A or B.


Unfortunately, the answers to wisely handling your money are not found in the teacher’s edition of the textbook, and I guarantee your credential classes never prepared you for this absolutely vital aspect of your professional and personal life. We need a new textbook, and this is it.

Your Personal Finance Reading Strategy

What is the best reading advice you ever received as a teacher? For me, it was the power of choice, allowing students to read what they wanted so that they would organically develop their interest in reading. The classics will be much more palatable and meaningful to students if they first know the sheer joy of getting completely lost in a story that they chose. Standards can still be met while giving students flexibility in what they read, which is why, when I was an English teacher, my very first unit of the year was to allow my high school students to pick out their own book. There were many strict requirements, and I had to approve the book ahead of time, but they liked being able to choose what they read, and it was consistently one of the most successful units of the entire year.


What is the connection to Money Matters for Educators?


It is my sincere hope that by connecting the essential concepts in this book to the career you are already an expert in, that you will finally learn the joy of personal finance. It is not a chore; it is a form of professional development for your life. By mastering these concepts, you may finally experience the freedom that goes along with making the most out of your middle-class salary… a salary you earn through incredibly important, taxing, and valuable work.

So here is to you, educators. For those that already feel comfortable with your finances, you will find more than a few nuggets of wisdom you can use to improve upon what you are already doing and optimize your system. And if you are wondering why this all matters and think you would honestly rather be grading a stack of essays right now, please, read on! This is your permission slip. You can absolutely take care of your students and your future. Your money can work better for you than it is today. Your journey to financial confidence awaits!




	
REAL TEACHER TALK

I really should have started some sort of savings in year one, but back then my first contract was for $30,000 and I had a house, wife, daughter and a part time job so I don't know where the savings was going to come from.

- Mike (26 years as an educator)






My Story: An Educators Financial Journey

◆◆◆


I first became interested in the concept of financial planning and, more broadly, being a good steward of my resources, during my college years. That initial spark was not a sudden epiphany; it was given as a gift. My dad handed me a book by financial guru Suze Orman, titled The Money Book for the Young, Fabulous, & Broke.

Now, let's be honest. Like most college students, the absolute last thing I wanted to do was read another book. I was already overwhelmed with required readings, research papers, and trying to sleep while my roommates played video games late into the night. But I was young and I was definitely broke. As for being fabulous, I figured two out of three was not bad, so I reluctantly started reading.

It did not take long for the topics in that book to excite me. It was like suddenly being handed the answer key to a complex test I did not even know I was taking. I realized there were concrete, measurable ways to use money, and that knowledge was empowering. That book started what has become a more than 20-year year interest, which ultimately inspired me to share what I have learned with my fellow educators.

Growing Up Middle Class

Over the years, I have spent a great deal of time reflecting on how my financial origin story has shaped my views on money as an adult.

Growing up, my family was solidly middle class. It was a classic American story, really. My dad was the first in his family to graduate from college. My mom was a nurse who later returned to school to get her bachelor's degree, also becoming the first in her family to do so. From an early age, they instilled in me the importance of education. It was not a question of if I would go to college, but where.

Both of my parents worked for most of my life. I spent many afternoons and summers in childcare and daycare, but my parents always made sure we were provided for. We lived primarily in working and middle-class neighborhoods, moving across the country from Pennsylvania, to Colorado, thenTexas, and finally California.

Like many children, I did not think much about finances, and I do not think most students do. As kids, our financial understanding is limited to our immediate schools and neighborhoods. My first real awareness that extremely wealthy people existed, and just how lavish their lives could be, came from MTV’s Cribs television show. I saw massive houses and luxury cars but I filed it away as "fantasy." Kids today, thanks to the proliferation of influencers and social media, have a far more immediate and often distorted view of wealth and inequality. It is right there in their pockets, amplified and filtered.

As a child, I did not have the latest and greatest things, but my needs were always met, and then some. When most of my friends had the new Nintendo 64, I was still grinding away on a Sega. When the cool kids wore expensive Nike shoes, I showed up in BK Knights. But here is the key realization: I was not really aware of the kids wearing hand-me-downs, and I certainly did not know that free or reduced lunch programs existed. That kind of financial blindness is a hallmark of a comfortable, middle-class upbringing. We often do not see the struggles right next to us because we are not struggling ourselves.

There were, however, periods when one of my parents was unemployed. As a child, that did not register much in terms of bills or finances. What I did feel was the frequent moving that came with job changes. Living in multiple states taught me adaptability and how to make new friends. Since this is a story about my financial upbringing, the lasting lesson was learning the importance of hard work and providing for your family, no matter where life takes you.

My Financial Education: The First Paychecks

I did not receive a regular allowance as a kid nor did I get everything I asked for. My first real-world, cold-hard-cash lessons came with my first job in high school. Because my parents strongly emphasized education and because we were financially stable, I did not have to work during the school year. Instead, I worked during the summer, built up a savings cushion, and then quit once football season started.

My first official job, as a slightly awkward sixteen-year-old, was at Hollywood Video. Yes, I am now old enough to have had a first job in a field that no longer exists. Hollywood Video was not as widespread as Blockbuster Video, but we were the place where customers experienced the red-carpet treatment. Our stores were designed to resemble a Hollywood premiere, complete with acne-ridden teenagers dressed in cummerbunds and bowties, helping customers find the latest VHS release. I probably said "Be kind, please rewind" as many times as I have told students to “Be quiet” throughout my career.

This minimum wage job taught me a crucial and somewhat painful life lesson: how quickly a paycheck can disappear. I would trade time with friends to work, receive my paycheck, deposit it, and then, within a few days, watch my bank account decrease. I quickly realized that if I did not intentionally decide where my money went, it would disappear more quickly than I wanted. That early realization became the foundation for my later understanding of the importance of budgeting. I did save some of those early paychecks, too. I do not remember having a detailed plan for my savings other than knowing I would need it throughout the school year. Looking back, this was my very first, rudimentary emergency fund.

The Uncool Car

My parents also helped me by purchasing my first car: a 10-year-old Pontiac Parisienne. Seriously, look it up. It had a heavy, boxy, old-man aesthetic. I can attest to just how uncool it was for a sixteen-year-old to be driving. But it was a car of my very own, and I could fit a boatload of friends on the front and back bench seats. That thing was a tank.

A few months into driving, I got rear-ended. The impact ruined the front end of the other person’s brand-new car. The only damage to mine was a pushed in metal bumper. My dad and I promptly popped it back out with a rubber mallet. That experience taught me the value of durability and function over flash and status. That car became a meaningful symbol of my developing financial understanding of needs versus wants.

Frugality in College

My young adult life was marked mostly by privilege and good fortune, and I fully acknowledge that. Without the support of my parents, or the basic health to work, I could have ended up in a very different position. In college, I was able to choose jobs based on my enjoyment or to learn skills to help me in my future career, rather than out of necessity to pay tuition. I attended a small, private college in Southern California, and had the student loans to prove it.

My jobs varied widely. I worked as a student assistant in the School of Education, which gave me my first taste of the administrative side of school life. I also coached football for a local high school that had just won the state championship, and I served as a youth group director at my church. During my first few summers at home, I even worked at a local Mexican restaurant. Sadly, I did not discover the joy of guacamole until after my time at the restaurant ended. Otherwise, I could have had my fill using my 50% food discount. Enjoying the work you do is, in itself, a privilege that not everyone has the opportunity to experience.

If I had to describe my financial life in college, I would use the word frugal. I mostly stayed on campus and enjoyed the many free and fun activities that were offered. Being more of an introvert, I preferred a weekend sitting in a friend's dorm room talking and hanging out, rather than heading into Los Angeles to go clubbing or to some trendy, overpriced restaurant. When I did go out, I always read the menu from right to left, meaning I looked at the price first, before deciding what I would order. That simple habit became an early, unconscious budgetary control mechanism. Thankfully, I never developed a taste for alcohol, which has saved me a significant amount of money over the years. I shopped for clothes on the clearance rack and loved the end of the school year when I could hunt through the piles of perfectly good items my fellow college students discarded as they moved out. Free stuff!

A Hard Lesson

I graduated a semester early, which saved a lot of money, but soon afterward, I lost my first job as a college graduate. Looking back, that experience has shaped nearly every financial decision I have made since. It was a horrible, sinking feeling to wonder how I would pay my bills.

The panic was real. As a new college graduate, my ego was tied into proving I could make it as an adult, even though I knew I could move home if necessary (which I eventually did years later). That moment of professional and financial instability became my greatest learning experience. Since that day, I have worked to maintain a robust emergency fund in my bank account. I treat it like a well-structured lesson plan that I hope I never have to teach. But if I ever lose a job again, or for some reason cannot work, I will have money to pay my bills for a solid period of time. That safety net is invaluable.

Thanks to my connections, I had an affordable room to rent in a house with a group of other guys, and I soon landed a job at a restaurant. The better money, however, came from catering weddings and bar mitzvahs on the weekends, which I did whenever I could. Catering became my financial side-hustle, a critical tool for educators who want to increase their income without relying solely on step increases. All the while, I was in grad school working toward my master's degree, which kept me busy and gave me a good excuse not to spend a lot of money on entertainment. I would eat at my job or cook simple meals, making leftovers last a couple of days.

Entering the Classroom

After a few years in the restaurant, which reminded me again that the service industry is not for the faint of heart, my roommate got a job at a local private school. He mentioned they needed another teacher and encouraged me to apply. The rest, as they say, is history. My first few years of teaching, without ever having taken an educator preparation class, were a whirlwind of barely controlled chaos. They were also a solid step up in my income. I coached football after school and continued catering on the weekends. Each of these side-gigs I genuinely enjoyed, had time for, and substantially increased my income without leading to burnout.

That first year of teaching was when I discovered the magical world of employer-sponsored retirement savings. As a private school, there was no state pension, but they did offer a 403b retirement plan. I signed up and contributed 6% of my paycheck because the school would match 50% of employee contributions, up to 6%. I later learned it would take years of employment for the school to reach that full 50% match. In my first year, the employer match was some small amount, about 1% of my pay. But I reasoned that if I started contributing 6% on day one, then I would not miss it going forward, and eventually the employer match would grow. Even with my first full-time job, I knew that getting an employer match on retirement contributions is free money. I am not one to pass up free money, especially when all it takes is setting aside some of my own salary to receive that additional money from the school.

Big Guy in a Little Car

Coinciding with this my full-time job came the inevitable need to buy my first car without parental support. I had managed to keep the car my parents purchased for me in high school in good working condition, but eventually, the engine developed problems that were simply too costly to ignore. So I "adulted" as they say, and went car shopping on my own.

From my personal finance studies, I knew that getting a car lease is almost never a wise financial move, but I was genuinely nervous about taking on debt while already struggling to pay my monthly bills and student loans on a private school teacher salary. Vehicles are one of the largest purchases most people make, and I did not want to make a mistake. So I approached the process like a research paper: I researched the cheapest, most reliable cars from every manufacturer, test-drove the ones with the best ratings, and ultimately purchased a Hyundai Accent.

If you have ever seen the classic SNL skit of Chris Farley singing "fat man in a little coat," that is exactly how I felt driving it. Big guy in a little car. But it was a sound financial decision. It met my transportation needs, I purchased it entirely on my own, and wisely, I paid it off within 24 months.

Private to Public

After four years working in private schools, I realized that education was a field I could see myself in for the long term. This realization led me to the next phase of adulthood: going back to school to earn my teaching credential so I could secure a job in a public school and finally earn a living wage for my work.

This is where the power of family support truly became a blessing. Living back at home provided immense financial relief, allowing me to pay off all my remaining student loans and cover my credential classes one at a time, with cash. This temporary sacrifice of moving back home was the key that unlocked my future financial security.

Despite completing my teaching credential during the depths of the Great Recession, I eventually found a job. It took two grueling years of hiring cycles, temporary positions, and periods of unemployment, but I finally entered public education. This was a critical step not only to earn more money but also to gain access to decent benefits and begin contributing to the public teacher’s pension system.

My First Home: The Power of Prudent Spending

I was fortunate to live with my parents for a few years, which allowed me to become more financially stable and save for my first home. My relationship with my parents is wonderful, and I am extremely grateful for that time. While living with my mom, she did not charge me rent. After paying bills and saving each month for a house down payment, I devoted the rest of my money to paying off my student loans. Eventually, I paid off my own loans and the Parent-PLUS loan my mom had taken out to bridge the financial gap during my private college education. She took out that loan out of love, wanting the best for me, but I did not feel right saddling her with debt, especially after all she sacrificed to put me through school. Paying it off was a huge weight lifted.
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