
Concern about a lack of financial literacy, 
particularly among young people, has 
motivated Ryan Decker ’07, assistant 
professor of economics, to launch the 
Center for Financial Literacy at North 
Central College.

“I believe that as a society we are 
financially illiterate,” says Decker, who 
was a senior manager in international 
finance at PwC prior to joining the faculty 
in 2017. “The overall goal is to de-mystify 
financial concepts and remove the taboo of 
talking about money among individuals, 
our community and society.”

Currently, the personal savings rate in the 
United States stands at 3 percent. One in 
three Americans have nothing saved for 
their future and 56 percent have less than 
$10,000. 

Decker’s vision for the Center is directed 
toward three constituencies. First, North 
Central College students, faculty, staff 
and alumni can benefit from seminars on 
campus (see p. 11). The Financial Literacy 
Club is open to students of any major, 
along with a new undergraduate course in 
personal finance that will be offered for 
the first time in 2019-2020. 

Second, Decker has already begun 
collaborating with local high schools to 
introduce activities and curricula related 
to budgeting and personal finance. The 
Financial Literacy Club will be assisting 
with these initiatives.

Third, Decker envisions improving upon 
the financial education opportunities 
available to the entire DuPage County area.

The Center is a member of the state 
network Econ Illinois and the national 

Council for Economic Education. There 
are nine other such centers in Illinois; 
the closest to North Central College 
is in DeKalb, Ill., at Northern Illinois 
University. Some funding comes from the 
Illinois State Treasurer’s Office. 

Decker’s interest in financial literacy 
was heightened at PwC, where he found 
that many employees didn’t understand 
personal finance. He started teaching 
lunch-and-learn sessions about savings, 
investing and retirement. “Over the past 
one or two generations we’ve had to shift 
our mentality away from pensions and 
toward investing in a 401(k). Too often, 
young people aren’t saving or they’re 
keeping everything in cash and not 
investing—not to mention the overall debt 
Americans undertake.”

Decker is also focused on building interest 
among business students who might 
want to get involved with the Center as 
guest speakers and/or campus leaders. 
He envisions plenty of opportunities to 
partner with alumni, as well. “I’m excited 
about what I do. It feels like an initiative 
with a purpose.”

For more information, visit 
northcentralcollege.edu/center-for-
financial-literacy n

A gap in knowledge about finance, 
banking, mortgages, budgeting, debt 
and taxes could have a lasting impact on 
today’s students as they navigate key 
decisions now and through adulthood.
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As a society, we are simply not educated 
about how to manage our personal 
finances. This lack of education causes us 
either to avoid making financial decisions, 
or we learn through trial and error. I see 
the Center for Financial Literacy’s goal 
as educating our students so they are 
informed and don’t need to depend on 
“financial experts” to make appropriate 
financial decisions for themselves and 
their families.

Regardless of what our students pursue 
after college, they need to understand how 
to manage their personal finances. The 
Center aims to teach them how to navigate 

A scholar of behavioral economics, Ryan Decker ’07 offers this personal 

perspective for North Central College magazine readers: 

the financial world and to convince them 
of the importance of living below their 
means. Doing so can instill confidence in 
young people to make healthy financial 
decisions. Even limited financial education 
can make a lasting impact.

I’m excited that North Central is one of 
a few colleges in Illinois committed to 
improving the financial literacy of their 
students and community. As Theodore 
Roosevelt once said, ‘Far and away the best 
prize that life offers is the chance to work 
hard at work worth doing.’

So please, join me. I’m happy to continue 
the conversation. n

Contact Decker about the Center for Financial Literacy at North Central College: rmdecker@noctrl.edu. 

Smith Hall in Old Main was 
packed when William Norris ’96 
visited campus to lead a talk in 
May. He jokingly attributed the 

turnout to free pizza, but more likely, the 
80 students who attended were seeking 
out his expertise in financial planning, 
investments and asset management. 

The event, titled “Financial Fitness: 
Managing Through a Complex 
Environment,” was one of the first to be 
sponsored by the new Center for Financial 
Literacy at North Central College.

“The students asked great questions 
and were very inquisitive,” said Norris, 
chief investment officer, Private Wealth, 
at CIBC in Chicago. “It’s easy to be 

overwhelmed by all the information 
coming out in the media.” 

Norris said that bank employees, like 
many other professionals, can be reluctant 
to invest for the long term. “People just 
don’t realize how quickly retirement will 
happen. It seems so far into the future,” 
he says. “And the market drop in 2008 
is still in their rear view mirror—people 
often anchor their future habits to what’s 
happened in the past.”

Norris developed a talent for banking 
and investments in advance of his North 
Central undergraduate education. In the 
early 1980s, he moved to the Chicago area 
from Newcastle, Ind., to pursue a music 
career as a percussionist. Along the way, 

Norris accepted 
a job as a teller at 
Gary-Wheaton Bank 
in Wheaton, Ill. 
He started taking 
classes through the 
College’s evening and 
weekend program 
and gratefully used 
the bank’s tuition 
assistance. 

He remembers a key moment in his early 
career when a bank manager put a Wall 
Street Journal on his desk and told him 
to learn about investments. Soon he was 
managing the bank’s bond portfolio. By 
the time Norris graduated from North 
Central in 1996, his title was vice president 
and portfolio manager at First National 
Bank of Chicago. 

A series of mergers and acquisitions in 
the banking field and Norris’ talents all 
played a role in his professional success. 
Now he’s finding ways to give back to his 
alma mater, through volunteering with the 
Center for Financial Literacy and helping 
current students make connections in his 
industry. “My focus is on helping young 
professionals get into the business world,” 
he says. “I’ve kept in touch with several 
students that I met at the May event.”

Norris’ middle son Tyler is currently 
studying music at North Central and his 
own interest in music has never waned. 
Norris serves on the board of the Jazz 
Institute of Chicago and always attends 
the four-day Lollapalooza music festival 
in Chicago to look for up-and-coming 
bands. n

“People just don’t 

realize how quickly 

retirement will 

happen. It seems so 

far into the future.”
William Norris ’96

RYAN DECKER 
assistant professor of economics

William Norris ’96: Sharing his wealth of knowledge 
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