




Understanding
ESSA Evidence

Educators search for high-quality research and evidence-based interventions to
strengthen grant applications, to support comprehensive and targeted schools, or
to implement new programming in their schools. Evidence requirements under
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) are designed to ensure that states,
districts, and schools can identify programs, practices, products, and policies that
work across various populations.











 

Banzai Foundational Research Summary 

Product Background & Overview 

Banzai is a comprehensive, online financial literacy platform designed to provide students with 
equitable, standards-aligned personal finance education. Its mission is to address a persistent 
national problem: students’ lack of basic financial literacy skills and teachers’ limited resources to 
meet state mandates. Through immersive, scenario-driven learning, Banzai teaches students how 
to manage money, budget, save, invest, and navigate real-world financial decisions. The platform 
is sponsored by community credit unions and banks, enabling it to remain completely free for 
schools and educators while fostering authentic community partnerships. This sponsorship model 
also reinforces community engagement and financial inclusion by connecting students with local 
financial institutions that are invested in their learning. 

Banzai’s curriculum consists of six main 
categories, each with embedded 
assessments and multilingual support.  

● At the elementary level, 
modules like Lemonade Tycoon 
teach early money management 
concepts through play-based 
learning.  

● Middle school students 
progress to modules such as 
Life Scenarios, Consumer 
Smarts, and Banking, which 
require budgeting and critical 
financial decision-making.  

● High school students engage with advanced content, including simulations in investing, 
credit, and retirement planning.  

Beyond core financial literacy, Banzai offers Entrepreneurship content with Intuit for Education, 
College and Career games and lessons that prepare students for economic independence, and 
Digital Citizenship modules addressing internet safety, digital wellness, and ethical technology 
use. This breadth of curriculum reflects a systems-level approach to financial education that 
connects foundational learning to future readiness. 
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Gamified and Scenario-Driven Learning for Financial Education 

Banzai’s curriculum is built around interactive, 
scenario-driven learning environments that 
replicate real-world financial contexts. Games 
like Life Scenarios and Lemonade Tycoon 
engage students in budgeting, saving, and 
responding to unexpected expenses, requiring 
them to make trade-offs and decisions similar 
to those faced by adults in real life. These 
game-based modules are intentionally 
designed to enhance motivation, engagement, 
and cognitive retention by transforming 
abstract financial principles into experiential 
challenges. The platform’s design leverages 
intrinsic motivation through achievement 
systems, feedback, and narrative immersion, 
fostering a sense of agency and ownership in 
the learning process. 

Research consistently supports the efficacy of gamified learning environments in promoting 
engagement, motivation, and conceptual understanding. Sailer and Homner (2020) found that 
elements such as game fiction, competition, and collaboration enhance learning outcomes. 
Notably, Buckley and Doyle (2016) demonstrated that gamification significantly improves student 
engagement and knowledge transfer. In the context of financial education, Carlin and Robinson 
(2012) established that financial literacy training leads to more informed and effective long-term 
financial decision-making. Similarly, Sabirin et al. (2023) highlight that introducing financial 
education to children and adolescents fosters financial security and long-term economic stability. 
Recent research further emphasizes how financial technology (fintech) tools can close access 
gaps and promote empowerment (Interdisciplinary Business Economics Advancement Journal, 
2025). 
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Scaffolded Learning 

Banzai’s curriculum is intentionally scaffolded across developmental stages to ensure continuity 
in learning progression. Starting with concrete concepts, such as identifying needs and wants in 
elementary school, students later tackle abstract, multifaceted financial problems in high school. 
Each module builds on prior knowledge and introduces increasing complexity, allowing students 
to revisit core concepts within new contexts. Features such as adaptive feedback, guided 
instruction, and reflection opportunities support metacognitive development and self-regulation 
as students advance through modules. Teachers can further scaffold instruction by sequencing 
lessons and reinforcing skills across subjects. 

 

This approach aligns closely with foundational research on scaffolding and cognitive 
apprenticeship. Wood et al. (1976) established that scaffolding enables learners to accomplish 
tasks beyond their independent capabilities through structured guidance and support. More 
recent studies, such as Wouters and Van Oostendorp (2013), demonstrate that digital scaffolding 
supports cognitive processing and reduces extraneous cognitive load in complex learning 
environments. By embedding these supports within interactive, age-appropriate simulations, 
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Banzai exemplifies how scaffolding principles can be operationalized in financial literacy 
instruction. The result is a developmental continuum that moves students from foundational 
understanding to independent financial reasoning. 

Progress Management and Classroom Application 

A key feature of Banzai’s platform is its 
emphasis on progress tracking, transparency, 
and assessment integration. The teacher 
dashboard allows educators to view individual 
and class-level performance data, including 
module completion rates and pre- and 
post-assessment results. Teachers can reset 
modules, provide feedback, and monitor skill 
progression over time. Students can also see 
their own progress through clear visual 
indicators and immediate feedback 

mechanisms, which promote accountability and self-assessment. This design enables educators 
to integrate Banzai flexibly as a standalone course or as a supplemental tool for their classrooms. 

 

The platform’s structure aligns with 
established research on assessment for 
learning and classroom management in 
digital environments. Black and Wiliam’s 
(1998) work on formative assessment 
underscores how timely feedback and 
progress monitoring improve learning 
outcomes and student self-efficacy. 
Similarly, Stewart (2008) emphasized the 
importance of structure and rules in 
effective online learning environments, 
where varied assessments and transparent expectations enhance engagement. Banzai 
operationalizes these principles through its combination of automated assessments, self-paced 
progression, and teacher-managed oversight, supporting both independent and guided learning. 
This hybrid structure allows teachers to monitor progress while empowering students to take 
ownership of their financial learning journey. 
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Professional Development for Educators 

Banzai provides extensive professional 
development resources to support educators 
in effectively implementing financial literacy 
instruction. Teachers can access live 
webinars, on-demand training sessions, 
demonstration lessons, and implementation 
guides covering both platform navigation and 
instructional strategies. Professional 
development sessions cover topics such as 
“Overcoming Barriers in Personal Finance 
Education” and “Fail Fast: Cultivating 
Entrepreneurship in the Classroom.” These 
offer actionable insights into how teachers can scaffold financial learning, facilitate discussions, 
and integrate modules with state standards. Additionally, sponsor-facilitated field trips, expert 
guest presentations, and printed workbooks extend learning beyond the digital platform. 

Research underscores the importance of teacher PD in achieving sustained educational 
outcomes. Desimone (2009) and Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) found that effective PD is 
content-specific, ongoing, and focused on active learning. Banzai’s approach meets these criteria 

by providing content-relevant resources tied 
to real-world financial concepts and offering 
continuous access to training opportunities. 
Moreover, Banzai provides its interactive 
financial-literacy platform free to teachers 
and students, supported by local sponsors 
such as banks and credit unions. Through 
this model, Banzai strengthens educator 
capacity for financial literacy instruction while 
enabling schools to engage a broad 
community of support. 

 

Standards-Based Alignment 

Banzai’s curriculum is explicitly aligned to state and national financial literacy standards. The 
platform provides teachers with tools to cross-reference lessons with standards from the Council 
for Economic Education (CEE), Jump$tart Coalition, and state-specific benchmarks. This level of 
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coherence enables educators to meet accountability requirements while maintaining instructional 
flexibility. Empirical evidence demonstrates that standards-aligned materials improve instructional 
consistency and student outcomes. RAND (2018) and Allensworth et al. (2021) found that 
alignment to learning standards increases the likelihood of coherent instructional practices 
across classrooms. McCaffrey et al. (2003) similarly noted that standards-aligned curricula help 
teachers better target key learning objectives. By embedding alignment tools and providing clear 
mapping to state frameworks, Banzai reduces the cognitive and administrative load on teachers. 
This ensures that financial literacy instruction is not treated as an enrichment activity, but as an 
essential component of the core academic experience. 

 

Existing Studies on Product Effectiveness 

There is already publicly available evidence indicating Banzai’s strong potential for improving 
financial literacy outcomes. Case studies such as those conducted with SIU Credit Union and 
Landmark Bank highlight significant gains in program adoption, student engagement, and 
teacher satisfaction. Teachers consistently report that students demonstrate increased 
motivation, higher completion rates, and greater comprehension of budgeting, saving, and 
financial decision-making concepts following implementation. These findings underscore Banzai’s 
ability to make financial literacy instruction both accessible and meaningful through its 
scenario-based, interactive approach.    
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More broadly, research on digital financial literacy interventions supports the mechanisms that 
make Banzai effective. Walstad et al. (2017) and Kaiser et al. (2022) found that structured, 
technology-based financial education programs enhance both knowledge retention and financial 
behavior change. Banzai reflects these evidence-based design principles by providing 
scaffolded, standards-aligned modules that integrate assessment, feedback, and gamified 
learning. Its technology-driven model supports equitable access, while its experiential design 
ensures that students engage deeply with core financial concepts. Collectively, these factors 
position Banzai as a research-aligned, practical solution for fostering students' financial 
competence and long-term economic empowerment. 

Conclusion 

Banzai represents a comprehensive, evidence-aligned solution to the challenge of teaching 
financial literacy in schools. With a gamified, scenario-based curriculum aligned to state 
standards, embedded scaffolding, and integrated teacher professional development, Banzai 
helps prepare students for real-world financial decisions. Its platform empowers students to 
practice essential money management skills through immersive simulations while providing 
teachers with data-driven tools and flexible instructional support. These design features 
collectively encourage engagement, motivation, and sustained conceptual understanding. 
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