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2026 Cash Composition Essay Winners
Contest Information
In support of Financial Literacy Month (April), Michigan State University Extension and 4-H coordinate the Cash Composition Contest. Youth residing in Michigan, age 9-19 were encouraged to answer this year’s essay question on fraud awareness and prevention with an essay of 300 words or less. We have 3 age brackets for the contest: 9-11, 12-14, and 15-19. The top two scoring essays in each age bracket won $100 gift card. This contest is generously sponsored and supported by Extra Credit Union. Scoring/judging was completed by two credit union staff and four 4-H volunteers. 
The 2026 Cash Composition Contest winners are:
9-11 year old:
Maleigha E. (Clare County)
Dorothy H. (Oakland County)

12-14 year old: 
Liam L. (Ingham County) 
Arthur H. (Oakland County)

15-19 year old:
Mikayla G. (Oakland County)
Reagan M. (Van Buren County)

We hope you can learn something about fraud as you read these amazing essays. 
9-11 year old winning essays
Author Maleigha E.:
Simple Tips on How to Avoid Frauds and Scams

Imagine playing your favorite game and you see a website that promises free currency from your game. It says that in order to get it you must give them your account name. After giving them the information, you realized you’ve been scammed.
Scamming and frauds are a daily problem in our society, by promising exciting rewards for giving away your private information. People say that scams are easy to spot, and yet about 80 million people fell for them in the past five years (Featurespace). Preteens especially fall victim to this because of how chronically online their generation is. If you want to keep safe from scamming and fraud, here are some simple safety measures and precautions you should take. 
First, do not accept it if there is a sense of emergency. Most scams and frauds claim there is a “Once in a lifetime offer,” “Hurry and Accept before it's gone” without any explanation. Always see if there are photos and videos of the product before taking the offer. Second, only accept if it's through a website you have confirmed is valid by checking for https or a padlock symbol. Finally, check for grammar errors. Sometimes the email/website is a few letters off from what it's meant to be.
Even though people take these precautions, they still fall victim to scams. It may be due to their pride, or confusion. It also might be their trust in authority, since websites claim to be important and safe websites. To make it simple, remember to keep passwords and pins private (Peacock), make sure your passwords are strong (Seitz), and  learn about “cookie” scams and financial literacy (US Bank). These are some of the simple tactics to steer clear from frauds and scammers. Remember to be safe with any of your websites!
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Author Dorothy H.: 
We live in a time of digital revolution. This technology is a two-edged sword. It increases access to financial information such as bank account records and transactions in real time. However, it also makes you vulnerable to digital and financial fraudsters who now can rob you on a computer rather than robbing a bank.  

Scams have become more frequent over the years as technology grows; however, you could spot and stop potential imposter scams. The imposter poses as a trusted professional in investments and financial institutions or law enforcement officers to gain the trust of their victim. They will use emails or phone calls, or text message alerts. Armed with their victim's trust the criminal will create panic by giving an urgent request such as an account being hacked so that the targeted person reacts quickly. In a panic, most people do whatever the imposter says. This is only one of the ways that a scammer gets a hold of your money; they use all different emotions such as love, fear, and sympathy.  

Four signs savvy individuals should look out for are: too good to be true deals, high pressure tactics, contacts from out of the blue, and access and download requests. Avoiding scams is the best way to prevent theft. Do not reply to a suspicious email, download an attachment from an unknown sender. Ignore or hang up on a call from an unknown number. Do not share sensitive personal details without confirming the authenticity of the party.  

As society continues to make neck breaking advancements in technology, hopefully the advancements in security will match the tools the criminals use.
12-14 year old winning essays
Author Liam L.:
I, Liam L., am twelve years old, and I am learning how to make smart financial choices. Scams and fraud can happen to anyone, even people who think they are careful. I use the Internet and online devices frequently, so it is important to protect my information and money. To stay safe, I stop and think before responding to emails, texts, or messages that ask for private details. I check who sent the message and avoid clicking links that I don't think are safe. I know never to share passwords, addresses, or banking information with people I don't trust.
People my age can protect themselves by being careful on social media, gaming apps, and online stores. Scammers often pose as friends, popular influencers, or companies. One thing that could help protect you is talking to a parent, teacher, or trusted adult before buying something online or sharing information. Using strong passwords, not reusing them, and turning on two-step verification can help protect accounts from being hacked or stolen.
There are warning signs of scams. Messages that rush you, promise free money, or threaten account problems are usually scams. Email addresses and requests to keep secrets are also red flags. Someone I know received an email saying they have overdue tolls and said click on the link to see. They texted someone they knew and learned it was a scam.
People fall for scams because scammers use fear and excitement to make people act quickly. Even smart people can be tricked when they are stressed or distracted. Learning about scams, asking questions, and taking time to think can help kids, teens, and adults make safer decisions. Knowing mistakes can happen makes it easier to speak up, report scams, and help friends avoid the same problems in the future.

Author Arthur H.: 
When one becomes a productive member of society, he will accrue financial assets. With this success, one easily becomes a target of financial theft. Preparation and anticipation are the best methods to avoid these interlopers. As Benjamin Franklin said, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”
My mother was contacted at her workplace by individuals posing as the Sheriff’s office. They informed the staff that she had an outstanding warrant for a missed jury duty and must pay $5,000 immediately or be arrested at the office. My mother requested the name and department of the caller and stated she would call back. She next called the publicly listed number of the Sheriff’s office. The real Sheriff stated this was a scam, already affecting multiple individuals in the community. The distress created was significant to the entire office.
The method above is common and called a high-pressure tactic. These methods and others are focused on vulnerable populations, such as the elderly. With unfortunate regularity, many today find themselves deceived by financial marauders. Financial crimes are difficult to identify in real time due to the methods used by the criminals. These saboteurs create an environment of confusion and situations that elicit strong emotional responses. The victim’s bewilderment blocks out sense and reasoning and his focus shifts to resolving the problem quickly instead of verifying the presented information. An effective method to prevent one from falling victim to these deceptions is remaining calm and applying a sober and judicious mind.
A single scam can devastate a life; it is best to know how to guard against one. By searching for information before acting, one significantly reduces his chances of being manipulated.
15-19 year old winning essays
Author Mikayla G.: 
Scams aren’t esoteric to the careless, they're for everybody. My aunt lost her entire retirement fund to a telephone scam. She had dementia, and the scammers convinced her that she owed money and had to act quickly. Before we knew about it, it was too late. They capsized on her panic and profited. It was tragic, not just financially, but emotionally. From that, I learned that nobody is immune, especially the vulnerable.

To protect myself, I am wary of haste. When someone messages me saying I owe money, won a prize, or must "verify" something immediately, I pause. I never click on suspect links or divulge personal information without verifying the source. Throughout my multiple finance classes, a key piece of advice I’ve picked up is that you will never be asked for your bank account information over a phone call. I also have my banking notifications enabled and review my accounts regularly. These small habits give me control and peace of mind.
People my age can stay safe by becoming more financially and digitally literate. Most teens are unaware of the ease with which a phone number can be spoofed, a website can be faked, or a phishing email can be created. Scammers are always getting smarter, and we need to keep up.
Even when people know the risks, they still fall for scams. Why? Because scammers exploit fear, confusion, and pressure. If someone doesn’t feel confident managing money or technology, they’re easier to manipulate. That’s why financial education is essential. In the end, protecting yourself from scams isn’t just about caution, it’s about knowledge. And education is our best defense.

Author Reagan M.: 
Protection Against Frauds and Scams
“Three-quarters of all Americans have experienced an online scam or attack.” This statistic comes from a study performed by the Pew Research Center in 2025. First off, what could a scam look like? Well, scams and frauds come in many different forms. Scammers like to request irregular payment types like wire transfers and cryptocurrency or give out a sense of urgency to their scam, like ”deal ends in 10 minutes,” so that users think irrationally and make brash decisions. Another thing scams ask for is specific personal information; they use this information to then commit Identity theft. One of the most common forms of online scams is fake websites. These come in many different forms and are used to hack into cellphones or computers. When I had just gotten my first phone, I was on TikTok and came across a clothing website that said all of their pants were five dollars today only. This website was a scam. Luckily, my debit card wouldn’t go through, and my mom helped me identify that it was a scam. They had appealed to me because of the price and style of the website. From that experience, I learned to only buy clothes from websites I know are real, and to do a little research before I try a new brand or new website. Some ways others can protect themselves from fraud and scams are never sharing personal information, using strong passwords, checking financial accounts frequently, and, most importantly, educating themselves about the warning signs of scams. It is very easy to fall into a scam; scammers rely on human psychology and have carefully designed it to entice people to make irrational decisions. To conclude, caution and education are the best defense against deception.
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