Nick Anderson

Street Law 2004

The Center School

MODEL LESSON PLAN—CONSUMER LAW

PREREQUISITE: Prior to attending class, students should have read the following pages from the Street Law textbook: Chapter 25 pages 295-325.  (teachers should also read these pages) 

I. GOALS: Studying consumer law helps students:

1. Make informed purchases.

2. See themselves as consumers.

3. Learn to recognize and avoid deceptive sales practices.

4. Understand how to act if faced with a consumer problem

5. Understand that consumer laws exist to protect them.

II. OBJECTIVES

A. Knowledge Objectives

1. Students will know that they can call the Washington State Attorney General’s office to report deceptive sales practices.

2. Students will learn what the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) is and what it does

3. Students will learn about the Federal “Do Not Call” Registry and will be able to sign themselves and their families up.

4. Students will learn about the importance of spending any “gift cards” they receive.

B. Skills Objectives

1. Students will be able to identify deceptive sales practices in print, radio, and television


2. Articulate why certain sales practices are fair or unfair to consumers.


3. Judge when a particular consumer issue merits the protection of the law.

4. Analyze common consumer law problems from the perspective of an Assistant Attorney General.

C. Attitude Objectives

1. Students will learn that if something sounds “too good to be true” then it probably is not true. 

2. Know that law protects consumers


IV. CLASSROOM METHODS

A) QUIZ:  When class begins, ask students to get out a paper and pencil and put away books and notes. Ask them the following three questions:  (3 minutes)



1) What is puffing?

Answer: Puffing is a strong statement such as “Snapple, made from the best stuff on earth” that people should know is not literally true. Puffing is legal. 



2) What does FTC stand for?

Answer: Federal Trade Commission. This is a federal agency in Washington D.C. that regulates trade.

3) Which of the following is legal? (bait and switch advertising, phony contests and prizes, infomercials?


Answer: Infomercials are legal.

GRADE QUIZ: Have students pass quiz to student next to them and have them grade each other’s quizzes as you go over the answers. Collect quizzes. (2 minutes)

B) BAIT AND SWITCH ROLEPLAY (time 10 minutes)

· Teacher #2 will work as the salesman

· Select two students to be a couple

· The couple meets with Teacher #1 in front of the classroom. Teacher #1 tells them that Acme Compter Co. has put an ad in the newspaper selling a new Sony laptop computer for $700. Teacher #1 gives them $1500 of Monopoly money to shop with and tells them that they just got the money as a tax refund and are hoping to be able to buy a computer and to save for their kid’s college expenses. Tell them that they really need to buy a computer today because they need to take it with them on a business trip tomorrow morning. Tell them that they don’t have time to shop around, and that this is the only store they will be able to go to.

· Meanwhile, Teacher #2 steps outside the classroom and gets his laptop out of his bag with a $1200 price sticker on it. Teacher #2 comes back into the classroom and sets up his “shop” in the front of class. Teacher #2 will attempt to discourage and talk down the crusty old laptop.  He/She will attempt to get the couple to buy one the more expensive laptop. Be motivated, convincing, and smooth talking.

· Allow students to act out the encounter

· De-brief the situation: How did this exercise make you feel? What was effective about the salesman? What was not effective? A.  Review of basic contract principles from prior classes touching on offer, acceptance, mutual assent, and consideration. (5 minutes)

· Explain that we will be covering Consumer Law.

· Explain that teenagers spend billions of dollars every year so companies are constantly trying to get teens to spend money. Explain importance of being an informed and savvy consumer.

C) DECEPTIVE SALES PRACTICES MINI-LECTURE (5 minutes)

· Ask students: “Have you or anyone you know been treated unfairly as a consumer?”

· Inform students about different types of illegal and deceptive sales practices: (fraud, door-to-door sales, telephone sales, phony contests, bait & switch, mail order sales)

· Ask who remembers what “puffing” is?

· Explain the “puffing exception” (advertisement based on the seller’s opinion, personal taste, or obvious exaggeration (Snapple’s slogan “Made from the best stuff on earth”)

· Explain what federal agencies exist to protect you!

i. Federal Trade Commission 

ii. Consumer Product Safety Commission

iii. Food and Drug Administration

· Explain what state agencies exist to protect you!

i. Washington State Attorney General (1-800-692-5082)

ii. The Better Business Bureau

iii. Seattle Better Business Bureau (206) 431-2222

iv. Small Claims Court ($2,500 or less)

D) LETTERS TO THE ATTORNEY GENERAL EXERCISE (20 minutes)

· Tell students that we will break into groups to play the role of Assistant Attorney Generals. The students will receive complaint letters (see attached) and decide: 

a) whether the sales practice is fair/unfair and why

b) whether the sales practice is legal/illegal and why

c) what additional information they would like from the consumer

d) what advice they would like to give to the consumer

· Tell students that they will have to report back to the class

· Divide class into groups of 3

· Distribute “consumer letters”.  It is a good idea to print out one letter for every three students and then put the letters in envelopes that you seal.  The students will enjoy opening the letters and will be excited to help the consumers. Also you should sign the letters, so they look like they are from real consumers.

· Students will get different letters.

· Have groups come to the front of the classroom to report to the class on all of the questions you ask. Be sure the groups read/explain the facts of the letters to the other students. 

TEACHER’S CLIFF NOTES TO THE LETTERS:

LETTER #1: From Tom Jones

· Facts—door to door encyclopedia man gives away “free encyclopedias” but requires consumer to agree to pay for 10 years of supplements at $50 per year. (total cost $500)

· Law—consumers can rescind door to door sales contracts within three days

· Advice—since this did not happen to Tom Jones himself, he should warn his neighbors about the shady salesman.

LETTER #2: From Shelly Smith

· Facts—consumer gets postcard promising diamond and gold necklace for just $3.00 if consumer calls 1-900 number to collect the necklace but learns that the company is out of necklaces. Consumer ends up being charged $6.95 for the 1-900 call.

· Law—consumer is likely stuck with the bill

· Advice—though technically legal this practice is high suspect and the consumer should call the FTC, better business bureau, and state attorney general to complain.

LETTER #3: From Greg Anderson

· Facts—Greg joins CD club. He forgets to send back “no I don’t want selection of the month” cards and CDs arrive at his house with bills. 

· Law—This is called a “negative option contract” and it is legal (because the kid signed up for the CD club and supposedly knew the terms of the contract). Potential issue is whether the kid had to be a certain age (18) to enter into the contract in the first place

· Advice—Avoid signing up for CD clubs. Read all the small print carefully when you sign up for such clubs

LETTER #4: From Mike Estok

· Facts—Company mails $250 cell phone to consumer who never ordered or requested it. Consumer gets a bill for the phone.

· Law—Consumer not obligated to pay for un-requested items sent in the mail. These are considered “free samples”. Contrast this situation to the CD club situation above.

· Advice—If it comes in the mail, and you didn’t order it, you can keep it and don’t need to pay for it.

LETTER #5: From Marvin Jones

· Facts—Consumer goes to real estate sale where there is VERY high pressure. Consumer was motivated by free “one carat emerald”. (turns out to be only worth $2.00)

· Law—These boiler room tactics are probably legal but very shady.

· Advice—consumer should be wary of such ads and promises that seem “too good to be true”. Consumer should report this business to Better Business Bureau, FTC, and State Attorney General.

LETTER #6: From Sunny Colby

· Facts—consumer goes to mattress store because of ad for mattress that cost $300. Company is out of stock of them and salesman disparages them and steers consumer to $600 mattresses. 

· Law—Classic example of bait and switch advertising

· Advice-- Consumer should report this business to Better Business Bureau, FTC, and State Attorney General.

Debrief

· What does it feel like to be an Assistant Attorney General?

· What should you watch out for as a consumer?

· Which consumer did you feel the most sorry for? Why?

· Which consumer did you feel the lease sorry for? Why?

E) FINAL MINI-LECTURE: FIVE TIPS FOR BEING A WISE CONSUMER (5 minutes)

1) Spend any gift card you receive quickly (such cards often begin to loose value—as much as $2 per month for every month over a year that you do not spend them).  Consumers waste over $50 million each year in unused gift cards.

2) Sign your home up for the Federal Do Not Call Registry to prevent unwanted telemarketing calls. Go to https://www.donotcall.gov


3) Comparison Shop



4) Be skeptical of all advertising



5) Resist the temptation to join a CD/DVD club.

6) When you go to a store seeking an advertised product and then the product is out of stock, you should ask for a “rain check”

Tom Jones

4127 12th Ave NE #1 

Seattle WA 98105

February 20, 2005

Assistant Attorney General

Consumer Protection Division

Washington State Attorney General’s Office

Seattle, WA 98101

To Whom it May Concern:

Last week a representative from New World Encyclopedias came to my house at dinner time. He said he wanted to interview me about my thoughts on education. The questions seemed sort of interesting so I let him in and we started talking. When the interview was done, he said that as a result of my answers, New World would place an encyclopedia in my home at no cost. My only obligation, he explained, would be to pay for annual supplements at $50 each for the next ten years. I would have to pay for the supplements ($500 total) in advance. This seemed a little be sneaky to me. If I was getting the encyclopedia based on the answers I gave in the interview, then why should I have to pay for anything?  The salesperson was a real slick talker and I would hate to see him take advantage of anyone else. I did not give him any money and sent him away. There are many elderly people in my neighborhood and I know that he already gotten one of them. Is what he is doing legal?

Sincerely,

Tom Jones

Shelly S. Smith III

4127 12th Ave NE #1 

Seattle WA 98105

February 20, 2005

Assistant Attorney General

Consumer Protection Division

Washington State Attorney General’s Office

Seattle, WA 98101

To Whom it May Concern:

Last week I received a postcard in the mail offering me a “thrilling heart-shaped 14-Karat gold-flash medallion containing 10,000 dazzling diamonds and one matching 14-karat gold flash necklace” from S. Madrid of J.E.N. Jewelers of New York. The advertised cost of the medallion and the necklace was $3.00. All I was supposed to do was call the 900 number on the postcard. It sounded too good to be true but I decided to call anyway. When I called, the person at the company said that they were all out of the necklaces. A couple of weeks later, I got my phone bill and there was a charge of $6.95 for the 900 call. I could not believe it! Not only did  I not receive the necklace, but they charged me for the phone call. I know that $6.95 is not much money, but this sales practice seems totally unfair. Is what they are doing legal? Can I get my money back?

Sincerely,

Shelly S. Smith

Greg Anderson

4127 12th Ave NE #1 

Seattle WA 98105

February 20, 2005

Assistant Attorney General

Consumer Protection Division

Washington State Attorney General’s Office

Seattle, WA 98101

Dear Assistant Attorney General:

I have heard that you can help people with consumer problems and I need help. I am a student at Roosevelt High School in Seattle. About one year ago I joined a music club. It seemed like a great deal at first, but now I’m in trouble. Each month they send me a card in the mail that I am supposed to send back if I don’t want to receive the “Selection of the Month.” The problem is that I forgot to send the cards back in because they get lost around my Mom’s house. Now the music club says that I owe them for the cost of 12 CDs that they sent me (Almost $250).  I received the CDs but I didn’t want any of them and I never listen to them. Is there anything I can do?

Sincerely,

Greg Anderson

Mike Estok 

4127 12th Ave NE #1 

Seattle WA 98105

February 20, 2005

Assistant Attorney General

Consumer Protection Division

Washington State Attorney General’s Office

Seattle, WA 98101

To Whom it May Concern:

Low Cost Cell Inc. recently mailed m a brand new digital phone and suggested that I try it out free of charge for a month. I planned to use it but after a few days forgot all about the offer. A few months later, I received a bill for the phone, which cost $249.99. I called the company to explain that I had not ordered the phone and had simply forgotten about the offer. The company said that if I did not want the phone, then I should have returned it. I was told that the company would no longer accept the phone since my grace period had expired. What can I do?

Sincerely,

Mike Estok

Marvin Jones

4127 12th Ave NE #1 

Seattle WA 98105

February 20, 2005

Assistant Attorney General

Consumer Protection Division

Washington State Attorney General’s Office

Seattle, WA 98101

To Whom it May Concern:

Recently, I have been looking for a place to invest some money I have made on the stock market. On Sunday, I saw an ad in the paper by a real estate company offering a free one carat emerald to anyone would come to their one-hour presentation on condominiums. This sounded reasonable, so I went. When I got to the presentation, the real estate agents were all over me. I was only able to look a the condominium for about 5 minutes and then they took me into a room and tried to get me to buy one on the spot. I resisted, but it was difficult. There were three real estate agents in the room and they made me feel very uncomfortable. When I was able to get a word in edge-wise, I told them I was leaving. They gave me the emerald, and I left. I had the emerald appraised and it is only worth $2.00. Is this practice legal? It seems like they are misrepresenting what really happens when you go to the presentation.

Sincerely,

Marvin Jones

Sunny Colby

4127 12th Ave NE #1 

Seattle WA 98105

February 20, 2005

Assistant Attorney General

Consumer Protection Division

Washington State Attorney General’s Office

Seattle, WA 98101

Dear Consumer Protection Division


I am writing about an experience I had with Sleep Nation, a local furniture store. I read an advertisement in the Stranger which stated, “Hurry in to buy your slightly damaged name brand mattress (any size) for only $300 today! Our sale ends this Friday so don’t delay.”   I rushed to the store on Tuesday morning to be sure that there were some of them left. The sales person told me that all of the water damaged mattresses sold out the first day of the sale (Monday). He also said that I wouldn’t have wanted one of them anyway because they smelled of mildew. He showed me some non-damaged mattresses, but none of them was less than $600. Shouldn’t the store have to sell me a new mattress for the cost of a damaged mattress?

Sincerely,

Sunny Colby
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