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Introduction 

At a glance 
This introduction includes two tools to help you start using the Your Money, Your 
Goals toolkit. 

 Financial empowerment self-assessment 

My money picture 

About the toolkit 

situations, and they often don’t know where to go for help. You’re in a unique 
position to provide that help. The people your organization works with already 

needs and just work with those topics. 
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products and services that work for you. 

resources to reach your goals. 

help every day. 

Incorporating the toolkit into your work 

current one— another thing you’re being asked to add to your workload. But once 

its contents into the work you do every day. 
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• 
these goals 

• Plan for large purchases and life events 

• 

• 

• Get tax refunds and put the funds toward achieving their goals 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

used in whatever order best suits each person’s needs. Their goals and obstacles 

everyone you serve. 

Only review one or two tools at a time, beginning 
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LISTEN FOR THE EMOTIONS BEHIND FINANCIAL DECISIONS 

discussions about the tools. 

questions like: 

• 

• 

• 

UNDERSTANDING VALUES AROUND MONEY 
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• 

• Giving a loved one an expensive gift versus spending less and saving  
the difference 

• 

• 

• 

NAVIGATING DIFFERENCES IN MONEY VALUES 

and culture. 

CONFLICTS AROUND CULTURE AND VALUES 

which could lead to taking on debt to purchase. Or the culture in which a person 
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ASKING QUESTIONS TO UNDERSTAND WHAT’S BEHIND DECISIONS 

underlying attitudes, needs, goals, and challenges. 

Ask questions like: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

provide both you and the people you serve with new insights. These insights can 

true values, desires, and their goals. 

KEEPING YOUR PERSONAL VALUES IN CHECK 
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own preferences and values. 

Information, advice, and other support will only help when it’s aligned with a 
person’s own deeply rooted beliefs and values. 

that help identify the risks and rewards of each choice: 

• 

• 

• 

BAL ANCING VALUES AND GOALS 

people understand the consequences of their choices. While you should work to 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Your Money, Your Goals toolkit. This tool has three parts: 

• Part 1: What you know

• Part 2: How you feel helps you identify how you feel about your own  

• Part 3: Your experiences

What to do 
• Answer the questions in Part 1 and compare your responses with the answer key.

• Answer the questions in Part 2. There are no right or wrong answers here 

• Answer the questions in Part 3. There are no right or wrong answers here 

and services you haven’t. 

A step further 
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SELF-ASSESSMENT 

Part 1: What you know. 

STATEMENT TRUE FALSE 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. If you can’t pay all of your bills and debt collectors are calling, just pay 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 
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SELF-ASSESSMENT 

Part 2: How you feel 

STATEMENT AGREE DISAGREE NOT SURE/ 
DOESN’T APPLY 

1. 

2. 

3. 

reports is correct. 

4. I don’t worry about being able to 

5. I understand how credit works. 

6. 

challenges. 

7. I know where to get help if I have 

service. 

8. 

assistance. 

TOTAL 
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SELF-ASSESSMENT 

Part 3: Your experiences 

STATEMENT YES NO I DON'T KNOW 

1. I have a savings or checking account at a
bank or credit union, and I use it regularly. 

2. I have applied for, received, and used a 
credit card. 

3. 

4. I have taken out a payday loan or an auto 
title loan. 

5. 
reviewed it. 

6. 

7. I have used a check cashing business. 

8. I have been contacted by debt collectors. 

9. 

10. 
paycheck (payroll card, direct deposit, or 
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Answer key for Part 1: What you know 

STATEMENT TRUE FALSE MODULE 

1.  1 Setting Goals 

2. 

of living expenses. 
 2 Saving 

3. 
 5 Getting through  

the Month 

4. If you can’t pay all of your bills and debt 
collectors are calling, just pay the one who  4 Paying Bills 

5. 
 3

6.  7 Understanding Credit 
Reports and Scores 

7.  6 Dealing with Debt 

8. 

insurance or even a job. 
 7 Understanding Credit 

Reports and Scores 

9. The only cost of having a checking account 
 8 Choosing Financial 

Products and Services 

10. 
 9 Protecting your 

Money 

NUMBER CORRECT TOPICS TO LEARN MORE ABOUT 

out of 10 
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Answer key for Part 2: How you feel 
There are no right or wrong answers for "Part 2: How you feel." The answers are your opinions about 

If the total of Agree is greater

If the total of Disagree is greater

with which you disagreed. 

STATEMENT IF YOU DISAGREE, CHECK OUT THESE MODULES 

1. 1 Setting Goals 
2 Saving 

2. 6 Dealing with Debt 
7 Understanding Credit Reports and Scores 

3. 

reports is correct. 
7 Understanding Credit Reports and Scores 

4. I don’t worry about being able to 4 Paying Bills 
5 Getting through the Month 

5. I understand how credit works. 7 Understanding Credit Reports and Scores 

6. 

challenges. 

7. I know where to get help if I have an 

or service. 

9 Protecting your Money 
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STATEMENT IF YOU DISAGREE, CHECK OUT THESE MODULES 

8. 

assistance. 
strong referral network at 

. Our online resources could 
also be helpful: 

. 
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Answer key for Part 3: Your experiences 

have experience with these situations, products, services, and providers. 

STATEMENT MODULES OF INTEREST 

1. I have a savings or checking account at a
bank or credit union, and I use it regularly. 8 Choosing Financial Products and Services 

2. I have applied for, received, and used a 
credit card. 

6 Dealing with Debt 
7 Understanding Credit Reports and Scores 

3. 6 Dealing with Debt 
7 Understanding Credit Reports and Scores 
8 Choosing Financial Products and Services 

4. I have taken out a payday loan or a vehicle 
title loan. 

6 Dealing with Debt 
8 Choosing Financial Products and Services 

5. 
reviewed it. 7 Understanding Credit Reports and Scores 

6. 3

7. I have used a check cashing business. 3
8 Choosing Financial Products and Services 

8. I have been contacted by debt collectors. 6 Dealing with Debt 

9. 
9 Protecting your Money 

10. 
paycheck (payroll card, direct deposit, or 3

8 Choosing Financial Products and Services 
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 GETTING STARTED 

a good place to start within the toolkit. 

What to do 
• Have the person you’re working with answer the questions based on their 

current situation and attitudes. There are no right or wrong answers. 

• Review their answers with them and match their answers to the modules in 

right now. 

A step further 
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Use My money picture 
to start your conversation 

QUESTION YES NO 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 
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Answer key for My money picture 

QUESTION YES NO MODULE 

1. 
  1 Setting Goals 

2.  4 Paying Bills 

3. 
 3

4. When unexpected expenses or 
 

2  Saving 

4 Paying Bills 

5. Can you cover all of your bills and living 
 

4 Paying Bills 

5 Getting through the Month 

6. Are you having trouble paying student  
6 Dealing with Debt 

4 Paying Bills 

7. 
 7 Understanding Credit 

Reports and Scores 

8. Do you have an account at a bank or  
 8 Choosing Financial Products 

and Services 

9. 
on things like fees and interest to access  8 Choosing Financial Products 

and Services 

10. 
product or service like a bank account, 

report that you haven't been able to 
 9 Protecting your Money 
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MODULE 1 

Setting Goals 
and achieving goals. 

At a glance 

 Setting SMART goals 

 Putting goals into action 

 Planning for life events and large purchases 

 Revising your goals 

Introduction 
Everyone has a different idea of the future they want to build. What do you want to 
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you can: 

• 

• 

• Measure and track your progress toward getting the things you want out of life 

• 

It’s great to set goals. It’s even better to set SMART goals. Using the SMART goal 

you’ll be able to achieve your goals. 

SPECIFIC 
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MEASURABLE 

ACHIEVABLE 

RELEVANT 

TIME BOUND 

the target date. 

Planning in advance for large purchases not only helps you better achieve your 

• Training or educational expenses 

• 

• 
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around these events in advance helps you better achieve what you want and 

require saving for in advance: 

• 

• Birth or adoption of a child 

• 

• 

• 
of passage 

• 

• 

• 

If you’re being pressured to make a big-ticket purchase on-the-spot or 

quite right with the deal. 
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What's inside 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Setting SMART goals

30 MINUTES 

• Setting SMART goals

• Putting goals into action

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• Planning for life events and large purchases
to pay for things like a big celebration, a car, or your child’s college tuition 

• 

• Revising goals
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 GETTING STARTED 

Setting SMART goals 

This tool teaches you how to effectively set goals that 
(S) (M)easurable, 

(A)chievable, (R)elevant, and (T)

If you’re not sure what your goals are, think about what you want to change in your life. 
See if there’s a goal you can create that would help bring about that change. 

priorities that align with your values, you’ll have a better chance of reaching that goal. 

What to do 
• List your values

• Brainstorm a list of dreams and goals.

• Create a SMART goal 

A step further 
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Setting SMART goals based on your 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Happiness 

Health 

Reputation 

Spirituality 

Stability 

Status 

Other: 

Other: 

Other: 

Things I'd like to change 
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S Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and T

characteristic Questions to ask yourself Your answers 

Measurable 

Achievable 

the tools and support I need to 

Relevant 

Time bound 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Putting goals into action 

to achieve it. This tool helps you turn your SMART goals into 

Many goals also require external resources to achieve. These resources could include 

counselor to help you. These kinds of resources should be added to your action plan. 

1 Sharing those goals with a friend 

that you’ll reach your goals. 

What to do 
• Break up your goal into small, actionable steps. Write each step in a separate box. 

• Consider what resources you will need
that step. 

• Set a deadline 

• Think about sharing your progress

A step further 
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Make a plan for Putting goals 
into action 

1. Pick a SMART goal that you want to achieve and break it up into steps. 

2. 

3. 
will help you keep yourself accountable. 

Steps 

box for achieving your goal 

This can be things like tools, Date to 

step 

Who will I 

And how often 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Planning for life events and large 
purchases 

buying a car or having a wedding. This tool helps you think 
about what you want to achieve and how you can get there. 
Think about the life events you are likely to experience and the large purchases you 

What to do: 
• Brainstorm a list of expenses using the categories at the top of the tool as a guide. 

Consider when you are likely to experience various life events (like a graduation 

• Research and estimate the actual costs. Add in any associated expenses (like 

• Identify how much you might borrow versus how much you'll need to save. Many

• Identify ways to keep the costs as low as possible.

A step further 
After you’ve thought about your plan, see Module 2: Saving to create a savings plan 
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Planning for life events and large
purchases 

1. 

2. 

3. Identify potential ways to pay for the expenses. 

 
Buying a car Birth or 

adoption 
Marriage 


Tools for 
work 


Birthday 
or rite of 
passage 

 
Buying a 
house 

 
College or 
training 

Future purchase or life 
Cost 

I want  of credit  
I'll need 
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Revising goals 

off track. 

MY CIRCUMSTANCES HAVE CHANGED 

events (such as losing or getting a job, earning 

your goals. 

 Ask yourself: 

• 

• Are these goals still attainable with this  

• 

• 

 Take action 

continues to run well. 

If it’s a critical goal that can’t be adjusted, you 
can look at adjusting other goals to ensure you 

critical one. 

your savings goals. This can help you reach that 
goal faster. 

I CAN’T MEET MY WEEKLY SAVINGS GOAL 

 Ask yourself: 

• 

• 

 Take action 

week. You can choose to buy a less expensive 

you have longer to save. 
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I ’VE USED UP MY EMERGENCY SAVINGS 

 Ask yourself: 

• 

• 

 Take action 

Module 2: 
Saving

save enough each week. Think about where 

saving goals. 

MY GOAL DOESN’T FEEL IMPORTANT 
ANYMORE 

goal you set before no longer feels right for you, 

feel right. 

 Ask yourself: 

• 

• 

 Take action 

start the process again and set a new goal. 
Think about what you want for yourself and your 
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MODULE 2 

Saving 
toward achieving your goals and better handle 

At a glance 

reach your goals. 

Savings plan 







Saving and asset limits 

Finding a place for savings 

Saving at tax time 

Introduction 

• 

• 

• Annual expenses like children’s school supplies 

or by 
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• 

SAVING FOR EMERGENCIES 

hours or even lost your job. 

negative consequences like having to pay late fees or having services turned off. If 

So saving money now 
for unexpected expenses and emergencies can save you money later. 

2 This is enough 

savings goals. Once you have this set up, it’s easier to focus on saving for other 

. 
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SAVING FOR PERIODIC EXPENSES AND GOALS 

If you decide to save money for a 
goal, make sure the money you’re saving is separate from your emergency fund. 

SAVING FOR LEAN TIMES 

SAVING FOR EDUCATION 

parents, guardians, grandparents, and others save and invest for an education. 

. 
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TO TEACH YOUR CHILDREN ABOUT SAVING 

This kind of account can: 

• 

• 

• 

• Help a child to learn to plan for the future 

• Provide a way to work with your child to achieve a goal together 

Check with your bank or credit union to see if they are able to open an account in 

credit union options. 

You can decrease spending and put the money “not spent” into savings.

cable to basic. 

In addition to cutting expenses, there’s also the challenge of where to actually 
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prepaid card. 

use the funds for an unexpected expense you can easily transfer it back to the 
spending portion of the card. When you pick a prepaid card be sure to ask or  
read about all of the card’s fees so that you’ll know what it costs to have and use 
the card. If you choose to use a savings account, you can usually transfer part of 

need it. 

You can also increase your income as a way to increase savings.

for unexpected expenses later in the year. These are great opportunities to put 

If you get a notice from the IRS that someone used your Social Security number to 

Protecting your Money. 
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Assets are things that you own. Assets 

land, and business inventory. 

are reduced or taken away.
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What's inside 

savings. 

If you have… 

10 MINUTES 

• Savings plan

30 MINUTES 

• Savings plan

• Find a place for savings
savings 

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• Saving at tax time
when you get your tax refund 

• Saving and asset limits
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 GETTING STARTED 

Savings plan 

reach your goals and deal with unexpected expenses. 

• 

• 
reaching your goals. 

What to do 
• Pick a reason for saving. 

• Figure out how much money you’ll need to save for that goal and how many 
weeks you have to save. 

• Divide the amount of money you want to save by the number of weeks you have 
to save it. That’s your weekly savings target. 

• Brainstorm some ways to decrease spending or increase income
weekly savings target. 

A step further 
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Creating a Savings plan 
easier to save 

1. Write down the goal you're saving toward. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

. EX AMPLE. YOUR INFORMATION. 

needed 

Weeks to  
reach goal ÷ 40 ÷ 

= 

. EX AMPLE. YOUR INFORMATION. 

Strategies for 

per week 
Cut down on eating out 

Total projected = = equals 
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 GETTING STARTED 

applying for. 

What to do 
• 

• Use the websites provided to 
program and write it on the tool. 

• consider completing 
this tool in advance. Make copies and review it with the people you serve. 

A step further 
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Learn how Saving and asset limits can 

1. 

2.
their website.

PROGRAM T YPE PROGRAM YOUR STATE'S ASSET LIMIT 

 Disability Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI) No limit 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) $ 

 Groceries
and household 
expenses 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) $ 

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) $ 

 Housing and 
home energy

Low Income Home Energy 
Assistance Program (LIHEAP) $ 

Public housing 
$ 
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PROGR AM T YPE PROGR AM YOUR STATE'S ASSET LIMIT 

Medical Family Medicaid 
No limit 

Medicare Part D Extra Help  
(Low-Income Subsidy) $ 

Medicare Savings Programs $ 

State Child Health Insurance 
Program (SCHIP) $ 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Finding a place for savings 
Once you’ve decided to save you should decide where to 

whether there are costs associated with keeping it there, and how accessible it is. 

On the other hand, a bank or credit union could be less convenient, but is very 

the bank or credit union fails. 

for your savings. 

What to do 
•  of each place to keep your savings. 

• Write down what questions you have
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Finding a place for savings helps
ensure it's there when you need it 

1. 

2. Write down questions you have about options that you think could be right for you. 

 BENEFITS  RISKS  QUESTIONS I HAVE 

Account 
at bank or 
credit union 
(savings, 
checking, or 

 • Money is 
protected if the 
institution is 
federally insured,

per depositor 
• Money can’t be 

lost, stolen, or 

or other disaster 
• You can generally 

get it back if 

it by using 

or a debit card 

• May be charged 
fees if you don’t 
follow the rules 
for the account, 
such as having to 

balance or 
overdraft fees 

• 
to open an 
account based on 
previous banking
history 

or friend 

• No costs to  • Can be lost, 
stolen, or 

or natural disaster 
• Might put your 

• May put your 

your friend or 

betrays your trust 
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 BENEFITS  RISKS  QUESTIONS I HAVE 

 • No costs to  

• Easy to access 
• Convenient 

• Can be lost, 
stolen, or 

or natural disaster 
• Might put you at 

invasion 

 
Prepaid 
card 

• Easy to access 
• Convenient 
• No bank or credit 

union account 
needed 

• May have fees for 
activation, loading 
funds, using the 
card, etc. 

• May not have the 

as a bank 
account if your 
card or account 

or stolen 

Note: Check the card 

sure you understand 
the fees and review 
the "Knowing your 
prepaid card rights" 
handout in Module 8. 

U.S. savings 
bonds 

• 
can't be lost or 

or other disaster. 
If you have a 
paper bond, the 
funds can still be 
recovered 

• 
the interest if you 
cash the bond 

• 
access if you need 

away 
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Saving at tax time 

Ways to save throughout the 
tax process. 

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF FREE TA X SERVICES 

your returns one of your choices is to visit a 

big difference in your ability to start or build 
your savings, or pay bills and expenses. Find a 
site by visiting  or 

UNDERSTAND FEES FOR PAID PREPARERS 

If you use a paid preparer to do your taxes, they 

is when any fees you owe for tax preparation 

deposited onto a prepaid card or into a bank 
account. There are additional fees you pay for 

top of the tax preparation fees. 

Despite their name, refund anticipation checks 

taxes online and using direct deposit. 

CL AIM ALL OF YOUR TA X CREDITS 

tax credits: 

• The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a 

for the EITC change every year. You can 

credit. 

• The Child Tax Credit (CTC) reduces the 

qualifying child under the age of 17 who 

after 2018. In order to receive the child tax 

visit . 

receipt of refunds that include these tax credits. 

CONSIDER DIRECT DEPOSIT 

If you’re receiving a refund, using direct deposit 
is free and faster than a check. Depositing part 
or all of your refund into your account or onto 

you need it. 

Have your account information ready. If you’re 
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KICK-START YOUR SAVINGS 

Your tax refund can help you pay for things you 
need right now or help you save for things you 
want down the road. 

• Keep part of your tax refund in a separate 
account, like a savings account, so you’ll 

• Purchase a Series I Savings Bond and earn 

need a bank account and you can give 
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MODULE 3 

works for you. 

At a glance 







Choosing how to get paid 

Introduction 

MODULE 3: TRACKING INCOME AND BENEFITS  55 



Income can be regular
it can be irregular, where you can’t accurately 

bills and expenses, like food and transportation. 

Sometimes income is seasonal

Finally, some income may be a one-time occurrence

receive it. Your bills and expenses, however, continue on schedule. Covering your 
expenses can be stressful if you don’t know when your next paycheck will be or 

INCREASING INCOME 
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Increasing income through workforce development programs 

provide skills training that can prepare you for a new job, either where you work 

. If you enter your 

education and training required for different careers, get advice on applying for 

. 

. 

Increasing income by deciding when to claim Social Security 
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don’t have the resources to cover their basic living expenses. 

• 

• 

• 

• Cash 

• Paper check 

• 

• 

• 

an account of your choosing, such as a checking or savings account, or your own 
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have to choose between a payroll card and direct deposit. 

your written consent before paying you with a payroll card. 

3 

on a federally insured prepaid card of your choosing, or loaded onto a prepaid 

Be sure to understand how and when fees can be charged and read the cardholder 

be replaced. 

MODULE 3: TRACKING INCOME AND BENEFITS  59 



You have protections in case of an error or an unauthorized transaction if you have 

can’t be held responsible for unauthorized charges or other errors on these cards, 

4

Don't forget to register your card!  Registration will provide you with more 
protections if your card is lost or stolen. 

Products and Services. 

card or any unauthorized transactions or other errors occurring on your account. 

state or local agency, such as SNAP, TANF, or WIC, are not subject to these protections.  

are protected. 
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Mandatory deductions, which are required to be taken out, include: 

• 

• 

another 6.2 percent on your behalf5 

• Medicare, which is also a part of FICA—1.45 percent of your pay is for Medicare, 

• 

• 

• 

Voluntary deductions, which you can decide to contribute, may include: 

• 

• 

• 

• Union dues 

• 

Gross income is how much you earn before any mandatory or voluntary 
deductions are taken from your pay. Net income is the pay you actually receive 
after all deductions have been taken out.

your expenses. 

5 FICA and Medicare contributions are accurate as of February 2020. 
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WAGE GARNISHMENTS 

Your wages can also be withheld or garnished to pay back child support, defaulted 

unpaid court costs. 

about the type of debt. 

Limits on wage garnishments 

your state. 

a lawyer. 
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Limits to garnishment amounts 

• 

• 

For the purposes of wage garnishment, your disposable income is what you earn 
after mandatory deductions, such as social security, federal, state, and local taxes, 
have been taken out of your pay. 

25 percent of your disposable income 

. EX AMPLE. 

Weekly earnings 

Total garnishment = $75 

Difference between your income and 
30 times the federal minimum wage 

EX AMPLE 

Federal  

x 30 

Subtotal 

Weekly earnings 

–

Total garnishment =  $82.50 

Federal law would limit your garnishment to $75,
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child or spousal support. 

are directly deposited into your bank account, there are additional protections 

are also protected. 

Offsets of federal tax refunds 

Your tax refund can be reduced to pay off certain types of debt. The IRS calls these 

. 

Garnishments of a bank account 

 and 

balance could be frozen. If this happens, you’ll need to go to court to prove that the 
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deposited into your bank account or loaded onto a prepaid card. 

a lawyer. 

Bank freezes related to a garnishment 

provided by your state law or under federal law. You can then ask a judge to decide 

Legal assistance if your account or wages are garnished 

lawyer. This can help you understand your legal rights and responsibilities and they 

. 

. 
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You can also contact a lawyer referral service in your area and ask for a lawyer 

services or charge a reduced fee. 

What's inside 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Review "Choosing how to get paid" to see the pros and cons of different 

30 MINUTES 

• 

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• Use " " to think about ways you can boost the 
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 GETTING STARTED 

plan when to pay your expenses. 

your goals. 

What to do 
• Gather all of your pay stubs, 

• next to the correct category 

A step further 

the Month. 
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with this tracker 

1. 
week for any category that applies to you. Note

2. 
write that in as the weekly total. 

3. 

4. 

Term to know: net income 

that are taken out. 

. WEEK 1. WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 



Child support 


SNAP 

TANF 


Other: 

Total weekly income 

Total income for this month 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Choosing how to get paid 

works best for you. 

checking or savings account or your own prepaid card. 

What to do 
• 

• Write down what questions you have

A step further 

prepaid card rights" handout in Module 8. 
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Choosing how to get paid helps you

1. 

2. 

METHOD  BENEFITS  RISKS  QUESTIONS 

Cash 

Paper or coin 

by the U.S. 

• 
anywhere 

• Easy to access 

• Could be lost or stolen, 
especially if you carry

• 

• 
to track spending for
personal budgeting and 
tax purposes 

• 

Paper check 

A physical check 
given (in person 

you the indicated 

be deposited or 
cashed to access 

• Can be deposited 
into a checking or 
savings account, or 

onto a prepaid card 
directly 

• If lost or stolen, 
usually can be 
canceled and 
reissued to you 

• 

checks, which 

accounts held with 
the bank or credit 
union where you’re 
cashing it 

• Have to wait until it 

be picked up, possibly
delaying when you

• Requires you to take
an action of depositing
or cashing the check
before you can use the 

• May need a bank or
credit union account to 
cash a check without 
paying a fee 

• May not be able to
access all the funds 

depositing (waiting
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METHOD  BENEFITS  RISKS  QUESTIONS 

Direct deposit 

Money is 
electronically 
sent to your bank 
account, credit 
union account, or 
your own prepaid 
card 

• Reduces your risk of 
loss or theft if funds 
are sent directly to a 
bank or credit union 
account because 
they are protected 

transfers and 
other errors once 
deposited 

• Usually available to  

• 
other fees to deposit 

• Many banks and 
credit unions waive 
fees for checking 
or savings accounts 
when you set up 
direct deposit 

• Funds can usually 
be accessed in a 
variety of ways, such 
as by using a debit 

at ATMs, at the bank 
or credit union’s 
branches, through 
an online bill pay 
service, or by 
personal checks 

• May be able to split 
the deposit between 
checking and 
savings accounts, 
which can help you 
build savings 

• 

not have protections 
for unauthorized 
transfers or other 
errors, unlike checking 
and savings accounts 

• Can be charged fees 
if you write checks, 
use your debit card, or 

in your account 
• Have to go to an ATM 

get cash back at a 

cash, if there are no 
convenient branch 
locations 
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METHOD  BENEFITS  RISKS  QUESTIONS 

Payroll card 

your salary or 
wages onto a 
prearranged
prepaid card
where you can 
access the funds 

• More secure than 
cash or checks 

• Has full federal 
protections in case 
of unauthorized 
transfers or other 

as checking and 

• Funds can usually 
be accessed in a 
variety of ways, 
such using the card 

ATMs, at the card 
provider’s branches, 
through an online 
bill pay service, and 

• Potential service or 

to access your wages in 
certain ways (ask your 

• Have to go to an ATM 

get cash back at a 

cash, if there are no 
convenient branch 
locations, 

• 

access an ATM in  
24 hours 

Government 

agency loads your 

a prearranged 
prepaid card
where you can 
access the funds 

• More secure than 
cash or checks 

• Has full federal 

protections in case 
of unauthorized 
transfers or 
other errors 

• Funds can usually 
be accessed in a 
variety of ways, such 
as by using the card 

ATMs, and possibly 
through an online 
bill pay service 

• Potential service or 

pay to access your 

(read the cardholder 

• If cash access is 

to an ATM (could pay a 

cash 
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METHOD  BENEFITS  RISKS  QUESTIONS 

Electronic 

(EBT) cards 

A certain type 

Assistance 
for Needy 

Nutrition 
Assistance 

(availability, fees,

vary by state and 

• More secure than 
cash or check 

• 
funds can usually 
be accessed in a 
variety of ways, 
such using the card 

ATMs, and possibly 
through an online 
bill pay service 

• 
where you can use the 
card or what you can 
purchase with it 

• May not have 
protections for
returning funds  
taken through 
unauthorized 
transactions or 
other errors 

• If cash access is 

go to an ATM (could 

receive cash 

• 
expire if they aren’t 
used within a certain 

if this applies to your 

of your balance to 

ask to have cash 

bank account or your 
own prepaid card 
instead to avoid this 
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 GETTING STARTED 

You can bring in more income 
through a one-time activity

business. 

What to do 
• Review the strategies 

• 
you checked. 

A step further 
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Think about strategies for Increasing   

1. 

2. 

CATEGORY STRATEGY IDEAS 

 Use your skills  
and resources 



friends or relatives with those skills. 

I can run errands for other people for a 

Look for job 
opportunities current job. 

I can look for opportunities for training or 
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CATEGORY STRATEGY IDEAS 

 Sell household 
items 

 Consider 
government 
options 

(TANF, WIC, SNAP, Medicaid, public 
housing, Social Security Disability, SSI, or 
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MODULE 4 

Paying Bills 
Learn to organize, track, and prioritize your bills  
and expenses. 

At a glance 









 

Spending tracker 

Bill calendar 

Choosing how to pay bills 

Cutting expenses 

Prioritizing bills 

Introduction 

your bills and living expenses. 

weeks when you’re not. 
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Planning for bills 

bills are due when. 

they're due. 

Tracking your spending is another good way to plan for bills. When you categorize 

spending is on needs versus wants. 

Needs are the things you must have to live. These include shelter and utilities, 

Obligations include debts you owe and payments you’ve been ordered to make, 

Wants are the things you would like to have but can survive without.
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instead of buying at the cafeteria or use coupons when shopping at the grocery 

what options are available, so you can decide what works best for you. 

when using these types of digital tools. 

that’s sent to you. 

• 

• 

device. 

• 

• 
process in which you have to enter your password and then a code sent to you 

this extra layer of protection. Take advantage of it. 
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• 

activate this feature on your device. 

• 

on your phone. 

If your regular bills or account statements aren’t arriving on time, you could be 
the victim of identity theft. 

Module 9: Protecting your Money. 
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What's inside 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Use the "Spending tracker" to get a clear picture of where you’re using your 

30 MINUTES 

• Use "Choosing how to pay bills
have for paying your bills 

• Use "Cutting expenses
your budget 

• Use "Prioritizing bills

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• Use the "Bill calendar

MODULE 4: PAYING BILLS 81 



 GETTING STARTED 

Spending tracker 
Before deciding on changes to your spending, it’s a good 

unexpected expenses, and goals. Others are able to balance their budgets. 

What to do 
• Get a small container or envelope

and put it into the case or envelope. If the receipt doesn’t list what you purchased, 
take a few seconds and write it on the receipt. If you don’t get a receipt, write 

• Analyze your spending. Go through your receipts and enter the total you spent in 

• Notice trends.

these will generally be wants. 

A step further 
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CATEGORIES USED IN THE SPENDING TRACKER 

 





 




 





 

 

Cell phone Any costs related to having and using your cell phone 

Debt payment 

Eating out 

Education + 
childcare other activity fees 

Entertainment 
+ personal care 

Groceries + 
other supplies 

Health  
expenses 

Helping others Donations to religious organizations or other charities, gifts 

Housing + 
utilities and sewage, landline, television, Internet service 

Pets Food, vet bills, and other costs associated with caring for your pets 

Transport 
cabs 

Other •

•

•

•
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A Spending tracker can help you analyze
and change your spending habits 

1. Get an envelope to collect your receipts.

2.  Use the table to track your spending in the 
categories below. Don’t forget about bills 
you share with others.

3.

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 CATEGORY TOTALS 














Cell phone 

Debt  
payment 

Eating out 

Education 
+ childcare

Entertainment 
+ personal care

Groceries + 
other supplies 

Health 
expenses 

Helping  
others

 Housing
+ utilities

Pets 

Transport 

Other 

Total spending this month: 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Bill calendar 

What to do 
• Gather all the bills you pay in one month 

• Write the date when you must send the payment

• Write down the name of the company or person you owe the money to and the 
amount that’s due

• Put this calendar where you will see it every day. 

A step further 
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Creating a Bill calendar helps you see
. 

1. 

2. Make a list of all your bills. 

3. For each bill, mark the payment date: 7 days 

the due date for online. 

4. 

Bills: 

Month of: 

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Choosing how to pay bills 

In general, you can pay your bills using: 

• Cash 
• Checks 
• Credit or debit cards 

• Money orders 
• 

• Prepaid cards 

you’ll have to pay interest, which will add to what you owe. 

What to do 
• Read through the bill payment methods. 

• Consider the features of each

• Decide which method to pay your bills is the right choice for you

one by one with cash. 
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Choosing how to pay bills can help 

1. 

2. Write down questions you have about options that you think could be right for you. 

  BENEFITS   RISKS   QUESTIONS I HAVE 

Cash • Easy to use and 
understand 

• There are often no 
fees, unlike getting 

prepaid card 

• Requires bills be paid
in person 

• 

have a receipt 
• May be stolen 

Check • Convenient once 
checking account is 
set up 

• 

• Easy to prove 

dispute 
• Funds in the 

checking account  
are secure 

• Likely requires a
checking account, 

possible if you have 
a negative banking 
history 

• If you don't have 

your account to 
cover your check, 

overdraft fees 
• Can get lost in  
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  BENEFITS   RISKS   QUESTIONS I HAVE 

Credit 
card 

• Can pay bills by 
phone or online 

• 

reduce the chance of 
paying a bill late 

• Easy to prove 

dispute 
• 

paying for 
unauthorized 
charges 

• Creates debt—you 
are borrowing 

a credit card 
• 

can’t pay the full 
balance and have to 
pay interest 

• Creates another 
bill to pay once the 
credit card bill is due 

Debit 
card 

• Convenient and 

• 

reduce the chance of 
paying a bill late 

• Easy to prove 

dispute 

• If there isn't enough 

debit happens, you 

additional fees 
• If you have to replace 

the card, you will 

to update the 

billers that are being 

debit 

Money 
order 

• Easy to understand 
• 

• 

cases, as no personal 

order 

• May be inconvenient 
because you have to 

• 
order 

• May be hard to prove 

order receipt and 
receive the receipt 

• Hard to recover if lost 
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  BENEFITS   RISKS   QUESTIONS I HAVE 

Online or 

bill 

• Convenient and 

• Can be set up with a 
bank, credit union, or 
prepaid card account 
(through the account 
provider’s online 

biller’s website 
• 

reduce the chance of 
paying a bill late 

• If set up through your 
bank, credit union, 
or prepaid card 

be able to receive 
warnings or alerts if 
your account balance 
goes below a certain 

• You can often use a 

• 
and learn 

• Possible risks of 
overdraft and fees or 

if there isn't enough 

occurs 
• 

collected and shared 
in ways that you don’t 
want 

• Mobile device can 
be lost or stolen, 
allowing potential 
access to your 

• 

• 
account and prepaid 
card providers 
don't let you set 
up recurring bill

their websites. But 
you can likely still 
do so through the 
biller's website 

Prepaid 
card 

• Convenient 
• Can pay bills over 

the phone, online, 

app 
• Easier to prove 

dispute 

• Possible fees for 
using the card to pay 
a bill, which would 
be listed in the card 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Cutting expenses 
Finding ways to reduce your expenses can help you better 
afford the necessities you can’t live without. It can also give 

What to do 
• Read through the list of expenses and the strategies for how to reduce them. 

• Check the ideas that may be possible for you.

•  in your household and start 
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Cutting expenses can help you have 

1. Review the strategies for cutting expenses and think about if they are realistic for you.

2.

EXPENSE STRATEGY 

 Car expenses

reduce car repair expenses. 

Eating out I will bring lunch to work instead of buying it.

 I will avoid buying fountain drinks. 

 Financial  
service fees overdraft fees, or fees to cash checks. 

I will switch to a different credit card with no, or a lower,  
annual fee. 

Furniture 
and clothing
Groceries 
and supplies

I will use coupons. 

MODULE 4: PAYING BILLS 92 





EXPENSE STRATEGY 

Home energy 
expenses  

Insurance  
I will ask about a good student discount for the young driver in 

 Late fees 

Memberships 

Phone  

TV, Internet, 
streaming services 

Other: 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Prioritizing bills 

consequences of failing to pay certain bills. This can help 
you prioritize your expenses if you just can’t pay everything. 

What to do 
• Read through the list of expenses. Identify what you need to pay to protect 

obligations. 

• Prioritize your bills. 

A step further 

counselor for specialized assistance in building a plan to pay your debts and pay 

in debt collection and includes tips for responding to debt collectors. For additional 

. 
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Prioritizing bills

1. 

2. 

AMOUNT 
PRIORITIZE 
YOUR BILLS CONSIDER... 

 
THINGS I 
NEED FOR 
A JOB 

Transportation to get to 

risk possible repossession of 
your car, a negative entry on 
your credit record, and lowered 
credit scores. 

If your car is repossessed, you 

work and risk losing your job. 

Childcare 

 
INSURANCE 
I NEED TO 
PAY 

Car insurance 

car, and it puts your assets, 
including your health and your 

Health insurance 

insurance 
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PRIORITIZE 
AMOUNT YOUR BILLS CONSIDER... 

 
THINGS I 
NEED FOR 
HOUSING 

property taxes 
If you're late with rent, you 

possible eviction, and strain 
your relationship with your 
landlord. 

If you don't pay your utility bills, 

get reconnected. 

Gas, electric 

Water, garbage, sewer 

 
OBLIGATIONS 
I HAVE TO PAY 

Credit cards If you're late with your credit 

to pay a late fee. You also risk 
a negative entry on your credit 
record, lowered credit scores, 
and higher interest rates. 

ordered obligations, like 

face legal consequences. 

in your area. 

Child support 

and fees 
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MODULE 5 

Getting through
the Month 
help you understand if you’ll have enough each week  

At a glance 







Introduction 

to week. 
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you think you’ll spend each week and when you expect the expenses to occur. It’s 

get started. 

postpone expenses. 

things you can adjust or postpone so you have enough to cover your needs  
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you can work with your landlord or lender to adjust when these expenses are due, 

focus on the things you have control to change. 

What's inside 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Use " " to learn about strategies and habits you can change 

30 MINUTES 

• Use "

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• 
expenses line up 
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 GETTING STARTED 

week to week. 

What to do 
• Enter your beginning balance for the week. 
• 

expenses for that week. 

• What's left is your ending balance. 

• Copy your ending balance for the week to the beginning balance of the next 
week. 

A step further 

getting back on track. 
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by 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
"Ending weekly balance." 

6. 

  
WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5

BEGINNING 
WEEKLY 
BAL ANCE

Starting
balance

$250 $400 $ $ $

ADD MONEY 
YOU RECEIVE 
EACH WEEK

+ 300

+ 100

+

Total income                    = 650 = = = =

SUBTR ACT 
YOUR WEEKLY 
EXPENSES

— 200

— 35

— 15

ENDING 
WEEKLY 
BAL ANCE = 400 = = = =

2 

3 

4 

5 

1 

 

 

6 
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WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

BEGINNING 
WEEKLY 
BAL ANCE 

Your starting balance 
is a total of your cash, 
prepaid card, and 
account balances. 

Starting 
balance 

Wk. 1 ending 
balance 

Wk. 2 ending 
balance 

Wk. 3 ending 
balance 

Wk. 4 ending 
balance 

 
ADD 
MONEY 
YOU 
RECEIVE 
EACH WEEK 

+ 

+ 

Housing subsidy + 

SNAP + 

TANF + 

Other + 

= = = = = 

 
SUBTRACT 
YOUR 
WEEKLY 
EXPENSES 

Cell phone — 

— 

Eating out — 

Education and 
childcare — 

— 

Groceries and 
other supplies 

— 

Health expenses — 

Helping others — 

Housing and utilities — 

Pets — 

Savings for 
— 

Savings for goals 
like education or — 

Transport — 

Other — 

ENDING 
WEEKLY 
BAL ANCE = = = = = 
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$ 52.00

52.00

$ 52.00

$ 5.00

$ 47.00

47.00

$ 47.00

$ 47.00

47.00

$ 47.00

$ 5.00

$ 42.00

42.00

$ 42.00

$ 42



 GETTING STARTED 

or year. 

What to do 
• Read through the strategies 

• Write down any questions you have or next steps you can take. 

• Commit to implementing one or two strategies 

A step further 
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Strategies for 

1. 

2. 

3. 

STRATEGY THINGS TO CONSIDER QUESTIONS I HAVE 

I'll negotiate a new due 
date for my bills with the 
company so they're due 
after I receive income. 

I'll negotiate splitting a 
large monthly payment 
into two smaller ones due 
at different times. 

other bills. 

I'll change large 
lump-sum payments 
into smaller monthly 
payments on things like 
car insurance. 
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STR ATEGY THINGS TO CONSIDER QUESTIONS I HAVE 

I'll check to see if I qualify 
for an energy assistance 
program in my area. 

There are local and national 

on how and where to apply for 
energy assistance at 

. 

I'll explore level payment 
plans for utility bills. 

This averages your annual use over 

seasonal spikes in cost. This is 
especially helpful for budgeting in 

providers to see if you qualify. 

I'll automatically deposit 
a monthly amount into 
a savings account or 
savings wallet feature of 
a prepaid card, so when a 
large lump-sum payment 
is due the money is 
already saved. 

This helps reduce stress when 

due. To do this, you'll need regular 

credit union, or a prepaid card. 
See "Evaluating your prepaid or 
payroll card" in Module 8 if you're 
considering a prepaid card. 

I'll look to make sure that 
I'm withholding enough 
tax from my paycheck. 

allowances (also called 

. 
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STR ATEGY THINGS TO CONSIDER QUESTIONS I HAVE 

I'll explore options to 
consolidate my debt. 

You can usually consolidate debt 
with a bank or credit union if 
you have good credit. This can 

But the tradeoff is it could take you 
longer to pay off the debts or cost 

If you consolidate your debts into 

consolidation and aren't paying 

Consider talking through your 

area by visiting 
. 

a lower interest rate or 
talk with my lender about 

. 

I'll consider selling my 
car and buying a less 
expensive one. 

whether your cost of ownership, 
which includes insurance, fuel, and 

with a less expensive car. 
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STR ATEGY THINGS TO CONSIDER QUESTIONS I HAVE 

I'll explore options for 

to something with a  
lower interest rate. 

Reducing your interest rate can 

Make sure you understand all 

To help prepare you to shop for 

. 

I'll check to see what 
repayment options I  
have to reduce my 
student loan payment. 

"Repaying student loans" tool (in 
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 GETTING STARTED 

expenses on this calendar. 

What to do 
• Fill in the calendar with the dates for that month. 

• 
expenses. 

• Try moving expenses around to better align with when you have income in 

• Take action to make the changes a reality. You can do this by adjusting your 
spending habits, calling your creditors about changing the due dates of your bills, 
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1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Month: 

Sunday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 

Groceries  Gas bill Paycheck 
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MODULE 6 

Dealing with Debt 
Learn about ways to tackle your debt to help you feel 

for you. 

At a glance 

 Debt log 

 Debt-to-income calculator 

 Debt action plan 

 Comparing auto loans 

 Repaying student loans 

 When debt collectors call 

 Avoiding medical debt 

Introduction 

or by calling 
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help you reach your goals or build assets for the future. People will often say that 

use of debt. 

borrowing to further your education

instead of helping you reach your goals. 

Taking out a loan to buy a reliable car
your job security, which helps you pay your bills and save for goals. However, if 

Taking out a loan to buy a home of your own
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for that original debt. 

can shop for the best way to pay for what you need, especially for large purchases 

SECURED AND UNSECURED DEBT 

Another way to understand debt is whether it is secured or unsecured. 

Secured debt has an asset attached to it. The asset is given as collateral for the 
loan. When debt is secured, a lender can take that asset if you get too behind  

• A home mortgage loan

ask you to pay the balance if the sale doesn’t pay off the loan. 

• An auto loan is secured with your car. If you don’t pay your loan, the lender can 

states, they can also ask you to pay the balance if the sale doesn’t pay off  
the loan. 

• A pawn loan

• An item purchased under a rent-to-own agreement, like a couch or  

• secured credit card is secured by funds you deposit at a bank or 

can use a secured credit card to build up your credit history. This can help you 
qualify for an unsecured credit card in the future. 

Unsecured debt doesn't have an asset attached to it. If you don’t pay these loans, 
they often go directly to collections, since there are no assets associated with the 
loan to repossess. 
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• 

• 

• Medical debt 
• Student loans 

A joint account holder
signer on a loan. Any past due balances of the other joint account holder will also 
add to your debt and affect your credit scores. 

authorized user, they 
aren’t generally responsible for paying past due balances. But they are still able 
to use the credit card. Be careful when adding authorized users to your account, 
because they can create added debt that you will then have to pay. 

Types of debt 

your debt. 
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• Student loan debt 
• Medical debt 
• Payday loans 
• Auto title loans 
• 

Student loan debt 
Many people take out student loans to help pay for their education. There are  
two general types of student loans: federal student loans and private student 

student loan you have and how long you have to repay it. With both federal and 

collections. 

FEDERAL STUDENT LOANS 

Federal student loans usually offer  than private 

REPAYING FEDERAL STUDENT LOANS 

don’t ignore student 

been approved. This ensures your loan will continue to be in good standing. 
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loan is forgiven, cancelled, or discharged, you are no longer expected to repay the 
loan. This can only happen in certain situations, including: 

• 

• 

• Public Service Loan Forgiveness (qualify while working in the public service 

• 

• 

want to talk with a bankruptcy lawyer or legal aid organization. 

PRIVATE STUDENT LOANS 

interest rate could increase or decrease over the life of the loan. 

REPAYING PRIVATE STUDENT LOANS 

student loans. 
important to communicate with your loan servicer. 

lenders will cancel or forgive debt upon the death or disability of a borrower. To 
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UNPAID STUDENT LOANS 

It’s important to note that unpaid federal student loans can be collected in 
special ways, while private student loans are collected using regular debt 
collection practices.

The CFPB has a section on its website dedicated entirely to helping you plan 
for ways to pay for education and training after high school. Whether you are 
preparing for college, attending school, or already repaying your student loans, 

 can help you: 

• Choose a loan 
• 

• 

• Repay your student loans 

6 

Fund, February 2017. See: 
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company or you’re billed for medical services you never received, the biller may 
have made a mistake or you may be the victim of identity theft. Contact the biller 
right away. 

Module 9: Protecting your Money. 

Payday loans 

check for the full balance in advance, so the lender can deposit your check when 

Depending on state law and individual lender practices, other loan features can 

7 

7 See 
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fees you’re already paying the lender. 

A borrower visits a storefront payday lender or an online payday lender website 

the borrower only needs a bank or credit union account. The borrower writes a 

union account. 

fee again. 

Auto title loans 

to repay the loan, the lender can seize or repossess your car and sell it if you don’t 

MODULE 6: DEALING WITH DEBT 118 



loan. 

balance due in order to get your car back. If your car is repossessed and you can’t 

of the contract. 

already paid. 
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still be able to pay for other expenses like food, rent, and transportation. If you’re 

to think about how you’ll pay off the loan before you borrow. 

• Small dollar
• Must be repaid quickly
• Require you to provide your bank account information to your lender, so that 

the account 

ALTERNATIVES TO SHORT-TERM LOANS 

• 

• 

• 

interest rates and fees. 

• 

• 

• 
credit counselor at . 

• 
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expense. It looks at the costs of paying for an unexpected car repair with 

COST OF UNEXPECTED CAR REPAIR = $350 

COST 
INFORMATION 

EMERGENCY 
SAVINGS. CREDIT CARD PAYDAY LOAN 

Amount needed 

Annual 
Percentage Rate 
(APR) 

None 15.99 percent 
APR 

for 14 days— 
equals a 391 
percent APR 

Repayment 
terms 

You can decide 
when you 
rebuild your 
savings 

Must pay at least 

we're using a 

Must pay back 

14 days 

Time to repay None 8 14 days 

Total interest 
and fees 

52.50 for every 

Total cost of  
car repair 
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The total cost of a payday loan depends on how long it takes you to save up to pay 

SPECIAL PROTECTION FOR ACTIVE DUT Y SERVICEMEMBERS 

• Payday loans, deposit advance products, and auto title loans 

• 

• 

• Credit cards opened on or after October 3, 2017 

can charge of 36 percent. 

property being purchased and certain other secure loans. 

Loans not covered by the MLA generally include: 

• 

• A loan to buy personal property when the credit is secured by the property 

DEBT SETTLEMENT SERVICES 

include reducing the balance, interest rates, or fees you owe. It’s possible for you to 
try to do this yourself by contacting your creditors. 
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• Charges any fees before it settles your debts 

• 

• 

• 

• Tells you it can stop all debt collection calls and lawsuits 

• Guarantees that the unsecured debts can be paid off for pennies on the dollar 

If you receive calls from debt collectors about debts that don’t belong to you, 
you may be the victim of identity theft. 

Module 9: Protecting your Money. 
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What's inside 

kinds of debt and how they work. It also helps you evaluate the role that debt plays 
in your own budget and steps you can take to reduce debt. 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Review "When debt collectors call

• Review the "Avoiding medical debt" handout if you’re dealing with high 

30 MINUTES 

• "Debt log” to gain an understanding of all the debt you owe 

• Use the “Debt-to-income calculator”
putting on your budget 

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• Fill out the "Debt action plan”
works for you 

• Bring "Comparing auto loans” with you when you shop for an auto loan to help 

• Use "Repaying student loans”
available to you 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Debt log 

have to know what you owe. 

who you owe 
money to and how much you owe them. Be sure to include debts owed to friends and 

What to do 
• Gather all of your bills and loan statements 
• Get a copy of your credit report.

have forgotten about or has been sent to collections. 

A step further 
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CREDIT REPORT 

• 

• 

• 

• 

CREDIT CARD STATEMENT 

• 

• 

• Interest rate 

• 

LOAN OR MORTGAGE AGREEMENT 

• Interest rate 

• 

• Fees 

• Payoff date 

COURT ORDERS 

• 

• Due date 

• 

BILLING STATEMENTS 

• 

• Late fees 
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owe with this Debt log 

1. List all the debts you have, including who  

2. 
track if your debt is growing or shrinking. 

Remember, a bill isn't always debt. 
For instance, your phone bill isn't debt, but any 

included here. 

       
Auto 
loan 

Back child 
support 

Credit card 
debt 

Friends 
and 

Medical 
debt 

Mortgage 

due rent 
fees and 

Payday 
loan 

Student 
loan 

Debt 
due this is up to 

Total 

left to pay 

Interest 
rate  
(if any) 

Payoff 
date 
or goal 

Total monthly debt payment $ 
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 GETTING STARTED 

dollar earned is going to pay for debt, leaving you 64 cents to pay for everything else. 

you already owe. 

What to do 
• Complete the "Debt log”

this purpose. 

• Figure out your gross monthly income 

A step further 
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The Debt-to-income calculator gives 

1. 
the "Debt log." 

2. 

3. 

CALCUL ATE YOUR DEBT-TO-INCOME RATIO . 

Your total monthly debt payment includes credit card, student, auto, and other 

your gross monthly income 
and insurance ÷ 

your current debt-to-income ratio % 

HOMEOWNERS 

36% 
or less 

go up to 43 percent or higher.  

this ratio. 

RENTERS 

15 20% 
or less percent or less. Your rent is not 

included in this ratio. 

want to think about ways to lower debt to put less pressure on your budget. Use the "Debt action 
plan" for help. 
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CALCUL ATE YOUR MORTGAGE DEBT-TO-INCOME RATIO 

Your total monthly mortgage debt payment includes only the principal and 

Divide by your monthly gross income 
and insurance ÷

. 

 

your current mortgage debt-to-income ratio % 

MORTGAGE DEBT FOR HOMEOWNERS 

28 -35% 
or less ratio of 28 to 35 percent.  

counselor. 

130 YOUR MONEY, YOUR GOALS TOOLKIT 



 GETTING STARTED 

Debt action plan 
Picking a strategy to repay your debt can help you start 

keep paying down the debt. 

What to do 
• Pick a repayment method that works best for you. 

• List your debts in order based on the interest rate or the overall size of the debt. 
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Debt action plan 

1. Review the pros and cons of each strategy for paying down debt. 

2. 

PAY SMALLEST DEBT FIRST PAY HIGHEST INTEREST RATE FIRST 

Description 

the debt that has the highest interest 
rate. After it's paid off, add that extra 

Pro By paying off the debts that charge 

Con If the interest rate and fees are high 
on your larger debts and you pay the 

in total over the length of the debt. 

progress very quickly, especially if the 

DEBT AMOUNT 

1. $ 

2. $ 

3. $ 

I'll pay down the debt with the 

this order: 

DEBT 
INTEREST 
RATE 

1. % 

2. % 

3. % 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Learn how to shop for an auto loan and evaluate the total cost to 
help you negotiate a deal you can afford. 

KNOW WHAT YOU CAN NEGOTIATE 

CHECK YOUR CREDIT SCORE 

A higher score will help you get a lower interest rate and reduce the total loan cost. Learn 
how to raise your score in Module 7: Understanding Credit Reports and Scores. 

REVIEW YOUR LOAN CONTRACT BEFORE SIGNING 

are correct. Make sure you and the lender have copies of the signed paperwork. 

What to do 
• Bring this tool with you to each lender or car dealership and record each loan offer. 

• Compare the offers using interest rate and length of the loan. 

A step further 
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Comparing auto loans helps you get 
the best deal 

1. Bring this with you when you shop for an auto loan. 

2. 

= things you can negotiate 

Figure out your upfront costs EX AMPLE. CHOICE 1. CHOICE 2. 

A. Price of the car 

B. Additional features, services, or add-ons 

upgraded packages, or service plans 
+ + 

C. Taxes, title, and non-negotiable fees 
State and local taxes, title fees 

+ + 

D. Negotiable fees 

fees, and preparation fees 
+ + 

E. Cost of the car before interest 
=equals = = 

F. Down payment 

of your loan 

G. Trade-in value

of your loan 

H. 
= = = equals 
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car to see what works best for you.  

I. Interest rate 
Negotiating a lower interest 
rate will lower your total cost 

Length of loan 

increase the total cost 

 
(  
___
 ___  ___ 

___
 ___

___ 
 ___

___
( (  (  

K. Monthly payment 
Use a loan calculator or ask 
your lender or dealer 

L. Total amount paid on the 
loan 

= = = = 

Find the total cost of your purchase 

M. Add in down payment and trade-in value  
+ + 

N. Total cost of your purchase 

Total cost of the car, including all of the interest 
over the life of the loan 

= = 

O. Total cost of car before interest  

P. Total interest paid over life of the loan 
= = 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Repaying student loans 

There are generally two types of student loans: federal and private. 

Federal student loans

Private student loans

If you’re not sure whether your loan is federal or private, you can check the National 
Student Loan Data System, or NSLDS, at . It provides a list of all your federal 

What to do 
• Figure out if you have a federal or private student loan. 

• Identify your loan repayment status 

• Review the repayment options and select one that’s best for you. 

• Apply for that repayment option 
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Repaying 
student loans if you're struggling 

1. 

2. 
student loan you have. 

3. 

I'm struggling to 
keep up. 

I've missed three 
or more payments. 

I've temporarily 
postponed my 
payments and am 
in deferment or 
forbearance. 

Consider changing your repayment 
plan

change your plan. 

With income-driven repayment 
plans

Contact your student loan servicer 

alternative payment program that 

I've missed my 
payments for over 
270 days and have 
been contacted by 
a debt collector. 

Get your loan back on track by 
contacting your debt collector and 
asking for a loan rehabilitation plan. 

If your loan is in default, work with 
your debt collector to create a 
repayment plan that you can afford. 

I don't know my 
loan repayment 
status. 

Reach out to your student loan servicer

your options. 
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There’s never a fee to change your 
repayment plan. 

. 

Term to know: discretionary income 

the difference between your adjusted 

this year's guidelines here: 

Standard 

Most 
borrowers 
start with  
this plan 

each year 

Up to 10 
years (up to 
30 years for 
consolidated Pay less 

than other 

plans 

None All borrowers 
with federal 
student loans 

Graduated 

starts low  
and increases 

Lowest in the 

gradually 
increases 
every two 
years 

Up to 10 
years (up to 
30 years for 
consolidated 

based on your 

loan balance 

with Standard 

plan 

None All borrowers 
with federal 
student loans 

Extended 

A longer 
loan period 

Lower than 
standard or 
graduated 

plans 

Up to 25 years 

graduated 

None 

in outstanding 
federal loans 
to qualify 
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Revised Pay
As You Earn 
(REPAYE) 

based on 
10 percent 
of your 
discretionary 

10 percent of 
discretionary 

recalculated 
each year 
based on 
updated 

Up to 20 or 
25 years, 
depending 
on if the 
loan was for 
undergraduate 
or graduate 
studies 

could be 
higher than 
Standard 

plan 

If you haven’t 
repaid loan 
in full after 20 
or 25 years, 

forgiven 

have to pay 

on forgiven 

For borrowers 
with federal 
Direct Loans 

Pay As You 
Earn (PAYE) 

based on 
10 percent 
of your 
discretionary 

Up to 10 
percent of 
discretionary 

recalculated 
each year 
based on 
updated 

Up to 20 years 
won’t ever be 
higher than 
Standard 

plan 

with Standard 

plan 

If you haven’t 
repaid loan 
in full after 
20 years, 

forgiven 

have to pay 

on forgiven 

For borrowers 
with federal 
Direct Loans 

Must show 
partial 

hardship 

Must be a 
new borrower 
on or after 
Oct. 1, 2007 

have received 
a payout of a 
Direct Loan 
on or after 
Oct. 1, 2011 
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Income-
based 
repayment
(IBR) 

based on up 
to 10 or 15 
percent of 

If you’re a new 
Direct Loan 
borrower on 
or after
2014: 

Up to 10 
percent of 
discretionary 

Borrowers 
with any 
outstanding 
federal loan 
issued before 

Up to 15 
percent of 
discretionary 

Recalculated 
each year 
based on 
updated 

If you’re a new 
Direct Loan 
borrower on 
or after
2014: 

Up to 20 years 

Borrowers 
with any 
outstanding 
federal loan 
issued before 

Up to 25 years 

won’t ever be 
higher than 
Standard 

plan 

with Standard 

plan 

If you haven’t 
repaid loan 
in full after 20 
or 25 years, 

forgiven 

have to pay 

on forgiven 

All borrowers 
with federal 
student loans 
are eligible 
(except Parent 

Must show 
partial 

hardship 

DEFERMENT 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

• Peace Corps service 

FORBEARANCE 

9 

federal loans. So if you don’t pay the interest part during forbearance, it will be added to the loan 
principal and you’ll pay interest on the interest. 

Your

• 

• Medical expenses 

• 

• Other reasons set by your loan servicer 

LOAN FORGIVENESS 

. 

9 See . 
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TEACHER LOAN FORGIVENESS PROGRAM 

your eligibility, such as when you took out the loan and when you started teaching. Under this 

or Stafford Loans (it also applies to Direct Consolidation Loans and Federal Consolidation Loans in 

PUBLIC SERVICE LOAN FORGIVENESS PROGRAM 

. 
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 GETTING STARTED 

When debt collectors call 
Learn about your rights concerning debt collectors and what to 
do if they contact you. 

collectors can act, what they can say, and how they can treat you. The Fair Debt Collections 
Practices Act provides you with rights when a debt collector is trying to get you to pay a debt. 

A debt collector can’t: 

• Call repeatedly to harass you or abuse you 
• Use abusive or obscene language 
• Threaten you by saying they’ll take action they can’t or don’t intend to take 
• Call you without telling you who they are 
• 

• 

What to do 
• Review the questions to ask if a debt collector calls. 

• request more information

• dispute the debt. 

A step further 

. 
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You can be prepared to ask questions 
When debt collectors call 

1. If you're contacted by a debt collector,  

their answers. 

2. 

to the debt collector. Don't forget to  

you're requesting. 

3. 

Be cautious and keep records. 

• 

collectors say. 
• 

notes of what's said for each call. 
• Save everything debt collectors send and 

WHAT TO SAY TO A DEBT COLLECTOR NOTES. 

If you don't believe you owe the debt or you already paid it: 
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Resolve issues with debt collectors 

At least now you know what you're dealing with. You still have options, depending 

• 
See 

• 

• 
pay that will fully resolve the account. You can do this yourself by contacting 
the collector. 

If you're sued by a debt collector, be sure to respond to  

discuss debt collection with, visit . 
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I am responding to your contact about a debt you are 
trying to collect. Please supply the information I have 
marked so that I can be fully informed. 

dispute and under discussion between us. 

resolve the account. 

Thank you for your cooperation. Sincerely, 

About the debt you're trying to collect 

Today's date 

      Phone

      Mail 
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WHY YOU THINK I OWE THE DEBT AND TO WHOM I OWE IT, INCLUDING: 

current creditor obtained the debt and who the current creditor obtained  

THE AMOUNT AND AGE OF THE DEBT, INCLUDING: 

If there have been any additional interest, fees or charges added since the last 
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delinquent. 

DETAILS ABOUT YOUR AUTHORIT Y TO COLLECT THIS DEBT. 

agency issuing the license. 
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I am responding to your contact about collecting a 
debt. I do not have any responsibility for the debt you’re 
trying to collect. 

with this address, and record that I dispute having any obligation for this debt. If 

Thank you for your cooperation. Sincerely, 

About the debt you're trying to collect 

Today's date 

      Phone

      Mail 
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Avoiding medical debt 

Whether you’re about to receive 

having trouble paying your 

debt in check. 



CHECK WHAT’S COVERED BY INSURANCE 
AND MAKE SURE YOUR INFORMATION IS 
UP TO DATE 

You should know what your insurance covers 
and what it doesn’t. Ask your insurer what it will 
cover and the cost before getting a procedure 

if there are alternatives that are covered. This 

KEEP GOOD RECORDS 

costs, what insurance covered, and what you 

If you need to dispute a bill, send a written 
notice to the provider and include a copy of 

REVIEW MEDICAL BILLS CAREFULLY 

Check each bill carefully before you pay it. If 
you don’t recognize the provider, check the 

categorization can result in a large error on 
your bill. 



NEGOTIATE YOUR BILL 

You can also try asking for the rate that people 
with insurance get or if they offer a cash or 

no interest. It doesn’t hurt to ask what options 
there are if you expect that you won’t be able to 
afford the bill. 
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• No interest on the debt 

• 
paid and the outstanding balance 

• That the debt servicing stays with the 
healthcare provider and not be turned over 

• 

ACT QUICKLY TO RESOLVE OR DISPUTE 
MEDICAL BILLS 

covering is correct, and pay the bill right away 

to pay the entire bill all at once. If you delay 

have a negative affect on your credit scores. 

incorrect, dispute it as soon as possible. Bill 
disputes can take a while to clear up, and in 

subject to late fees or interest. 



GET FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE OR SUPPORT 

you’re unable to pay your bill. Ask your provider 
if they offer any kind of assistance before you 

DON’T PAY FOR MEDICAL BILLS ON 
CREDIT CARDS UNLESS YOU CAN PAY THE 
BAL ANCE 

no interest before paying the bill with a credit 
card. Once you’ve paid with a credit card, 

card is risky, especially if you don’t have the 

differently when considering a loan application. 
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MODULE 7 

Understanding Credit
Reports and Scores 

getting a job or approval for housing or a loan. 

At a glance 

 Requesting your free credit reports 

 Reviewing your credit reports 

 Disputing errors on your credit reports 

 Getting and keeping a good credit history 

Introduction 

you’ve used credit. You can have credit available to use without having debt. For 

available to use but don’t owe any debt. 
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When you take out a credit card or other loan, you create (or add to) your credit 
history.

Credit reporting companies gather information from your credit history into a 
credit report.

for credit. 

that you owe. 

The information in your credit report is used to create credit scores. Many lenders 

interest to charge. In general, the higher your credit score, the better the loan 

• Get a job 

• 

• 

• Get insurance coverage 

• 

• Get a credit card 

• 

Having a poor credit history or low credit scores can create obstacles for you, such 

and other services. 

and boost your credit scores. You also need to pay attention to what’s in your 
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Credit reports 
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Remove your name from mailed pre-screened credit offers by opting out at  
(888) 567-8688 or online at . 

Negative information on your credit report 

A bankruptcy can stay on your credit report for up to 10 years. For civil suits and 

whichever is longer. 

report forever. 

• 

• 

• 

EX AMPLE CREDIT REPORT 
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 

Name: SSN

Other names: Date of birth: 

Telephone number

Addresses reported: 
457 First Street, Littletown, MI 09876 13476 
Avenue A, Big City, WI 43526 

Employer name: Riviera Restaurants 
Position: Manager 
Date reported
Hired

Employer: Freer Chiropractic College 
Date reported
Position: Food services 
Hired

INCLUDES: 

• 

• Current address 
• 

• Date and place of birth 
• 

all past jobs, but what's listed should be 

DOESN’T INCLUDE: 

• 

MODULE 7: UNDERSTANDING CREDIT REPORTS AND SCORES 156 



 

Public records 
Big City Wisconsin Court Docket# 200900001467  
515 C St, NE, Big City, WI 43528 

Amount

Type: Chapter 7 Bankruptcy Responsibility: Individual 

Big City Municipal Court Docket #200700056712 
4326 Fourth Street, SW, Big City, WI 43530 

Amount: 

Type: Civil Judgment Responsibility: Individual 

Plaintiff: Bank of Big City Plaintiff attorney: Lisa Perry 

Collections 

Original creditor: ABC Megastore 

Account type: Open 

Responsibility: Individual 

INCLUDES: 

• 

tax liens 

DOESN’T INCLUDE: 

• Records of arrests or convictions  

• Marriage records or adoptions 
• 
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TERMS IN THIS SECTION: 

• Chapter 7 bankruptcy 
• Chapter 13 bankruptcy 
• Discharge 

NOTE 

The three nationwide credit reporting 



 

Public records 
Big City Wisconsin Court Docket# 200900001467  
515 C St, NE, Big City, WI 43528 

Amount

Type: Chapter 7 Bankruptcy Responsibility: Individual 

Big City Municipal Court Docket #200700056712 
4326 Fourth Street, SW, Big City, WI 43530 

Amount: 

Type: Civil Judgment Responsibility: Individual 

Plaintiff: Bank of Big City Plaintiff attorney: Lisa Perry 

Collections 

Original creditor: ABC Megastore 

Account type: Open 

Responsibility: Individual 

INCLUDES: 

• Any accounts with a collection agency 
• The status of those accounts (both past 

TERMS IN THIS SECTION: 

• Charge off 
• Default 
• Delinquent 
• 
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 

Littletown Bank (B62391), Account #2010004637 

Balance: Pay status: 30 days past due 

Date updated: Account type: 

High balance: Responsibility: Individual 

Past due: Date opened: 

Terms: Payment received: 

Account type: Last payment made

Balance 

Scheduled payment 

Amount Paid 

Past Due 

Rating 30 OK OK OK OK OK 

INCLUDES: 

• Open accounts you currently have and 
closed accounts you had before 

• 

• Date opened 
• Last activity 
• Type of account and status 
• 

or guarantor 
• Date closed, if the account is no longer open 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• Whether the account was charged off or 

thinks it’s unlikely they’ll be able to collect 
the debt 

TERMS IN THIS SECTION: 

• Charge off 
• Default 
• Delinquent 
• 
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Bank of Wisconsin (B42394), Account #543298760192XXXX51 

Balance: Pay status: Paid or paying as agreed 

Date updated: Account type: Revolving: credit card 

High balance: Responsibility: Individual 

Credit limit: Past due: 

Date opened: 

Balance 

Scheduled payment 

Amount Paid 

Past Due 

Rating OK OK OK OK OK OK 30 

Balance 

Scheduled payment 

Amount Paid 

Past Due 

Rating OK OK OK OK OK OK OK 

were rounded to the nearest dollar. Making the 

no late fees. 
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 

INQUIRIES MADE TO YOUR ACCOUNT 

Inquiries that display to others 

Auto Loan Store  
90 President Lane, Big City, WI 43529 

Requested on: 

Super Store 
100 First Street, Anytown, IA 78691 

Requested on: 

Promotional inquiries 

These are not displayed to others and do not affect your credit scores. 

Dress for Success Fashion House 
31 Fashion Lane, Big City, WI 43530 

Requested on: 

EZ Loan Store 
220 4th Avenue, Littletown, MI 09876 

Requested on: 

Account review inquiries  

purpose of an account review of business transaction. These are not displayed to others 
and do not affect your credit scores. 

Bank of Wisconsin 
457 State Street, Big City, WI 43532 

Requested on: 

INCLUDES: 

• Hard inquiries 

affect your credit score. This is because 

recently and frequently you apply for credit. 

• Soft inquiries
when you have not sought to establish a 
new credit account. They include reviews of 
existing accounts by lenders, prescreening 
inquiries by prospective lenders, and your 
requests for your annual credit report. These 
won’t affect your credit score. 
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DEFINITIONS OF TERMS CREDIT REPORTING COMPANIES USE 

Authorized user 

both the authorized user and the account’s owner. 
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Chapter 7 
bankruptcy creditors. Any eligible debts not paid through the assets are discharged. 

This will be in the public records section of the credit report. 

Chapter 13 
bankruptcy 

This will be in the public records section of the credit report. 

Charge off When a business decides an account is uncollectible. However,  

collection agency. 

Closed date The date an account is closed. An account can be closed by the business 

Default 

day billing cycles is generally considered to be in default. 

Delinquent 

delinquent. 

Discharge 
the bankruptcy process. 

Dispute 

End user The business or individual that receives a credit report. 



DEFINITIONS OF TERMS CREDIT REPORTING COMPANIES USE 

Information 
provider or 
furnisher 

Payment status 

. 

Some websites that offer free credit reports may be trying to sell you something. 

 to get your free annual credit report. 

You can get additional free credit reports during a year if: 

• 

• You receive public assistance 

• 

• Your report has recently been changed due to a disputed error 

• 

• 

• 

In a few states, state law also gives you a second free annual report. By law, a credit reporting 
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CREDIT REPORTS FOR MINORS 

If you’re under 18, you won’t have a credit report unless you: 

• Are an authorized user or joint owner on an account 

• 

• Live in a state that allows you to enter contracts below the age of 18 and you’ve done so 

• Have student loans 

be used for credit purposes. 

. 

 to 

. 

If you work with youth in foster care, there are special rules set up for how to get their credit 
. 

WHAT TO DO ABOUT ERRORS ON YOUR CREDIT REPORTS 

You can contact 
either the credit reporting company or 
the company that provided the incorrect information
It can be a good idea to contact both. 
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Here’s how it works: 

• 

• They generally have 30 days to investigate your dispute. 

• 
another 15 days to investigate. 

• 

• 

• 

You also have a right to an additional free annual credit report to ensure the errors 

 or by calling 

the dispute process. 

Credit scores 

different types of credit. 

As a result, you have more than one credit score.

you credit. 
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are considered the best. 

10 

credit used 

credit history 

Payment history
factor in your FICO scores. Paying bills late, not paying bills at all, and having bills 

Amounts owed tracks what you owe, including debts that you are paying down 

available credit you’re using. When the credit that’s available to you decreases 

Length of credit history tracks how long you’ve had credit accounts—the longer 

. 
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New credit

Your scores are not affected at all when you check your credit reports yourself. 

Types of credit used

are calculated.11 

Payment history

Age and type of credit

Percent of credit limit used 

Total balances/debt

Available credit 

Recent credit behavior and inquiries

167 YOUR MONEY, YOUR GOALS TOOLKIT 



GETTING YOUR CREDIT SCORES 

12 

There are certain instances where you’re entitled to a free credit score. For 

send you a notice telling you this and include your score. 

or other third party to assess your creditworthiness. There’s no way to know how 

guide for how creditors will view your credit quality. Knowing what’s in your  

A credit score may be a good initial indication of 
your credit standing, but it can’t tell you all you need to know before you apply 
for a loan. 

Using credit 

CREDIT UTILIZATION 

12 See 
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or 70 percent 

If you set a goal of lowering your credit utilization rate to 25 percent or less, 

EXPANDING ACCESS TO CREDIT 

for you. 

report or credit scores. 
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What's inside 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Requesting your free credit reports
order your free annual credit reports 

30 MINUTES 

• Reviewing your credit reports

• Disputing errors on your credit reports

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• all three items described above
your credit reports is correct 

• Getting and keeping a good credit history
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 GETTING STARTED 

Requesting your free credit reports 
Make a plan for requesting your free credit reports once  

at . If you work with youth in foster care, visit 
. 

What to do 
• Pick a method to order your credit reports

• Be ready to answer some security questions if you request your report online or by 
phone.

• 

• 

• Decide when you’ll order each report.

A step further 
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Pick a strategy for Requesting your
free credit reports 

1. Pick when you'll request your credit reports using the strategy that works best for you. 

2. 

3. 

Strategies for requesting your credit reports 

REQUEST ON THREE SEPARATE DATES REQUEST ON A SINGLE DATE 

Check your reports on three different  
dates throughout the year. Staggering  

changing throughout the year or if any  
fraud has occurred. 

like a birthday or holiday, to request all three 
of your reports at once. This is good if you're 

credit, so you can correct errors right away. 

separate dates: 

DATE COMPANY 

Equifax 

Experian 

TransUnion 

DATE COMPANY 

Equifax, Experian, TransUnion 

How to request your free reports 

Visit 

Call (877) 322-8228 

Request by mail.

. 

Annual Credit Report Request Service 
P.O. Box 105281 

MODULE 7: UNDERSTANDING CREDIT REPORTS AND SCORES 172 



 GETTING STARTED 

Reviewing your credit reports 

Errors on your credit reports can negatively affect your credit scores and ability to get a 

identity theft and fraud. 

or addresses. 

What to do 
• Start by getting free copies of your credit reports. 

• Read through each credit report carefully, using the checklist as a guide for what 
errors to look for. 

A step further 

. 
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 Reviewing 
your credit reports regularly. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

SECTION QUESTIONS OR ERRORS 

Header and 
identifying 
information 

 

My current address 

My previous addresses

 Public record 
information 

 Collection agency 
account information 

My accounts, if any, in 
collections 

The status of each of  
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SECTION QUESTIONS OR ERRORS 

 Credit account 
information 

The status of each of  

they are open or closed; and 

joint owner 

All accounts I've closed 
are listed as "closed by the 

 Inquiries made to 
your account 

I recognize all "hard inquiries" 

credit and a lender reviewed 
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Disputing errors on your
credit reports 

credit reports, you should 

provided about you or as the result of fraud or 
identity theft.  

GETTING READY TO DISPUTE 

your dispute. 

This can include things like: 

• 
circled or highlighted 

• Copies of anything that proves there 

incorrectly shows that you’re late paying 

• Copies of your Social Security card, birth 

If you suspect that the error on your report is 
a result of identity theft, visit . 

alert or security freeze. 

SUBMITTING THE DISPUTE 

Explain 
the error and what you want changed. Clearly 

next page. 

Make sure you also include copies of all of your 

You can also choose to send a copy of the 
dispute to the business or individual that 

credit report. 

receipt requested, if that’s available to you. That 

you when your dispute letter was delivered. 
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WAITING FOR MISTAKES TO GET FIXED 

business days to notify you of the results  

updated credit report, which doesn’t count as 
your free annual report. 

If, as a result of your dispute, a furnisher 

the correction to various credit reporting 

IF YOU DISAGREE WITH THE RESULTS 

provide your explanation on any future reports. 

. We'll forward it 

. 

EQUIFA X EXPERIAN. TRANSUNION 

Online 
disputes 

Mail Mail letter explaining Mail letter explaining Mail letter explaining 

Dispute form: Dispute form: 
None needed 

Dispute form: 

Mail to: 

Services LLC 
P.O. Box 740256 
Atlanta, GA 30348 

Mail to: 
Experian 
P.O. Box 4500 
Allen, TX 75013 

Mail to: 

Solutions 
P.O. Box 2000 
Chester, PA 19016 

Phone 
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I am writing to dispute information that appears on my 
consumer report. 

Thank you for your assistance. Sincerely, 

Today's date 
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My report includes accounts with a reported name that is different  
than mine. 

I don’t recognize the accounts in question. 

The report shows I owed money to the company that I have already repaid. 

The current status of my account is not correct. The report shows that I am 
delinquent but I have made all of my payments on time.  

I’m the victim of identity theft and I don’t recognize one or more of the 
accounts on my report. 

Other, see additional information. 

addresses related to the dispute 

   I have attached a copy of my report with the issues in question circled. 

179 YOUR MONEY, YOUR GOALS TOOLKIT 



 GETTING STARTED 

Getting and keeping a good  
credit history 
Whether you’ve already established a credit history or are 

good standing. 

What to do 
• Identify a strategy for improving and maintaining your credit history that works  

for you. 

• Implement that strategy 

• pick a new one and keep practicing good 

A step further 
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Build habits for Getting and keeping
a good credit history. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

HABIT TIPS FOR IMPROVING YOUR CREDIT 

I'll pay my loan and utility 
bills on time, every time. 

I'll spend under my 
credit limit and won't 
get anywhere close to 

"maxing out" my  
credit cards. 

I'll pay off my credit  
card balance on time 
each month. 

If you use credit cards, try to pay your balances off each 
month.
better scores. You’ll build a credit history by paying it off on 
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HABIT TIPS FOR IMPROVING YOUR CREDIT 

I'll only apply for credit 
that I need. a signal of your need for credit. If you apply for a lot of credit 

I'll make sure that 
negative information on 
my credit reports (like 
judgments, bankruptcies, 
or evictions) is accurate. 

I'll use credit building 
products to establish a 
credit history if I'm new to 
using credit. 

Secured credit cards can be a way to build a positive credit 
history if you’re just starting out. You typically need to provide 

saved for the deposit before you open one. Because credit 

credit utilization rate and avoid getting too close to using the 

Credit builder loans help you avoid taking on debt while you 
build a positive payment record.

paid off. 

These loans can be very effective in creating new history and 
can have a positive affect on your credit reports and scores. 

just like you would ask a bank or credit union for details about 
its products. 
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MODULE 8 

Choosing Financial
Products and Services 

At a glance 

 

 

 Opening a checking or savings account 

 Avoiding checking account fees 

 Evaluating your prepaid or payroll card 

 Knowing your prepaid card rights 

 Sending money abroad 

183 



Introduction 

products and services to decide what’s best for you. 

and credit unions. Selecting where to get these products and services can be hard 

detailed questions about the product or service you’re considering. You can also 

13 If you decide that a checking or savings account is the right 
product for you, opening an account at a bank or credit union isn’t hard to do. 

unions they use. 

• The services it offers 

• The fees it charges 
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• The interest it pays for savings accounts 

• 

• Its hours of operation 

Most banks and credit unions require proof of identity, proof of address, and a 

called the “minimum balance requirement.”

If no one can explain what certain fees are or why they're so high when you're 

Protecting your Money. 

14 

beliefs don’t allow you to receive interest. 

BARRIERS TO OPENING AN ACCOUNT 

accept foreign passports and Consular IDs. The Matricula Consular card is an 

United States. 

185 



new account. 

If you’ve tried opening a checking or savings account and the bank or credit union 

account before and you: 

• 
which you have not repaid, and the account was closed by the bank or credit 

• Were suspected of fraud related to a checking or savings account 

• 

Each bank or credit union has its own policies about approving the opening of 
an account based on your banking history report. Under federal law, checking 

years and on your Early Warning report for seven. 

before you’re allowed to open a new checking or savings account, even if those 

accounts and prepaid cards that are designed to reduce risks, for both you and the 

rely less on banking history reports when deciding whether to offer you an account. 

another product recently. 
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COMPANY BY PHONE. BY MAIL ONLINE 

ChexSystems 

7805Hudson Road,  
Ste. 100 
Woodbury, MN 55125 

Early Warning Early Warning 

16552 N. 90th Street 
Scottsdale, AZ 85260 

TeleCheck 
Services 

TeleCheck Services, Inc. 
Attn: Resolutions 

P.O. Box 4514 
Houston, TX 77210 

MANAGING A CHECKING OR SAVINGS ACCOUNT 

what you're being offered. 

for these before opening an account. 
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OVERDRAFT FEES 

Banks and credit unions often offer several types of overdraft services. These 

pays the transaction anyway. You can overdraw your account through checks,  

those funds. 

credit union. You can check if your bank offers this kind of overdraft protection and 

The second type of overdraft service is when a bank or credit union allows you 

each transaction. For debit cards and ATM transactions, you have to opt in to 

banks and credit unions charge you a separate fee every day that your account  
stays overdrawn. 

If you don’t opt in, your bank or credit union will generally decline your card 

your balance. 
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sure you know what you’re signing up for. 

Using a prepaid card 

wages directly deposited onto a prepaid card. 

T YPES OF PREPAID CARDS 

There are different types of prepaid cards, with different features, functions,  
and fees. 

• An open-loop prepaid card

• A closed-loop prepaid card

• A reloadable prepaid card

process. Always register the card as soon as possible if you are offered the 
choice to do so. 

• A payroll card
onto it. 

• A  is a prearranged prepaid card used by a 

• An 

• college ID cards

that network brand. 
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FEES FOR USING PREPAID CARDS 

Make sure to check for any details on the card packaging. You can also usually look 

CHECKING YOUR PREPAID CARD BAL ANCE 

check your balance. If you get your balance through the automated phone system, 
you usually won’t be charged a fee. 

You can check your balance online or with a mobile app.
an online account with the prepaid card provider to check your balance online. 
Usually this service is free. 

Some prepaid card providers will text you your account balance. The card 

Check with your carrier to see if they charge a fee for these texts. 

Some prepaid cards allow you to check your balance at an ATM, but you may 
have to pay a fee for this service. 

If receiving paper statements is important to you, check the cardholder 
agreement or the prepaid card provider’s website to see if they offer paper 

available and whether you would be charged a fee. 

SETTING ASIDE MONEY ON A PREPAID CARD 
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plan to use the card. 

PREPAID CARDS VS. DEBIT CARDS 

taken directly out of your checking account. With a prepaid card, you are spending 

overdraft and any related fees. 

PREPAID CARDS VS. CREDIT CARDS 
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What's inside 

If you have... 

10 MINUTES 

• Knowing your prepaid card rights
a prepaid card so you know about your rights and responsibilities 

• Sending money abroad

30 MINUTES 

• 

• Opening a checking or savings account

• Avoiding checking account fees

MULTIPLE SESSIONS 

• 
the products or services you need and choose the one that’s right for you 

• Evaluating your prepaid or payroll card
understand the details and fees associated with using the card 
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 GETTING STARTED 

achieve your goals. 

paycheck, while others help turn your paycheck into cash. 

What to do 
• Review the products that can best help you achieve 

that goal. 

• Read about the products and services you’re interested in

A step further 
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services

1. 

2. 

GOAL PRODUCTS TO CONSIDER 

I want a secure place to keep  • 

• Checking account 
• Prepaid card 
• Savings account 

to carry cash or go into debt. 
• 

• Prepaid card 

• 

• Checking account 
• Money order 
• Prepaid card 

• 

• Checking account 
• Prepaid card 

balance online or deposit a check using 

• Checking account 
• Prepaid card 

into an account I can access. 
• Checking account 
• Payroll card 
• Prepaid card 
• Savings account 
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GOAL PRODUCTS TO CONSIDER 

• Check cashing service 
• Checking account 
• Payroll card 
• Prepaid card 

I want to build up savings. • 

• 

• Savings account 

I want to save for education and training • 529 Plan 

I want to buy a car. • Auto loan 

I want to buy a house. • Mortgage 

• Auto title loan 
• Credit card 
• Pawn loan 
• Payday loan 

• Auto loan 
• Credit builder loan 
• Credit card 
• Mortgage 
• Secured credit card 

• Money or wire transfer service 
• 
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Review details of the products and services that you’re considering. 
Learn about how each works and where they’re offered. 

Consider this option 
if you want... 

How it works 
Where it’s 
offered 

529 Plan • To save for education 
and training costs for 
you or your child 

• Savings plan that goes into 

• Can be used to pay for 

training expenses for yourself 
or dependent children 

• If used for other purposes, 

• Financial 

• 
state’s 

state’s 
contact 

at 
college 

Auto loan • To buy a car or truck 

• To build a credit 
history 

• 
or used car or truck 

• 

• Loan is secured by the car 
or truck as collateral, so 
if you default on the loan 
your car or truck could be 
repossessed 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Car dealer 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Auto  
title loan 

• 
quickly 

• 

your car or truck until you 
repay it 

• 
to 50 percent of the car’s 
total value 

• 
or all at once 

• If you’re unable to pay, 
lender can repossess your 
car and sell it 

• Online 
lender 

• Title loan 

Bill  
payment 
services 

• 

• To pay bills online 

device (see Module 4: 

• Pay your bill online through 

person (at a location like a 
grocery store or large retail 

• Offered as a feature of 

help you pay your bills 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Check 
cashing 
store 

• Grocery, 
retail, or 
other store 

• Online 
provider 

• Prepaid 
card 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

of deposit 
(CD) 

• A secure place to keep 

• To build savings 

• 

• 

• Pay penalty to withdraw your 

• Bank or 
credit union 

Check 
cashing 
service 

• To turn your paycheck 
into cash 

• Receive cash for your 

depositing it into an account 

• Often charged a fee 

• Don’t have to have a 
checking account 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Check 
cashing 
store 

• Grocery, 
retail, or 
other store 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Checking 
account 

• A secure place to keep 

• 
without carrying cash 
or going into debt 

• 

• To pay bills online 

device (see Module 4: 

• 

• To have your paycheck 
directly deposited 

• 

branch or at an ATM using 
your debit card 

• Pay for things by writing 
checks or using a debit card 

• Keep track of your balance 
to avoid overdraft fees or 
bounced checks with fees 
when there isn’t enough 

withdrawals 

• Usually includes access to 

• Deposits are insured in case 
your bank fails 

• You have federal rights if 

through error or theft 

• Bank or 
credit union 

Credit 
builder loan 

• To build a credit 
history 

• 
repay before you get access 

• 

credit scores 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• 
organization 

Credit card • 
quickly 

• To build a credit 
history 

• 

• 

is repaid 

• Charged interest if you don't 
pay your balance in full each 

• May charge an annual fee 

• Credit card 

• Large gas 
station 
chain (gas 

• Large retail 
store (store 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Money 
order 

• • Like a check, except you pay 

upfront when you get it 

• No checking account needed 

• Usually available only in 

• Used to guarantee a 

because it’s already been 

purchase 

• Can be cancelled or reissued 
if it gets lost or stolen 

• Can be harder to prove 

isn’t a bank record that it  
was cashed (like a check  

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Check 
cashing 
store 

• U.S. Postal 
Service 

Money 
or wire 
transfer 
service 

• • 
to another person or place 

• Often charged a fee 

• Depending on which  
service you use, delivery 

person’s bank account, 

a participating location 

• Depending on which service 
you use, pay for it with cash, 
credit card, debit card, 

bank account 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Check 
cashing 
store 

• Grocery, 
retail, or 
other store 

• Online 
provider 

200 



Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Mortgage • To buy a house • 
build a house 

• 

• Loan is secured by the house 
as collateral, so if you default 
on the loan your house could 
go into foreclosure 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Mortgage 
broker 

• Online 
lender 

Pawn loan • 
quickly 

• Paid cash in exchange 

shop keeps (like jewelry or 

• 

• If loan isn’t paid back as 
agreed, shop can sell the 

• Pawn shop 

Payday 
loan 

• 
quickly 

• 

repaid plus fees when you 
get your paycheck 

• Lender either cashes a 

electronically debits the 

due (usually two weeks after 

• If loan isn’t repaid as agreed, 

by paying another fee 

• Payday loan 
provider 

• 
or credit 
unions 
(usually 
called 

rather than 
a payday 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Payroll 
card 

• To have your paycheck 
directly deposited 

• 
or wages onto a prearranged 
prepaid card where you can 
access the funds 

• Can use like a prepaid or 
debit card and accepted at 

• May have service fees or 
inactivity fees 

• 
protections in case of 
electronic error or theft 

• 
at least one other way to 
receive your salary or wages 

• 
working 
with a 

institution 
that 
provides the 
card 

Peer-
to-peer 
transfer 
service 

• • Service allowing you to 
electronically transfer funds 
to another person 

• Send and receive funds 

• May be charged a fee 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Online 
provider 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Prepaid 
card 

• A secure place to keep 

• 
without carrying cash 
or going into debt 

• An easy way to pay 

• To pay bills online 

device (see Module 4: 

• 

• To have your paycheck 
directly deposited 

• To set aside funds for 

• 
or loaded in advance that’s 
stored on a card 

• 

• 

• 
savings wallet feature that 
allow you to save for your 
goals 

• 
case the bank that offers the 
card fails 

• 
lost electronically through 
error or theft 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Check 
cashing 
store 

• Grocery, 
retail, or 
other store 

• Online 
provider 

Savings 
account 

• A secure place to keep 

• To have your paycheck 
directly deposited 

• To build savings 

• Deposit and withdraw  

when you want 

• Earns interest 

• 

• Not intended for frequent 
transactions 

• Deposits are insured in case 
your bank fails 

• You have federal rights 

electronically through error 
or theft 

• Bank or 
credit union 
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Consider this option Where it’s 
How it works 

if you want... offered 

Secured 
credit card 

• To build a credit 
history 

• 

deposit you’ve already paid 

• Charged interest if you don't 
pay your balance in full each 

• Many charge an annual fee 

• 

credit cards 

• Bank or 
credit union 

• Credit card 

204 



 GETTING STARTED 

choose the one that works best for you. 

different factors. 

What to do 
• Choose at least two companies to evaluate. 

• Read through the list of questions

• Make notes 

• Compare the companies 
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What to ask when Comparing

1. 

2. 

you’re considering. 

3. 

4. 

For bank accounts with debit cards 

QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Fees and 
other costs 

Is there a fee for going below 

Is there a fee for using 

Is there a fee for inactivity on 

Will I earn interest on  
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QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Services 
offered 

Do they offer check cashing, 

accounts that don’t offer 

Are there convenient, free 
ATMs located near where I 

day by phone, online, or with 

If I get a checking account, 

account to avoid paying 

How often will I receive 

choose between paper and 

Do they offer additional 
services like notary services 
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QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Security 

Other 

For credit cards 

QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Fees and 
other costs 

What are the fees associated 
with the card (annual fee, late 

What is the APR, or annual 

so, what will the new APR be 

Are there fees to use the card 

Services 
offered 
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QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Other 

For loans

QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Fees and 
other costs 

What are the fees associated 

What is the interest rate on 

Services 
offered 

How long will it take before 

Can I choose the length of 

Other 
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For money transfer services 

QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Fees and 
other costs or costs for exchanging 

What ways can I pay for  

Services 
offered 

How convenient is it for 
the recipient to receive the 

Other 

For prepaid cards 

QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Fees and 
other costs 

What are the ways I can add 
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QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Is there a fee for inactivity (or 

Services 
offered 

Can I use the card at ATMs 
that are convenient for 

I can spend or withdraw in a 

Does the prepaid card have 
a savings wallet feature that 
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QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1 COMPANY 2 

Security 

Other 

Friendliness, convenience, and access 

QUESTIONS TO ASK COMPANY 1: COMPANY 2 

Friendliness 

Are the people I've dealt with 

Convenience Do they have locations close 

Access 

Are there people to answer 

or online chat when I need 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Opening a checking or  
savings account 

Showing up prepared to the bank or credit union when you’re ready to open an account 

you sign your paperwork. 

What to do 
• Gather your documents.

• Bring the required amount of money to open the account. You’ll usually need 

• Get all the facts. Call the bank or credit union or do research online to answer the 
questions in the checklist. Make sure you know how the account works and what fees 
are involved. 

A step further 
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Gather what you need before Opening
a checking or savings account 

1. 
down any questions you have. 

2. 

WHAT I NEED TO OPEN AN ACCOUNT QUESTIONS I HAVE 

A picture ID issued by a state, or the U.S. or foreign 

• Social Security card 
• 

• 

 Money to put into the account 

QUESTIONS I WILL ASK THE BANK OR CREDIT UNION RESPONSES 
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QUESTIONS I WILL ASK THE BANK OR CREDIT UNION RESPONSES 

Are there convenient, free ATMs located near where I live, 
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 GETTING STARTED 

Avoiding checking account fees 

What to do 
• Identify a strategy for reducing fees that you want to try. 

• Implement that strategy. 

• pick a new one
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Avoiding checking 
account fees 

1. Read the different strategies for reducing or avoiding checking account fees. 

2. 

3. 

STRATEGY TIPS FOR AVOIDING FEES NEXT STEPS 

I’ll keep track of  
my checking  
account balance and 
never spend more 
than I have available. 

• Track when you write a check, 
use your debit card, or pay a bill 

than you have 
• Make sure you don’t go 

which can lead to fees 
• Monitor your account online or 

• Ask your bank when the funds 

you deposit until you know it's 
available in your account 

you’ll track your balance  
(like a checkbook or 

I’ll set up a low-
balance alert with 
my bank. 

• 
your account balance drops 

you know when you’re close to 

• Get alerts if there’s a scheduled 

account doesn’t have enough to 
cover it  

Ask your bank if they offer 
balance alerts and how 

could save you a fee for a 
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STRATEGY TIPS FOR AVOIDING FEES NEXT STEPS 

I will see if I can get 
a low-fee or free 
checking account. 

• 

balance or signing up for 
services like direct deposit 

• Ask about senior accounts, 
student accounts, and basic 
checking accounts that often 

Ask your bank if you qualify 

I won’t opt in to 
services that allow 
ATM withdrawals and 
debit card purchases 
to overdraw my 
account, causing it  
to dip below $0. 

• If you’ve already opted in to this 
service, you can opt out 

• Keep an eye on your checks and 

be charged fees for overdrafts 
caused by checks or online bill 

Check with your bank or 
credit union to see if you’re 
opted in, and, if you are, ask 
to opt out. 

I’ll link my checking 
account to my  
savings account. 

• Link your savings account to your 

pay a transfer fee, but it’s usually 

• Make sure you’re asking for  
the right service. This one 
is often known as overdraft 
protection (which is different 
than opt in services that allow 
ATM withdrawals and debit  
card purchases to overdraw 

Check with your bank 
or credit union to see if 
overdraft protection linked 
to your savings account is 

the transfer fees are. If you 
don’t already have a savings 
account, you would have to 
open one. 
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STR ATEGY TIPS FOR AVOIDING FEES NEXT STEPS 

I’ll visit only ATMs in 
my bank’s network. 

• If you have to use an ATM that 
charges a fee, reduce fees by 

the week, rather than visiting the 

Use your bank’s website 

ATMs near where you live, 
work, or shop. There’s 
usually no charge for  
using ATMs within your 
bank’s network. 

I’ll open and review 
all of my mail, both 
electronic and paper, 
from my bank or 
credit union. 

• 

they're correct and you aren’t 
being charged extra fees 

• Make sure you’re up to date  
with what fees the bank or  
credit union charges for your 
account. You have the right to 
receive written notice if your 

fees, or certain other account 

reviewing your paper 

anything—and report  
any transactions you  
didn’t authorize or other 

I’ll make sure I have 
enough money in 
my account before I 
write checks or have 
automatic payments 
scheduled. 

• Avoid overdrawing your account 
by linking your savings account 
to your checking account. This 

your bank and bounced check 

transfer fee 

due date for a bill or delay a 
purchase until you have the 

219 



 GETTING STARTED 

Evaluating your prepaid or payroll card 

Each prepaid and payroll card has its own set of rules and fees. Before you use your card, 

the cost of a card to the costs of a bank or credit union account. 

What to do 
• 

• Find the terms and fees for your prepaid or payroll card. These are usually on the 
back or inside of the card packaging. 

• Get all the facts. Make sure you have all the answers about how the card works and 
what fees are involved. Consider researching prepaid cards online, so you can read 
about all the features before you buy it. 

A step further 
A prepaid or payroll card can also give you the services that you would get with a debit 
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DEFINITIONS OF COMMON PREPAID CARD FEES 
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Additional card For a second card when adding another person as an authorized user 
to your account 

ATM withdrawal 
depending on if the ATM is within your card provider’s network or not 

Balance inquiry 

Bill payment 
charged a fee for each bill paid 

Card cancellation 

Card replacement 

Card-to-card transfer 

Cash reload 

Decline 

Foreign transaction When you use your card in a foreign country or to pay in a  
foreign currency 

Inactivity 

Monthly 

Paper statement 

Transaction 



Learn about fees by Evaluating your
prepaid or payroll card 

1. 
answer the questions about fees and  
card protections. 

2. Write in the response for each question.  

3. 
of having and using your card. 

Don’t forget to register your prepaid card to 
get all the protections offered. 

Notes 

What’s the fee to withdraw money from an ATM that’s 

Things to consider: 

What’s the fee for reloading my prepaid card with cash at a  

Things to consider: Many retail stores don’t allow you to reload 

a fee. Most prepaid cards provide other options for loading 

Payroll cards usually don’t allow you to reload with cash. 

What’s the fee for spending or withdrawing money in 

Things to consider: Also called a currency conversion fee, this 
is usually a percentage of your purchase, withdrawal, or other 
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Notes 

Things to consider: Most cards offer at least one free way to 

Things to consider: 

other transactions, without a fee. 

Notes 

Things to consider: 

Things to consider: 
your card account depend on what type of card it is, whether 
its been registered, and how quickly you report the loss after 
you discover it. Call your provider right away if your card or 
PIN is lost or stolen or if you see unauthorized charges. 

What protections do I have if there are charges I didn't 

Things to consider: If your card is registered (or is a payroll 
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Notes 

Things to consider: 

deposited into your account. Payroll cards usually don’t 

Will I be charged a fee if I don’t use my card for a certain 

Things to consider: If your card charges inactivity fees, try to 
see what kinds of transactions or activity you can conduct to 
avoid the fee. Many cards don’t charge inactivity fees. 

What’s the fee if I get an additional card for an  

Things to consider: 

an authorized user to your account. Any new authorized users 

their identity. 

Things to consider: 
funds on your card before you cancel the card to avoid a 
potential fee for sending you any unused funds. Most cards 
don’t charge to cancel the account. 
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Notes 

What’s the fee for paying bills through my card  

Things to consider: Consider whether there are free ways to 
pay your bills, such as setting it up for the biller to debit your 
card account. 

Things to consider: Not all card providers allow you to 

Is there a fee if my transaction is declined because there’s 

Things to consider: To avoid a decline fee, check your card 

between a “pay-as-you-go” plan that charges a fee per 

Things to consider: 
plan that charges transaction fees and one that charges a 

the other. 

Things to consider:
feature that allows you to save for your goals. 
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Knowing your prepaid card rights 

You have certain rights under 

know your rights and how to 

YOU'LL HAVE THE MOST PROTECTION IF 
YOU REGISTER YOUR PREPAID CARD 

until it's registered. Instructions for how to 
register your card are usually provided on the 
card packaging. Registration provides you with 

to register your card and verify your identity 
when you buy or receive the prepaid card, or 
soon after. 

CHOOSING HOW YOU GET PAID 

offers to pay your wages by payroll card, you 

direct deposit to an account of your choosing 
(such as a checking or savings account or 

to choose between a payroll card and  
direct deposit. 

CHOOSING HOW YOU RECEIVE SOME 
GOVERNMENT BENEFITS 

into your bank account or onto your own 
prepaid card. 

PROTECTIONS FROM FRAUD AND ERRORS 

in case of an unauthorized transaction or other 
error if you have registered your card (or if it's 

responsible for unauthorized charges or 

investigation will take longer than 10 business 
days. You should call your card provider as 
soon as you notice your card is missing or 
notice charges you don’t recognize. 
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Sending money abroad 

You have certain rights and 
protections when you send 

friends, or others outside of the United States. 

CERTAIN FEDERAL PROTECTIONS APPLY IF 
YOU SEND MONEY ABROAD 

• 
the provider 

• 

• 

• The exchange rate 
• 

abroad and certain other institutions 
involved in the transfer process 

• 

foreign taxes or fees that are charged to 

• 

After you send money, the provider must 
generally provide you with a receipt, which 
includes all of the information just described, 
as well as: 

• 
available at its destination 

• 

the recipient 
• Instructions on your right to cancel transfers 
• What to do in case of an error 
• 

and website 
• 

that regulates the provider and the CFPB,  

• If you scheduled the transfer at least three 
business days in advance, or are scheduling 
a series of transfers, the date on which the 

You have the right to cancel. You’ll typically 

to cancel the transaction with no charge, unless 
the transfer has already been picked up or 
deposited into the recipient’s account. If you 
scheduled your transfer in advance, to cancel 

least three business days before the transfer  
is scheduled. 
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You have the right to have errors resolved. 

or have the transfer sent again. 

the laws in your state. 

• 

• 

• 
foreign country 

The federal protections don’t apply to transfers 
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MODULE 9 

Protecting your Money 
Learn about ways you can protect yourself and your 

At a glance 

 Protecting your identity 

 How to handle identity theft 

 

 Submitting a complaint 

Introduction 

products and services. It’s the CFPB’s job to enforce these laws and handle 
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other things. You want to fully understand what you’re buying and that it’s the right 

• 

• 

• 
yourself to an adviser, ask questions: 

• 

• 

• 

• 
questions like: 

• 

• 

appears too good to be true, it probably is. 
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debt collector. 

Here’s how you can tell you’re dealing with the actual debt collector, not  

• 
directly. Instead, they’ll tell you to pay the IRS electronically, or send a check, 

• 
always speak with a live operator. 

• 

To report identity theft or learn more about how to protect yourself, visit 
. 

• 

• 

• 
returns with little or no risk. 

• 
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. 

• Don’t invest in anything unless you fully understand the deal. Consider running 

• 
research the people involved and the nature of the deal or job. If you don’t 

involved in the deal at all. 

• 

You can say no 

If people are pressuring you on the phone, you don’t have to continue the call. This 
is especially true if they're trying to verbally coerce you into buying, donating to, or 

your credit card. 
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To avoid phishing: 

• 

• 
you didn't expect to receive. 

• 

that the site is secure. 

A secure website has: 

• 

• 

• 

only sharing it with a person you trust because you have a reason to share it. 

checking 

online to help warn others. 
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What's inside 

product or service. 

10 MINUTES EACH 

• Read the "Protecting your identity" handout for ways to guard yourself against 
identity theft 

• Review the "How to handle identity theft" handout to learn what steps to take if 
your identity has been stolen 

• Study the "

• Learn how "Submitting a complaint
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Protecting your identity. 

Help keep your identity safe by 
practicing online security and 

or put charges on your existing accounts 

Identity theft, fraud, and data breaches affect 

the real world. 

CHECK YOUR CREDIT REPORT 

Check your credit report at all three nationwide 

website . If you 
see anything in your report that’s incorrect 
or suspicious, contact the credit reporting 

about past or future identity theft, you can also 

See Module 7: Understanding Credit Reports 

You can also opt out of receiving offers for 
credit or insurance, known as prescreened 

offers. This can help prevent credit or insurance 

other people’s hands—these offers can then be 

at 

offers, you can still apply for credit when you 
want it by contacting the lender directly or 
applying online. 

LIMIT ACCESS TO YOUR INFORMATION 

at . This will create 
fewer opportunities for thieves to steal your 

. 
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credit card. 

Use a shredder, scissors, or your hands to 

cancelled credit cards or debit cards. 

when it’s absolutely necessary. Often when 

PRACTICE ONLINE SECURIT Y 

Make sure passwords are long and include 

Don’t include any words that can be found in 

The best practice is to have a different 

initiated the contact or know for certain with 

If secure, the website address will start with 
https, not http.
near the web address ( . A secure website is 

guard down just because you see the "https" 

your password, always log off any website you 
signed into, and close the browser before you 

Passcode protect your phone and tablet. 

Financial institutions will never 
ask for personal information via email. 
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How to handle identity theft 

Here’s what you can do if you 

identity theft or fraud. 

ORDER YOUR CREDIT REPORTS FROM ALL 
THREE NATIONWIDE CREDIT REPORTING 
COMPANIES 

further action. 

See Module 7: Understanding Credit Reports 
and Scores for tools that can help you order, 

credit reports. 

REPORT IDENTIT Y THEFT 

Report identity theft to the Federal Trade 
 or 

about what happened and they'll use your 

• Create a personal recovery plan 

• 
and others affected by the identity theft 

• 

Report in place of a police report to clear your 

account and credit history of transactions that 

Contact the police to report identity theft if: 

• 
that could help a police investigation 

• 
stop or any encounter with police 

• If you're asked to produce a police report 

CONSIDER A CREDIT PROTECTION TOOL 

There are three types of credit protection tools 

ecurity freeze, an initial fraud 
alert, or an extended fraud alert. 

SECURIT Y FREEZE 

A freeze on your credit report generally 

authorization. 

as easily if you were planning to open a new 
account or apply for a loan. 
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INITIAL FRAUD ALERT 

An initial fraud alert requires creditors to verify 
your identity before opening a new account, 
issuing an additional card, or increasing the 

The alert lasts for one year and can be renewed 
after it expires. 

EXTENDED FRAUD ALERT 

An extended fraud alert requires creditors to 
contact you before approving credit and lasts 
for seven years. It also requires credit reporting 

an identity theft report with one of the three 

CREDIT PROTECTION AND REQUIREMENTS. 
SECURIT Y 
FREEZE. 

INITIAL 
ALERT. 

EXTENDED 
ALERT. 

Lender is required to verify your identity before 
approving new credit   

 

people who use your credit report   

  
Requires an identity theft report  
Extra free credit report   

 
Free in every state    

CONTACT INFO FOR THE THREE NATIONWIDE CREDIT REPORTING COMPANIES 

Equifax Security Freeze 
P.O. Box 105788  
Atlanta, Georgia 30348 

Experian Security Freeze 
P.O. Box 9554 
Allen, TX 75013 

freeze 

Transunion 
P.O. Box 2000 
Chester, PA 19016 
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RED FL AG. DESCRIPTION. 

Pressured sales tactics You’re pressured to purchase things or take out loans you don’t 
want or can’t afford 

No consistency Different staff or salespeople are telling you different things 

Won’t put it in writing 
ask for it 

Unexplained fees No one can explain what certain fees are for or what they pay for 

No clear cancellation or 
return policy able to return a product or cancel a purchase 

interest rates 

Pushed to purchase 

take a day to think about it, be suspicious 

Steering and coercing Aggressive sales tactics are used to steer and coerce you toward 

the sales pitch 
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RED FL AG. DESCRIPTION. 

don’t understand 

Additional insurance and 

the life of the loan 

if the borrower pays off a loan early 
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Submitting a complaint 

CFPB and we’ll work to get you                

products and services. 

THE COMPL AINT PROCESS 

several steps. 

1. Complaint submitted 

 to track 

2. Review and route 

be better able to assist, we’ll forward your 

3. Company response 

reports back about the steps taken or that 
will be taken on the issue you identify in your 

4. Complaint published 

consent, we also publish your description of 

5. Consumer review 

responds. You’ll be able to review the 

process. 

HOW TO SUBMIT A COMPL AINT 

Online  

 

 

P.O. Box 2900 
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 DISCL AIMER 

on the outside site, or products or services offered on the outside site. The CFPB has 

also serve your needs. 
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