Dollars & $ense:  A Community Based Financial Program in Limestone County

A community-wide coalition saw the need for financial management education in Limestone County.   A group consisting of nine agencies met on a regular basis in early 2008 to establish a long-term financial management program.  Agencies involved included the Alabama Cooperative Extension System, Alabama Department of Human Resources, Alabama Department of Public health; Athens-Limestone County Family Resource Center; Athens State University; Calhoun Community College; Habitat for Humanity Athens/Limestone County; Limestone County Council on Again; and United Way of Athens – Limestone County.  Betty Ann Broman, County Extension Coordinator for Limestone County represented the Alabama Cooperative Extension System during these planning meetings.
After extensive needs assessments, a long-term program called Financial $ense was developed.  The class was designed to target ‘working poor’ families, and participating agencies and some larger local employers (i.e. Steelcase) identified potential families to participate in the program.  The program was designed to last ten months, with eighteen sessions.  Sessions were planned for the second and fourth Tuesdays from 5 to 6:30 p.m.  Athens State University provided a classroom for no charge.

In order to make a program of this magnitude successful, the clients needed to have logistical support.  Providing childcare and an evening meal was seen as a reason that some families might not be able to attend.   Free child care was provided through the Limestone county Family Resource Center.  Various United Way supporters funded meals for both the children and families at all sessions.  

Invitations were went to selected families in Limestone County in July announcing the program.  An orientation for those interested was conducted in late July and those interested were asked to complete an application, which included an interview and financial profile.

Classes actually started on August 12.  Nine families actually started the program;  three more joined at the second session.  Unfortunately, several families were lost due to personal circumstances.

Betty Ann Broman with the Alabama cooperative Extension System, designed a curriculum especially for this program and this targeted clientele.  The eighteen sessions identified are:  

· Money & Values

· Goal Setting & Money through the Lifespan

· Budgeting, Part I

· Family Money issues

· Wants & Needs & Year-end Planning

· Recordkeeping

· The Banker Speaks (Guest speaker)

· Stretching the Dollar

· Food Shopping

· Your Credit History

· Credit & Debt

· Budgeting, Part 2

· Predatory Lending

· Insurance & Risk

· Identity Theft

· Savings Strategies

· Legal Issues

· Back to our Goals:  Looking to the Future

Speakers for the programs primarily consisted of staff members with the Alabama cooperative Extension System.  In 2008, Betty Ann Broman and REA Theresa Jones and Shirley Whitten taught most of the classes.  One guest speaker (a local banker) gave one presentation.

As of this writing (December 2008), the program is half finished.  Nine sessions have been completed.  A multi-agency meeting was held in mid-December to assess the progress and evaluate plans for continuation of the program in 2009.  It was decided that the 10-month duration is too long for most of this clientele.  Two more sessions will be taught in 2009:  Credit & Predatory Lending. 

Clients have provided both verbal and written feedback on the financial progress they have made as a result of this class.  Participants have indicted the following:

· Improved tracking where money is being spent.  They have been surprised at how ‘small amounts’ add up and have a major impact on their overall financial condition.

· Reduced impulse buying.  Based on the tracking of spending, participants are not only more aware of these spending practices, but have reduced the amount of impulse spending, resulting in more money available for priority needs.

· Reduced credit.  Several of the clients have been battling over-whelming credit problems.  They have stated they have learned how to reduce their debt by paying off this debt as well as avoiding incurring additional debt.

· Planning practices improved.  Clients reported that they have learned to plan ahead for the unexpected.  For example, two families work construction and have had reduced income/work in late 2008 (due to both weather and housing downturn).  They indicated that because of this class, they had set some money aside (from overtime worked earlier in the year) to be prepared for the leaner months.
· Increased self discipline in spending practices.  Clients indicated they now think twice before spending discretionary money.  They also indicated that they are more careful with all of their spending and feel an improved overall awareness of their spending and financial condition.

This program will be completed in early 2009 and additional in-depth assessments will be done with families.  Limestone County agencies will the meet to make decisions on future financial programs for this group as well as other targeted families. 

