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Introduction

The overall goal of Four Cornerstones of Financial  
Wellness is to help households build financial resiliency. 
This curriculum is designed to assist front-line social 
service workers with educating and coaching groups 
and/or individuals about financial wellness so that they 
can withstand the ups and downs of irregular income 
and navigate the financial realities of the modern 
economy. With a growing wealth and income gap, along 
with great racial disparities in the U.S. today, many 
households deal with unpredictable work hours, low 
or irregular wages and a lack of work supports (e.g., 
affordable child care, health care and housing) that 
create financial insecurity. As of this writing, nearly 72 
percent of American households are living paycheck-to-
paycheck. Households are bombarded with offers for 
quick cash and easy credit that can give them the “good 

life”, but create a cycle of debt and discouragement. As 
a front-line person sharing information, you are part of 
the movement for economic justice.

Whether teaching a group or coaching one-to-one it is 
important to remember that we are all in this together. 
Flat wages and higher costs have put more households 
into a “struggling” situation. Other households may be 
stable, but are one paycheck away from going back to 
struggling. Even more common are households that 
move between struggling and stable multiple times all in 
the course of a month. Because of this there is no one 
right way to manage money. The important thing is for 
families and individuals to have plans in place so they 
can survive these waves.
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As you start with a new class, or a new coaching 
relationship, spend a few minutes framing the  
meaning of this work. Many adults feel a sense of 
personal deficiency, shame and/or embarrassment 
about their finances which can lead to defensiveness 
or feeling judged. Your role is to provide a judgment-
free zone to help them reach their goals, no matter 
what you may think of those goals. It’s important to 
recognize and acknowledge the innate strengths and 

skills each of us brings to the table as well as the 
current and historical state of inequality in our system.

The adult learner principles listed on the next page 
are your keys to success. Financial education’s best 
tools are experiential – making learning fun, less 
intimidating and bringing abstract concepts down  
to earth.

Budgeting to Create Savings

Debt Reduction  
and Asset Building

Building a Good  
Credit Rating

Consumer Protection  
 and Financial Institutions

The Four Cornerstones of Financial Wellness

Some Techniques Include:
•  Learning circles to tap group knowledge, peer bonding, leveling 

and participation.
•  Writing out examples or using videos to make concepts 

become “real-life” so people can see how it works.
•  Small group exercises and games to add energy and fun and 

allow a non-boring review of ideas.
•  Simulation timelines to show how choices and financial 

consequences work over time.
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Using Adult Learner Principles in Financial Wellness Training and Coaching

Adult learners are different than children in many ways, including:1

• They need to know why they should learn something.
• They need internal motivation.
• They want to know how learning something will help  
 them specifically.
• They bring prior knowledge, skills and experience to the table.
• They are self-directed and want to take charge of their learning.
• They learn best from task-oriented training that aligns with  
 their goals and realities.

Here are two more principles to keep in mind specifically in a  
group setting:

1. Adults overcome challenges easiest with the support of their peers.
 
 Suggested Technique: Structure trainings to promote dialogue and sharing. This puts everyone  
 on the same level as they see others try too.

2. Adults need leaders who establish a welcoming and safe in-class environment.
 
 Suggested Technique: Be direct in explaining confidentiality by saying, “The personal stories we  
 share in this room need to stay in this room,” or “Outside of class, feel free to talk about your  
 own experiences, but let’s agree not to tell other people’s stories so we can build trust together.”

Whether you are working with a group or with individuals, it’s important to understand the techniques  
that will be most meaningful:

• Building an alliance, or relationship, with your group or client.
• Creating an agenda with the group or client – what are their short and long-term goals?
• Exploring individual motivations and challenges in order to find their “why.”
• Setting action steps on goals and tracking progress.

One Last Note on Succeeding with Adult Learners

Keep in mind the key role that inspiration plays to help people who feel  
discouraged and face grim financial realities (low or flat wages, poor credit 
scores, high debt loads and debt collectors calling, unsure who to trust for 
help, feeling trapped and ashamed) to feel equal, part of and hopeful about 
a better future.

1    https://www.wgu.edu/blog/adult-learning-theories-principles2004.html#close

https://www.wgu.edu/blog/adult-learning-theories-principles2004.html#close
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The Learning Circle Method

The learning circle method taps into attendees’ life experiences by having participants share stories in a circle  
exercise. This structured exercise minimizes discomfort about being perceived as stupid or “less than,” since  
universal themes emerge quickly, and everyone is a de facto equal with life experiences to share. While learning  
circles have been used by many different cultures and disciplines (e.g. counseling, social work, organizing, etc.)  
it’s relevant to recognize and acknowledge the influence of Native American cultural customs in this practice.

The format is to ask the group to reflect on a financial topic (see examples below), and then each person shares 
one story or experience they have had about that subject. The exercise starts with the leader, who models  
openness in sharing, and continues around the circle until each person has shared. It may be helpful to pass an 
object, which the sharer holds, then passes on. The leader may need to gently remind some participants to limit 
sharing times to a minute or two, while tactfully encouraging reluctant sharers that their experiences are equally  
as valuable to the group. It is helpful to emphasize that differences in the group are useful and okay. It also may  
be useful to state aloud some ideas about levels of self-disclosure and confidentiality.

The results of the learning circle may include:

•  Adults are more willing to learn from you after they tell you how  
it’s been for them.

•  Adults find it safer to challenge their old money habits after  
group reflection.

•  Sharing of experiences creates group member bonding and  
peer support networking.

• It encourages dialogue versus a passive lecture format.
•  It creates an atmosphere of equality and openness which  

minimizes money shame.
• After initial anxiety, leaders get energized by remarkable stories.

•  What’s one thing you 
learned about money 
when you were a child?

•  When you think about 
your future, what do 
you want most for 
yourself, financially?

•  From where you are 
now, to where you want 
to be financially, what’s 
one challenge you will  
need to tackle in order 
to make that goal 
happen?

•  What’s one of the best 
ways you know to 
teach children good 
money habits?

•  What’s one thing you 
learned about insurance 
in your life experience?

•  What’s one experience 
you’ve had where 
you noticed that the 
rules of money have 
changed a lot from the 
old rules that were true 
in your parents’ time?

•  What’s one mistake you 
made with money, and 
what did you learn?

•  What’s one time in your 
life when you did not 
have $1,000 in savings, 
but if you had had it, 
that $1,000 would have 
made all the difference?

•  What’s one example 
of a community asset 
(person, organization, 
culture) you are grateful 
for, and who is one 
person you can be an 
asset for by sharing 
the information you’re 
learning?

Sample Questions 
to Use in Learning 
Circles
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The financial coaching process consists of four parts: Alliance, Agenda, Awareness and Action2.

2    Credit to: A|4 Financial Coaching Process; Peggy Olive, Financial Capability Specialist; UW-Madison Center for Financial Security, 2020

The Financial Coaching Relationship

When in a coaching relationship, it is imperative to build trust and to understand the role of a coach is not to be an 
expert on what’s best for the individual. The role of a coach is to listen to the person and ask powerful questions 
that help them identify their goals and competencies.

Financial coaches bring a personal finance perspective to their coaching and therefore need to be knowledgeable 
in financial capability. There are six competencies that are important for financial coaching. 

These are:

Alliance
iS about building a coaching 
relationship with the client.

Agenda
is about defining the client’s 
short and long-term goals.

Awareness
involves exploring the client’s moti-
vation and challenges.

Action
focuses on increasing positive 
financial behaviors.

• Goal setting.
•  Maximizing  

income.
• Spending.
• Saving.
• Borrowing.
• Protecting.

These are all topics that are covered in the Four Cornerstones curriculum. In this leader’s guide, you will also learn 
how to apply these competencies in both coaching individuals and teaching groups.
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Key concepts and exercises:

• Introduce the Financial Wellness Pyramid focusing on one level at a time.
• Discuss goal setting approaches that help individuals discover the “why” for budgeting.
• Teach the parts of a monthly budget: income, savings, debt reduction and spending plan.
•  Emphasize the savings plan ideas and the importance of paying yourself first, at any income.  

Use the “What If” Savings Exercise.
• Determine the items needed in the Put and Take Account to plan for periodic expenses.
•  Create an example of a Spending Plan to show how to catch up on overdue rent or bills.  

Use the Pay Day Planner if helpful.
• Discuss the “brain tricks” to help with decision making.

Do a learning circle early on to bond the group by asking, 
“What’s one thing you learned about money when you were  
a child?” Discuss what experiences they heard in common.

Have them fill out one of the handouts listed below to start  
their own spending plan.

Handouts:
• Monthly Income Tracker (fillable)
• Pay Day Planner (fillable)
• Envelope System

Coaching tools:
• “What If” Savings Exercise
• Financial Goal Setting Wheel
• Action Planning Tool

Objectives:
1. Understand the four parts of a budget.
2.  Start building financial resiliency through savings.
3. Manage choices about money.
4.  Use “brain tricks” to control spending and reach goals.

Cornerstone One:  

Budgeting to Create Savings

Group Exercise Ideas

https://youtu.be/4ztt1YWFDq4
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“What If” Savings Exercise

Have individuals pull out a pencil and piece of paper. This is an internal exercise and not to be shared in a group 
setting out loud. Pause at least 30 seconds between each question to allow time for reflection.

Think about a time when an unexpected expense came up over the past year:

• What was the expense?
• How much did it cost?
• How did you feel when it came up?
• How did you cover the expense?

Next, imagine an emergency coming up in the next few months:

• What kind of emergency could you imagine happening?
• How would you feel?
• How would you pay for it?

Based on your previous experiences, how much would you need to have on 
hand to free yourself from worry? Write that amount down.

How much would you need to save per pay period or month to build that  
cushion over the course of a year?

Now you have a savings goal!

Potential next steps:

• Open a savings account.
• Set up direct deposit from paycheck to savings.
• If no direct deposit, set up automatic transfers from checking to savings.
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Important Note About Cornerstone Two: There is a thin line between teaching about building assets and giving  
investment advice. It is not appropriate to give specific advice on where or how to invest. In many instances investing 
may not even be on the radar, and that’s okay. You are planting a seed with the basic information and resources.

Key concepts and exercises:
• Discuss specific strategies for each type of debt. Refer to the curriculum.

o Medical debts: exploring charity care and self-run payment plans.
o Credit card debts: pay more than the minimum, debt snowball and debt management plans.
o Student loan debts: repayment plans including income-based and forgiveness options.
o Income tax debts: the importance of filing, payment plans and taxpayer advocate help.
o Avoiding “last resort” options: shuffling debt, debt settlement services and bankruptcy.

• Teach about asset-building: Talk about assets as what you own, versus debts as what you owe.
o Discuss the difference between financial assets, interpersonal assets and community resources  
 and brainstorm examples of each. Share the concept that people can be quite rich in one area  
 of assets and not yet in others.

• Share retirement savings plans and investment strategies to grow your savings.
o Review The Rule of 72 and Compound Interest and how they help build wealth.
o Discuss dollar cost averaging and the importance of diversifying investments to maximize  
 growth and minimize risks.
o Watch the video “Should I Invest In Gold?” and have small groups discuss it.

• Refer to the Financial Wellness Pyramid: Spending less than you earn and having savings frees up money  
 to pay off debts – and once paid off – frees up money for longer term investments.

Use the Investment Exercise: Hypothetical Risk-Return Timeline as group activity.

Learning Circle questions: “What’s one experience you’ve had where you noticed  
that the rules of money have changed a lot from the rules that were true in your  
parents’ time?”

“What’s one example of a community asset (person, organization, cultural) I am  
grateful for, and who is one person I can be an asset for by sharing with them this  
financial information I’m learning?”

Resources:
• Minnesota Financial Planning Association: Pro-bono services available.
• Financial Planning Association: Find a Certified Financial Planner (CFP).
• The National Association of Personal Financial Advisers: Fee-based only Financial Advisors.

i

Objectives:
1.  Teach the general rules to follow regarding debt: Pay more than the minimum 

amount, don’t wait out your debts by ignoring them, and know your rights as well as 
how to deal with your debt.

2. Prioritize debts for planning purposes.
3.  Understand the pros and cons of dealing with certain types of debt.
4. Understand the different types of assets.
5. Understand the basic concepts of investing and create a strategy.

Cornerstone Two:  

Debt Reduction and Asset Building

Group Exercise Ideas

https://youtu.be/12FsjiVzTMA
https://youtu.be/wf91rEGw88Q
https://youtu.be/sB5ezRjQPk8
https://youtu.be/4ztt1YWFDq4
http://fpamn.org/consumers/
http://www.plannersearch.org/
http://www.napfa.org/
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Investment Exercise: Hypothetical Risk-Return Timeline

Explain that you are going to demonstrate how risks and returns work. You will start all together at one end of 
the room and go toward the other end on this twenty-year journey to see what happens.

Ask for four volunteers to each play one type of investment and follow these instructions below, written on a 
card you hand them. You walk them year by year through the simulation.

• Savings Account: Move ahead one step, only on even-numbered years.

• Rental Property: Move ahead one step each year.

• Stock Market: Move ahead three steps each year.

• Gold: Move ahead three steps only every fifth year.

At the end of the twenty-year journey, leave all four volunteers in place and use them as discussion points for  
observing group members to share the risks and rewards over a 20-year timeline.

Remind them that the best tools for growth over the long timeline may not be the best to use if you have a  
shorter time period, such as saving for a house down payment next year.

For shorter terms, it’s better to stick with 100% safe investments like savings accounts and CDs.
But for long-term goals like retirement savings, investing in the stock market in a diversified way like a  
total stock market mutual fund, can grow your savings much faster.

Years Events

1, 2, 3, 4 Follow the card for each year.

5 Interest rates are cut by the Federal Reserve Board three times, so rental property moves 
ahead five steps (cheap refi.), savings accounts sit still for years six and seven.

6, 7, 8, 9 Follow the card for each year, except for savings accounts which sit still in years  
six and seven.

10 Unforeseen crises result in a stock market plunge of 30% this year in a massive sell-off, 
while gold soars. Stock market move ten back, and gold moves ten forward.

11, 12, 13, 14 Follow the card for each year.

15
Stocks surge in a bull market, but gold plummets. A fire burns the rental property down and 
can’t be rented while being repaired! Rental takes five steps back, gold takes ten back, and 
stock market move ten forward.

16, 17, 18, 19 Follow the card for each year.

20 Inflation has eroded the dollar value of assets, so everyone must move five steps back.

Timeline events per year:
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Key concepts and exercises:

• Share the new importance of credit scores and how they are used to price loans, car insurance  
 premiums and are used by landlords to consider renters, and by employers to consider job  
 hires. Provide examples.
• Teach the rights under the Fair Credit Reporting Act, how to read reports and dispute any errors.
• Review the website to show how to get free credit reports.
• Draw the FICO credit score model as a pie chart, showing each of the five pieces that it uses.
• Discuss how to avoid for-fee credit repair scams. Emphasize the futility of “painting over rust”  
 and how there’s nothing these services can do that you cannot do yourself free.
• Also share the encouragement, “It doesn’t matter what your score is now, what matters is  
 where it’s headed.”

Lead the Race for Good Credit Simulation with four volunteers.

Use a learning circle to give voice to the complexity of credit:

“What is one way credit has changed from the previous  
generation to now?” “How does credit affect people’s lives?  
In what ways does the use of credit scores perpetuate inequity?”

Resources:
• Race for Good Credit Simulation.
• Credit Myths Debunked video.

Coaching tools:
• Ideal Self Destination.
• Future Me.

Objectives:
1. Understand the difference between credit reports and credit scores. 
2. Learn to read a credit report.
3. Understand the factors that make up credit scores.
4. Use factors to build good credit.

Cornerstone Three:  

Building a Good Credit Rating

Group Exercise Ideas
FICO has disclosed the basic structure  

of what makes up their credit score:

10%

10%

30%

35%

15%

Payment History (35%)

Credit Utilization (30%)

Length of Credit History (15%)

New Credit (10%)

Mix of Credit (10%)

http://annualcreditreport.com
https://youtu.be/TZiCzzSWSpE
https://youtu.be/b_xhSnOOa7U
https://youtu.be/b_xhSnOOa7U
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The Race for Good Credit Simulation

Preparation needed ahead of time:
Four index cards with the racer’s name and instructions on the front:

• Never Pay Narwhal (NPN): Take one step backward.
• Minimum Pay Mink (MPM): Take one step forward.
• Assertive Pay Alligator (APA): Take two steps forward.
• Zero Credit Use Zebra (ZCZ): Stand still, do not move.

Four index cards with the racer’s name and their final credit score to give to them later:
• Never Pay Narwhal: FICO score = 420
• Minimum Pay Mink: FICO score = 550
• Assertive Pay Alligator: FICO score = 750
• Zero Credit Use Zebra: FICO score “unrated” (or “credit invisible”)

1.      Select four volunteer “racers” to walk through a simulation of how credit scores work:
• Never Pay Narwhal: Often forgets to pay their credit card bills.
• Minimum Pay Mink: Pays only the minimum due each month.
• Assertive Pay Alligator: Always pays on time and pays it all off every month.
• Zero Credit Use Zebra: Uses cash and debit card only, no credit use.

2.        Have all four racers line up next to each other on a “starting line.”
         Have plenty of room to move forward or back; ask the racers to keep each “step” normal-size.

3.       Tell the racers that you will be leading a 12-month simulation to see what happens – for each “normal”  
month, they do what the card says – and you will add in a few “surprise” months. As you lead this, be friendly  
like a game-show host, to relax the racers – add humor and fun!

4.      Here are the twelve months of instructions to read aloud:

January
Regular, do what 
is on your card

February
Regular, do what 
is on your card

March: Surprise! Everyone receives Earned Income Credit tax 
refunds! MPM pays extra on their debt and NPN catches up 
their overdue debt payment, so each move three steps ahead. 
APA, ZCZ: Do what is on the card.

April
Regular, do what 
is on your card

May
Regular, do what 
is on your card

June: Surprise! MPM misplaces their bill, pays late, gets a late 
fee, so take two steps back. NPN, APA, ZCZ: Do what is on  
your card.

July
Regular, do what 
is on your card

August
Regular, do what 
is on your card

September: Surprise! APA’s payment history qualifies them 
for lower car insurance cost so they can put extra money 
toward paying off other debts faster, move ahead three steps. 
NPN, MPM, ZCZ: Do what is on your card.

October
Regular, do what 
is on your card

November
Regular, do what 
is on your card

December: Surprise! Lots of holiday overspending and credit 
card use! NPN and APA move back two steps for maxing the 
cards out; MPM move back two steps for skipping a payment; 
ZCZ: Do what is on your card.

5.       When done, “interview” each racer to review their effects on score and reveal their final score! Then 
recap with the group. 
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Key concepts and exercises:

• Discuss the safety and benefits of credit unions and banks vs. check cashing or being un-banked.
• Share tips for a good checking and savings account and to re-establish one, if one is closed.
• Assist in requesting a Chexsystems report online if they must clear up past accounts first.
• Discuss the importance of having insurance and how to make good insurance decisions.
• Review each type of insurance and some tips for each type.
• Discuss how to prevent identity theft and how to overcome it if it happens.

Lead a learning circle: “What’s one thing you’ve learned or been taught  
about insurance? Do you have a specific experience with insurance?  
This can be any type of insurance. Tell us about it.”

Lead a brainstorm session around scams-pick out themes that resonate  
the most.

Lead the Talking Back to Advertising Exercise with small groups. Have  
them give examples of where they see product placement or advertising  
the most. Give each group a chance to share their observations aloud  
with everyone. Have fun and emphasize that this took is great for adults  
as well as with children.

Resources:
• Memo from FTC to Law Enforcement Handout.
• Talking Back to Advertising Exercise.

Websites:
• Identity Theft Recovery: File Identity Theft Affidavit.
• Do Not Call Registry: Lower amount of Telemarketing and Robo Calls.
• DMA Choice: Opt out of junk mail.
• Opt Out Pre-Screen: Opt out of credit card, insurance, and loan offers.
• Experian Credit Freeze.
• TransUnion Credit Freeze.
• Equifax Credit Freeze.

Objectives:
1.  Learn about different financial institution options and tips for  

successful account management
2. Understand the key terms of insurance and what coverage is important.
3. Identity resources that protect consumers.
4. Take steps to prevent being a victim of scams and/or identity theft.

Cornerstone Four:  

Consumer Protection and Financial Institutions

Group Exercise Ideas

https://www.identitytheft.gov/#/
https://www.donotcall.gov
https://www.dmachoice.org
https://www.optoutprescreen.com
https://www.experian.com/freeze/center.html
https://www.transunion.com/credit-freeze
https://www.equifax.com/personal/credit-report-services/credit-freeze/
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Talking Back to Advertising Exercise

Advertisers use manipulation to make their products sell. Smart consumers  
resist the pressure of advertising and social media to spend more and buy now.

One of the best ways to become a smart consumer is to “talk back” to advertising. 
Use this exercise to determine how advertisers are trying to sell you things besides 
the product itself.

What product is being sold?

How have you survived  
without this product so far?  

Do you need it now?

What facts does the ad give 
about the price or quality  

of the product?

How does the ad use other 
needs and feelings to sell  

the product?

Does the ad use people, music, 
color, or locations to try to  
get you to buy the product?

What questions might you  
have about the product that  

the ad tries to hide from you?
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