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Financial Independence Training Evaluation 

Executive Summary 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this program evaluation was to identify the intended and 

unintended outcomes of participation in the Financial Independence Training (FIT) 

program (FIT Academy), a financial literacy program designed to increase the financial 

knowledge and skills of foster youth participants. The following is a summary of the 

evaluation findings, conclusions, and recommendations for program improvements. 

Findings 

As evidenced by a 37.9% average increase in financial literacy test scores over a 

4-year period and positive themes identified through interviews with program alumni, 

the FIT Academy has been successful in meeting its primary goal of increasing 

students’ financial knowledge and skills. Alumni described both behavioral and 

attitudinal changes in their financial knowledge and skills as a result of participation in 

the FIT Academy, including the development of financial self-awareness, a sense of 

personal responsibility, and acquired skills in money management that continued to be 

used after completing the program. Most participants reported that they had 

successfully maintained a budget for 6 months after completion of the FIT Academy, 

fulfilling the program’s second objective. Last, the majority of participants reported 

that they had a savings habit by consistently allocating money into their newly opened 

savings accounts, indicating the program accomplished its third objective. 

In addition to meeting its three main goals, the FIT Academy produced several 

positive, serendipitous outcomes. Using a semi-structured interview, we found that 

social support from instructors, staff, and peers increased students’ knowledge of 

financial resources and their ability to access these resources in times of need. 

Mentoring, role-modeling, and sharing personal anecdotes helped to build 

relationships with and educate students, while the provision of monetary support, such 

as gift cards, gas cards, and rental assistance incentivized students to return to class 

each week. Furthermore, alumni indicated that their participation in the FIT Academy 

was influential in increasing their community engagement by providing opportunities 
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to give back and pay it forward. Several alumni had become mentors and FIT Academy 

instructors, instilling positive feelings of being a part of the United Way community. 

Last, we note that the instructor exerts a strong, positive impact upon the students. His 

conversational, personable teaching style, compassion, consistent guidance and 

support were seen as valuable and sometimes unanticipated. In all, participation in the 

FIT Academy improved students’ financial knowledge and skills, connected students to 

valuable financial resources, provided social and financial support, and instilled lasting 

behavioral and attitudinal changes in saving and spending.  

 

Recommendations 

We recommend:  

1. Course materials be reviewed on a regular basis to keep them up to date and 

consistent with the latest technologies, including iPhone and Android 

applications that facilitate online banking and budgeting. 

2. For consistency in data collection, financial literacy pre-tests be administered 

during the first class session and post-tests be completed immediately 

following the final class session. 

3. Financial self-efficacy of FIT alumni be measured to ascertain participants’ 

confidence in their financial decision making and skills before and after 

participation in FIT Academy.  

4. That the United Way of the Inland Valleys promote the FIT Academy as a 

course that provides mentorship opportunities and an ability to build a 

network of social support. Future FIT instructors might consider adopting a 

similar conversational and personable teaching style, making active efforts to 

build supportive and engaging relationships with students.   

5. To gauge the program’s effectiveness and alumni outcomes over time, that 

longitudinal assessments of the FIT Academy be conducted in subsequent 

evaluations. 
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Introduction 

This document contains the background and findings of a program evaluation 

for the Financial Independence Training (FIT) program for foster youth, also known as 

the FIT Academy.  The report encompasses a background of the FIT Academy and its 

main objectives, the evaluation methods used to assess program outcomes, results 

obtained from quantitative and qualitative analyses, and a list of recommendations for 

future program improvements.  

 

FIT Academy Program Description 

The FIT Academy is a 6-week financial literacy program specifically developed 

for current and former foster youth ages 18-24 residing in Riverside County, California. 

As foster youth are at high risk for financial instability and homelessness, the FIT 

Academy curriculum is designed to increase students' financial knowledge, help them 

develop effective savings and budgeting habits, and become knowledgeable of resources 

that support their transition to independence. 

The FIT Academy curriculum is comprised of modules covering budgeting and 

saving, car buying, opening a bank account, applying for loans, understanding credit 

card debt, setting financial goals, and paying for college (For program module capsule 

descriptions, see Appendix A). The program aims to increase the number of foster 

youth who access financial education, obtain budgeting skills, reach short and long-

term savings goals, and ultimately become financially independent.  

The FIT Academy has three main objectives: 

1. To increase financial knowledge and skills among current or former foster youth 

2. For current and former foster youth to demonstrate their financial skills by 

developing and maintaining a budget after 6 months. 

3. For current and former foster youth to develop a savings habit by consistently 

allocating money to their newly established savings account during the 6-month 

practicum.  

FIT Academy instructors utilize Microsoft PowerPoint presentations, open 

discussions, personal anecdotes, actively build trust, and engage with foster youth 

participants. Cordell Thomas serves as lead facilitator and mentor during and after the 
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6-week program to advise and guide students on their way to financial autonomy. The 

instructor aims to create an environment that conveys transparency, openness, and 

trust. FIT Academy graduates also have the opportunity to instruct classes, assist 

participants with budget charts, and mentor students about their own experiences as 

former foster youth.  

Program Design: A flow chart of the mechanisms believed to drive change 

was created to visualize the resources, activities, objectives, and outcomes of the FIT 

Academy--see Appendix B. The program goal is to help former foster youth become 

financially independent and self-sufficient adults after graduation. The program 

accomplishes this objective by providing six financial literacy courses, a savings 

practicum, financial resources, social support, and mentorship.  

Context and History: The FIT Academy’s target population, current and 

former foster youth ages 18-24, have experienced unique social, environmental and 

cultural barriers, such as a lack of social support, mentorship, or financial/educational 

resources. Results of this evaluation will contribute to the broader evidence of whether 

financial literacy programs can be beneficial in improving the lives of foster youth. The 

FIT Academy launched a successful pilot program from 2015 to 2017, with 66 students 

saving a total of $52,851.25 by the end of the 6-month savings match program. To date, 

130 foster youth have graduated from the program. 

Funders: In 2015, FIT Academy was awarded a Financial Industry Regulatory 

Authority (FINRA) grant in the amount of $124,672.00. The total program budget was 

$36,600.00. To support its efforts, UWIV receives funding from anonymous charitable 

donations throughout the year. An extensive list of financial contributors, along with 

the locations of FIT Academy classes can be found in Appendix C. 

Partners: A key feature of the FIT Academy is its partnerships with public and 

private agencies to build a “community of resources” for foster youth. One such 

partnership is with A Sense of Home, an organization that provides FIT Academy 

graduates with $6,000 of furniture to furnish their first apartments. AmeriCorps 

VISTA, a national service program designed to alleviate poverty, provides housing and 

other resources to students and graduates of the FIT Academy. A representative from 

AmeriCorps VISTA Housing and Development division has been in partnership with 
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UWIV to locate contract opportunities to continue building resources for FIT Academy 

students that may not yet exist.  

Evaluation Background 

 Prior Evaluation: A prior evaluation was conducted by FINRA, the main 

funding partner of the FIT Academy (For previously evaluated objectives and 

outcomes, see Appendix D). The previous findings included the discovery of 

meaningful differences between pre- and post-test scores in how much students saved, 

how many students saved, and if students continued to save after program completion. 

The prior evaluation summary was presented to stakeholders and offered evidence that 

participation in FIT Academy was influential in increasing students’ financial 

knowledge and skills.  

Current Evaluation: A combination of performance monitoring and process 

evaluation was conducted to assess whether participation in the FIT Academy led to the 

intended outcomes. Three stakeholders were involved with the planning and 

implementation of the evaluation: Cordell Thomas, foster youth participants, and FIT 

Academy graduates, all of whom provided valuable information needed for full 

understanding of the program.  

Budget: The overall budget to conduct the evaluation was a stipend of $9,000. 

As the team was external to UWIV, there were no conflicts of interest to report. 

Evaluation Team: This evaluation was conducted by six graduate students 

from the MSIO Consulting Team (MCT) at California State University, San Bernardino: 

Rita Garcia, Michelle DeOrsey, Jamie Tombari, Patricia Rivera, Kaleb Garcia, and 

Roberta Salgado. This evaluation was under the supervision of Dr. Janet Kottke, 

Professor of Psychology.  

Potential Limitations:  Operational definitions of financial skills and 

knowledge were based upon measures that were readily available. For example, 

financial skills and knowledge were measured by whether participants developed and 

maintained a budget over a 6-month period, had an increase in their post-test scores, 

and received a graduation certificate; savings behavior was measured by the total 

amount saved by graduates during the 6-month savings match program. Different 

measures may lead to different conclusions. Additionally, the graduates interviewed 
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were a relatively small, self-selected sample. Much information came from a single 

source, a former graduate who is now an assistant instructor of the FIT Academy. A 

larger sample would have been preferred to have ensured multiple perspectives. 

Finally, for some quantitative data provided, we were unsure of how prior calculations 

were done, hampering the effort to calculate retention rates. 

 

Evaluation Methods 

  To assess whether the FIT Academy was accomplishing its intended objectives, 

pre- and post-test scores of the FIT Academy’s financial literacy test were collected and 

analyzed. To determine why the program may be achieving its objectives and to 

identify any unintended outcomes—positive or negative--class observations and semi-

structured interviews of FIT Academy graduates were conducted. Observations of class 

sessions were used to assess how the course structure, instructor-student interactions, 

and student behavior during classes are connected to program success. Interviews were 

conducted to 1) capture graduates’ thoughts and reactions about the FIT Academy; 2) 

detect unexpected outcomes; 3) learn whether knowledge gained from the program 

continued to be practiced after graduation; and 4) ask graduates for feedback that 

could be helpful for the instructor in future classes and curriculum. 

Evaluation Questions:  

We sought to answer three questions: 

#1: Does participation in the FIT Academy lead to positive outcomes for foster youth? 

#2: Are there any unintended outcomes of participating in the FIT Academy? 

#3: What is the process that explains how participation in the FIT academy influences 

outcomes? 

 

In Table 1 (next page), we lay out the purpose and proposed criteria for evaluating each 

evaluation question. 
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Table 1: Evaluation Questions, Purpose, Criteria, & Indicators

 

Data Sources: Cordell Thomas, primary instructor of the FIT curriculum,  

provided a binder of materials that included an overview of the FIT Academy’s 

background, objectives, content, and results from a previous program evaluation. This 

information was used to draft the questions, focus, and direction of the current 

program evaluation. Mr. Thomas also provided a Microsoft Excel dataset of pre- and 

post-test financial literacy scores from previous cohorts (2015 to 2019). Retention rates 

from cohorts 2015- 2019 came from the same spreadsheet. Because of the 

noncomparability of retention rate data, only certification (graduation) rates were 

examined by year (see Appendix E). Previously, UWIV had collected pre- and post- 

data regarding students’ financial knowledge; we were asked to analyze (and visualize) 

these data. Graduates of the FIT Academy provided information through interviews 

about their savings behavior; we also reviewed their responses for other outcomes 

related to the program. Through observations of the Fall 2019 FIT Academy cohort, we 

were also able to evaluate the processes that may facilitate student learning and 

behaviors. (For the purposes of transparency, as well as to gain participants’ trust, Mr. 

Thomas informed students that evaluators would be present for class sessions.) 
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Data Collection and Analysis: Pre- and post-test data from 2015 to 2019 

consisted of certified participants who had completed both pre- and post-tests, leaving 

118 of 235 participants available for analyses. In addition to pre- and post-test data, 

MCT visitors observed 5 of 6 class sessions for the Fall 2019 cohort, which consisted of 

8 students. Finally, interview questions were developed that addressed the objectives of 

the FIT Academy and the program evaluation questions; the MCT evaluation team then 

conducted ten interviews via phone or online survey.   

FIT Academy Pre- and Post-Assessments: Financial knowledge tests were 

created by UWIV and administered before and after the 6-week session. These pre- and 

post- tests were available to students as an online survey or in a paper-pencil test 

format; these tests were then scored and entered into a dataset by UWIV and analyzed 

for this evaluation. The pre- and post-tests were created by the developers of the FIT 

Academy and were used to measure student improvement in financial knowledge. The 

pre-tests were usually administered between Week 1 and Week 3, and the post-test was 

administered on the date of the last class session (Week 6). The post-test data were 

transferred from Excel into IBM’s SPSS and collated by year. Only the certified 

participant data were analyzed.  

In-Class Observations: Two MCT visitors attended five FIT Academy classes 

and noted the following aspects: 1) teaching style of the instructor, 2) student reactions 

to the content and, 3) the overall atmosphere of the FIT Academy classes. These 

observations were compiled into five reports outlining these critical aspects. These 

observations were subjected to a qualitative analysis to identify overlapping themes 

with the interview data and to ascertain any unique themes or processes.  

Interviews: Interview questions for the FIT graduates were written using the 

three evaluation questions as a frame of reference to capture meaningful outcomes. 

Graduates were contacted for interviews via text message and email. Those who 

volunteered were interviewed over the phone or asked to respond to an online survey. 

Appendix F contains questions used for the interview and online survey. The responses 

were transcribed, and subsequently analyzed by the MCT consultation team into 

themes.  
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Table 2: Timeline of the FIT Academy Program Evaluation 

Event Dates 

Initial meeting with Cordell Thomas  Late July 2019 

Obtained FIT Academy binder materials Mid August 2019 

Class observations at Walden Family Services Late September 2019 - Late October 2019 

Stakeholder meeting at UWIV Headquarters  Early November 2019 

Interviews conducted with FIT Academy 
graduates  

Early December 2019 - Early January 
2020 

Qualitative Data Analysis Mid December 2019 - Mid January 2020 

Final Report sent to Cordell Thomas Early February 2020 

Presentation to Cordell Thomas Early February 2020 

 

 

Evaluation Results  
 
Evaluation Question #1: Does participation in the FIT Academy lead to 
positive outcomes for foster youth? 
 

Data from the certified participants from all cohorts (2015-2018) were analyzed 

to compare pre- and post-test score means (averages). A paired samples t-test analysis 

revealed an average increase in knowledge of 37.9%, indicating an increase in financial 

knowledge. As can be seen in Figure 1 (next page), the increase in pre- and post-test 

scores among all cohorts from 2015 to 2019 indicates that the FIT Academy enhances 

students’ knowledge of financial literacy, thus supporting the purpose and vision of the 

program. 
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Figure 1: Financial Knowledge Pre-Test and Post-Test Comparisons: 2015-2019.  

 

Findings from the Interviews: Ten FIT Academy graduates were asked 

about their financial knowledge and savings behaviors after having completed the FIT 

Academy. FIT Academy graduates stated that they had gained financial knowledge and 

skills that helped them to manage their money effectively. For example, one graduate 

commented on the importance of saving and investing as part of planning for the 

future.  

In addition, graduates stated that their savings behaviors had changed due to an 

increased financial self-awareness. Through FIT participation, the students gained a 

new perspective, which motivated them to be financially responsible. Self-awareness of 

their spending was one of the themes that emerged. Moreover, the program increased 

the way the graduates feel about their financial situations (For a complete list of 

interview definitions and themes, see Appendix G). 

Findings from the Observations: Financial knowledge became more 

apparent as the Fall 2019 cohort advanced through the FIT Academy. As a result of the 

curriculum, lectures, and activities, the students exhibited knowledge gained through 

increased participation in class discussions. During the first couple of weeks, students 

were less willing to answer questions or engage in discussion, but as they became more 
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financially self-aware, they were able to identify their personal financial strengths and 

weaknesses. Also, when asked about savings habits, it was clear that the students were 

picking up on the material as they became more verbal in classroom discussions (For a 

complete list of the themes derived from the observations, see Appendix H).  

 Main Findings: Participation in the program led to increases in knowledge, 

skills, and self-awareness of financial matters. We found a 37.9% increase in post-test 

scores of knowledge. Interviews and observations supported the post-test score 

findings in that participant’s skills and financial self-awareness helped them make 

sound decisions regarding their finances.  

 

 Evaluation Question #2: Are there any unintended outcomes of 

participating in the FIT Academy?  

 

Findings from the Interviews: Graduates of the program reported 

unexpected, positive outcomes such as gaining knowledge of available resources and 

social support. They learned where to access vital financial resources and were 

regularly offered help whenever they needed it. For example, two graduates reported 

that they were surprised to receive monetary support for a security deposit and first 

month’s rent for an apartment:  

“The FIT Academy helped me immensely in my time of need. I recently got my 
own apartment and they paid my security deposit and first month rent. I am forever 
grateful.” 

 
 In addition, graduates stated that they established strong relationships, not only 

with the instructor, but with their peers. Many of the graduates interviewed said that 

they maintained contact with the instructor as well as with other students who were in 

their FIT Academy classes. 

Another theme that emerged was the concept of character change and the 

importance of developing and maintaining character. Character in the context of the 

FIT Academy refers to “the kind of person you are when nobody else is watching”. 

Establishing character can lead to trust with important financial agencies. Graduates 

explained how their changed behavioral habits helped them with credit card and loan 

applications.   
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 Furthermore, graduates explained the importance of the support they felt during 

their experience in the FIT Academy.  Ultimately, a sense of social support was 

established in which participants felt safe, heard, and supported. The community 

engagement that was established within their cohorts had positively changed their 

lives. By participating in the FIT Academy, graduates described feeling passionate 

about giving back to their communities and becoming mentors for those in need.  

Findings from the Observations: During the class observations of the Fall 

2019 cohort, similar themes emerged. Just as the graduates had described in the 

interviews, the Fall 2019 students began to demonstrate and embody financial 

accountability and responsibility. As the weeks progressed, character change became 

prominent as students were motivated to make financially sound decisions. It was clear 

that strong bonds among the classmates were emerging and students began sharing 

advice and techniques to increase their financial self-awareness. Also, students began 

to show empathy for each other and other foster youth as a result of social support 

afforded them. 

Unique finding. At one class session of the Fall 2019 cohort, two students argued 

with the altercation rapidly escalating. This event was used as a learning point by the 

instructor, teaching students how to disagree with each other respectfully and how to 

reduce the chances of a similar conflict arising. This unexpected event provided 

students with an excellent moment for character development, another goal of the 

program (For a complete list of the unique themes derived from the observations, see 

Appendix I). 

 Main Findings: Unintended, positive outcomes were identified through the 

interviews and observations. Students gained confidence in their knowledge of 

available resources, expressed gratitude for social support they felt in the FIT Academy, 

exhibited character change behaviorally, became interested in serving as mentors, 

giving back, and learned about conflict management skills. 
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Evaluation Question #3: What is the process that explains how 

participation in the FIT academy influences outcomes?   

 
Findings from the Interviews: During the interviews with FIT Academy 

graduates, the impact of the FIT Academy instructor, Cordell Thomas, was identified as 

a key reason for change in the students. Specifically, graduates recalled how Mr. 

Thomas’ transparency regarding his own personal financial experiences was beneficial 

to their learning. For example, the instructor shared personal stories describing his 

financial mistakes and how he learned from them. Sharing these personal anecdotes to 

the participants allowed him to gain their trust, which in turn, led to their interest and 

absorption of material from the curriculum.  

“...honestly he has a unique way of teaching the class... not everyone can do 
that and that is the Cordell way. He knows his audience and knows how to 
communicate.” 

 
FIT Academy graduates recalled that the out-of-class activities (assignments) 

gave them opportunities to practice what they had learned about budgeting and savings 

in the FIT. For example, students were given a $10 gift card to a dollar store and were 

told to spend it on their needs; at the next class, they were asked to explain that 

expenditure.  

Additionally, FIT Academy graduates stated that they had developed a monthly 

budget of their wants, needs, and responsibilities, based on what they learned in the 

classes. They emphasized that learning how to create a budget allowed them to 

continue using a monthly budget to pay for their responsibilities, set aside money to 

save, and spend the remainder on themselves. Therefore, the activities in the FIT 

Academy classes (e.g., spending a $10 gift card and creating a monthly budget) 

continued to help graduates, as they applied what they learned in class to their daily 

lives. 

Findings from the Observations: Similar to what was found in the 

interviews, the current observation of the Fall 2019 cohort revealed that much of their 

engagement was due to Mr. Thomas’ teaching style. It was clear that Mr. Thomas spoke 

with the students rather than “talk at” them. He encouraged students to reach out to 
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him during the FIT and into the future. Mr. Thomas was very transparent, which lead 

to trust amongst the group, motivation to learn, and established a sense of community.  

Additional important processes for program success were found in the 

observations. Relationships were built in the beginning of the program by warm 

greetings from the instructor, which likely led to students feeling welcome and 

increased the likelihood they would be engaged during classes. Furthermore, program 

resources (e.g. program benefits) were established early on, likely increasing student 

commitment to the program. The relatability of the conversations around topics 

presented paired with a discussion-based style of the classes increased the sense of 

inclusion amongst students, likely leading to further student engagement. Last, 

program adaptability allowed for the tailoring of topics to current cohort needs and 

could be carried forward into enhancements for future curriculum.  

 Main Findings: The impact of the instructor proved to be a powerful source of 

inspiration for students. Mr. Thomas was an exemplary role model for participants and 

established rapport with students, which motivated them to become financially 

responsible. Additionally, Mr. Thomas’ agility in adapting to his audience allowed for 

on-the-spot adjustments, and for continuous improvement that will benefit future 

cohorts. 

 

Conclusions & Recommendations 

 The results of this evaluation not only demonstrated that the FIT Academy is a 

credible program for increasing financial literacy among former foster youth, but also 

explained the process of why the FIT Academy fosters these changes. Additionally, this 

evaluation identified some outcomes of participating in the FIT Academy that may be 

considered serendipitous. Finally, we offer recommendations and suggestions for the 

FIT Academy and future evaluations.    

 

Recommendations for the FIT Academy 

Evaluation Question #1:  

This evaluation supports the credibility of the FIT Academy in fostering financial 

literacy. Nonetheless, we recommend that course materials be reviewed on a regular 
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basis to keep them up to date and consistent with the latest technologies, including 

iPhone and Android applications that facilitate online banking and budgeting. 

Additionally, because the pre- and post-test scores are key to assessing the 

knowledge gained, it is imperative that a systematic process be used to collect these 

scores. For example, all participants should receive the pre-test during the first class 

and post tests should be distributed and completed immediately after the final class. 

This procedure will ensure the integrity of the results and ensure that improvements in 

test scores represent an increase in knowledge based on the class material.  

 

Evaluation Question #2:  

 Graduates of the FIT Academy indicated that they gained more from the 

program than financial knowledge and effective savings habits. Unexpectedly, students 

gained a mentor and connected with their peers. Likewise, graduates explained that 

though they enrolled themselves into the FIT Academy to acquire knowledge of finance 

and how to save, they learned about the many resources the program had to offer (e.g. 

apartment assistance, Section 8 vouchers, etc.). Given the value of these outcomes, we 

suggest that the UWIV consider promoting these aspects of the program as well as the 

financial. For example, the UWIV could enhance its current outreach to potential 

students by describing the connections, networking, and resources available to those 

who enroll. Further, it may be useful for future evaluations to add these nonfinancial 

benefits of the program to the existing objectives of the program.  

 

Evaluation Question #3:  

Results of this evaluation strongly suggest two primary reasons for the success of 

the  FIT Academy in achieving its goal to increase financial literacy and effective 

savings behaviors. Many of the graduates attributed their success to feeling supported 

by their instructor and peers as well as feeling that they have the ability to navigate 

their finances (i.e., financial self-efficacy). In short, the FIT Academy increases student 

financial self-efficacy and feelings of support through mentorship, a sense of 

community in the classroom, and encouragement. We suggest that the UWIV 

administer a pre- and post-survey of financial self-efficacy to test this idea.   
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In addition, the selection process for future instructors should consider the 

characteristics (e.g., charisma and agreeableness) and teaching style (e.g., inclusive) 

exemplified by the current instructor in this evaluation (Cordell Thomas).  

 

Future Evaluations:  

 Although the current evaluation demonstrated that the FIT Academy has 

demonstrated success in fostering financial literacy and effective savings behavior 

among students, we encourage the UWIV to conduct additional evaluations in the 

future.  

Broader Scope Evaluation. First, we suggest that future evaluations 

incorporate a broader, longer range approach in assessing the process and outcomes of 

participating in the FIT Academy. For example, graduation rates may be affected by the 

means of recruiting students or by individual characteristics of those who elect to enroll 

in the FIT. Understanding why students are enrolling in the program could lead to 

specific recommendations for how the UWIV could recruit more foster youth as well as 

enable minor adjustments to instruction that may make the program more effective 

and/or make the program more attractive to youth.  

Additionally, we support the idea--expressed by the FIT instructor at the first 

project meeting--that a means to follow up with graduates over an extended period of 

time be pursued. One possible form is a special phone app that would be made 

available to students upon graduation.  

Being able to follow graduates for a longer period of time would have a number 

of benefits. Graduates could more easily be contacted for future evaluations, which in 

turn would allow for future evaluations to have a larger and more diverse sample of 

graduates to interview and assess. Follow ups of several years would provide evidence 

of long term financial proficiency and well being as well as an opportunity for alumni to 

give back and keep in touch with the UWIV. 

Finally, with regard to future evaluations, we also suggest that a codebook be 

developed to explain symbols, abbreviations, and color codes used in the data, as well 

as clarify how data were previously calculated or analyzed. A codebook would facilitate 
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accurate analysis of the data leading to a more efficient evaluation process in future 

evaluations. 

Measure Financial Self-Efficacy. We recommend that future evaluations 

contain a financial self-efficacy measure to record any changes in student confidence 

with financial savings behavior(s). Administering a financial self-efficacy scale pre- and 

post- FIT could provide confirming, empirical support for the current finding that the 

FIT Academy not only increased financial knowledge and effective savings behaviors, 

but also promoted a perspective among students that they can manage their finances 

effectively. Given that the nature of self-efficacy is cumulative—effective financial 

actions lead to more self-efficacy—tapping into this personal resource could be a very 

powerful tool for assessing the success of the FIT. 

 

For Consideration:  

Developing a mentorship program to accompany the FIT Academy could be 

useful as a motivator for future participants to attend and ultimately graduate from the 

program. The FIT program already invites alumni, an approach we heartily endorse. 

Alumni as guest speakers who share their experiences with the program and how it has 

impacted their lives may increase retention and graduation rates. In addition, findings 

from the interviews indicated that there are alumni motivated to “give back” to the 

program.   
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Appendix A 
 

Program Modules Used in the FIT Academy 
 
Program Module Thumbnail Descriptions: 
 

1. “Setting Financial Goals”: budgeting information, including how to prepare a 
budget and setting financial goals. Activities include daily spending and monthly 
expense worksheets. 

2. “Bank on It”: introduced participants to bank overviews, the types of financial 
institutions, banking services, and how to protect yourself from identity theft. 

3. “Check It Out”: information on checking accounts, benefits, how to add money 
to your account. Included activities on how to choose the appropriate checking 
account for you.  

4. “Charge It Right”: credit card information, including solicitations, applying for 
credit cards, and paying them off. 

5. “Paying for College and Cars”: loan basics and how to pay for college and cars. 
Included activities related to car loans versus leases, dealer-lender relationships, 
grants and federal loans. 

6. “A Roof over Your Head” - information on moving out, renting/buying. Included 
activities related to renting, determining ownership readiness, and a mortgage 
calculator. 
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Appendix B 
 

Mechanisms for Change -- FIT Academy 
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Appendix C 
 

Organizational Partners with the FIT Academy 
 
Funders:  

Aspiranet 

Axis Foundation 

Housing Authority 

 iFoster 

Inspire  

Oak Grove 

Olive Crest 

Rancho Damacitas 

Springboard Credit, Inc. 

The Department of Public Social 

Services 

FIT Academy Class Locations: 

Moreno Valley College 

Olive Crest 

Riverside Community College 

University of California, Riverside 

(UCR) 

Walden Family Services
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Appendix D 
 

Previously Evaluated Objectives and Outcomes of the FIT Academy 
 

1. To increase current and former foster youth financial skills and 
knowledge. 

● 60 of 120 (50%) foster youth received a graduation certificate (measured by 
graduation certificates issued) 

● 60 of 120 (50%) foster youth increased their financial knowledge test scores 
following the workshop series (measured by differences in test scores). 

2. To have current and former foster youth demonstrate their financial skills 
by developing and maintaining a budget. 

● 96 of 120 (80%) foster youth created a budget by the end of the first 
class/workshop (measured by documentation of a budget from each student). 

● 6 of 120 (50%) foster youth maintained a budget for 6 months (measured by 
case manager notes). 

3. To have current and former foster youth develop a savings habit. 
● 60 of 120 (50%) foster youth opened a savings account by the end of the 

workshop series (measured by documentation from the Axis Foundation) 
● 30 out of 120 (25%) foster youth maintained monthly savings deposits for 6 

months (measured by documentation from Axis Foundation) 
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Appendix E 
 

FIT Academy Graduation Rates from 2015 to 2019 

 

FIT Academy Graduation Rates: 2015 - 2019 

Year Graduation 

Rate 

2015 65% 

2016 68.2% 

2017 75.5% 

2018** 79.6% 

2019 58.7% 

 

** Cumulative graduation rate for both the Rising Stars Business Academy (RSBA) 2018 FIT Cohort 

and Aspirinet, Olive Crest, and City of Riverside 2018 FIT Cohort. 
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Appendix F 

Interview and Survey* Questions for FIT Academy Graduates 

Survey instructions: Hello and thank you for participating in the 2019 Financial 

Independence Training (FIT) Program Graduate Feedback Survey! The purpose of 

this survey is to gather your thoughts and feedback on your experience to evaluate the 

program in order to improve the FIT Academy. Your responses will be anonymous 

and confidential. 

1. When did you attend the FIT academy? 

a. Why did you take part in the program? 

2. Are you employed? 

a. If so, where? 

3. Do you go to college? 

a. If so, where? 

4. Do you feel that by participating in the program you gained financial literacy? 

a. Do you feel more confident in your financial decisions based on what you 

learned in the program? 

5. What other knowledge and abilities did you gain from the FIT Academy? 

6. What was the biggest take away from participating in this program? 

a. How does it apply to your life today? 

7. Was there anything unexpected that you got out of the program? 

8. How did you feel about yourself after completing the program? 

a. Can you tell us about anything you experienced as a result of participating 

in the FIT Academy that was completely unexpected?  

9. In what ways have your financial decision-making and behaviors changed since 

the FIT Academy? 

10. How have you changed as a person since participating in the FIT Academy? 

11. How has your “character” changed since completing the program? 

12. How much of an impact did Cordell have on you? 

13. Is there anything you would change about Cordell’s teaching style? 

Thank you for taking our 2019 Financial Independence Training (FIT) Program 

Graduate Feedback Survey! 

*Survey was administered via Qualtrics   
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Appendix G 

Themes, Definitions, and Quotes from Analysis of Interviews 

Theme Summaries 

Theme Definition Quotes 

 

 

 

 

Character 

Change 

Foster youth described the following behavioral and 

attitudinal changes developed from their participation in the 

FIT Academy: 

Behavioral: Opened a savings account, gained financial 

discipline by continuing to budget and save after 6 months, 

improved communication skills with banks and creditors, 

increased engagement with the community by understanding 

and accessing resources, developed active listening skills, 

continued setting and meeting financial goals, increased their 

financial stability, became more adaptable to changing 

situations.  

Attitudinal: increased motivation to reach financial goals, 

enhanced sense of personal responsibility and 

conscientiousness, heightened confidence in financial 

decision-making (self-efficacy), developed sense of personal 

accomplishment, increased feelings of empathy and respect 

for others, developed a process and growth-oriented mindset. 

 

 

 

 

 

“It's from the process itself - ultimately when you go through any 

program and gain any sort of guidance and wisdom from others, you 

choose what you're going to do with that next. That is no one's decision 

but yours, and I have decided to take that and do something bigger for 

my community. it's supposed to be impactful and change how I think 

and behave.” 

 

“I save a lot more, I have two jobs and I can save more and be able to 

pay for my responsibilities. I wouldn’t have learned how to do that 

without going through the program.” 

 

 

 

“I am more confident about using money and my financial situation.” 



28 

 

Theme Definition Quotes 

 

Financial 

Knowledge 

Developed self-awareness of individual wants vs. 

needs/financial strengths and weaknesses, gained knowledge 

of money management (how to set up and maintain a 

budget), expanded understanding of the uses and importance 

of credit, developed an understanding of the car-buying 

process, gained knowledge of how to locate and access 

financial resources, how to apply for loans, and how to file 

taxes. 

“Lastly, I learned the importance of investing, so if I get a job before 

my savings depleted, I will invest most of my savings so that I can start 

a retirement fund.” 

[S]it down at the beginning of the month with a financial counselor” 

and after that they would think to themselves before spending on 

anything, “...do I really want it or do I actually need it?” 

Learned how to budget, manage my credit score, how to be an adult, 

learned how to get a car and finances.” 

 “ I was able to buy and payoff car and on time and early I did it by 

myself did not need anyone” 

 

 

Social 

Support 

 

 

Class instructors made an active effort to build relationships 

with students by mentoring, role-modeling, sharing personal 

anecdotes, providing monetary support, and building a 

knowledge base of financial resources. 

“Still friends with a lot of the people from school, you build 

relationships and professional relationships, it can turn into something 

really good for the future. Cordell helped with finding jobs after the 

FIT Academy. We could use Cordell as a reference,” 

“ I get more opportunities from being in the program, and I know the 

people to go to, I don’t get the run around. I am able to use the 

resources from United way. They helped me with the deposit for my 

apartment, or if I needed a job Cordell would call, I would call to ask 

where I could find an apartment, Cordell would definitely help me with 

resources or direct to the right resources to go to.”  

“He has had a big impact in my experience because I can always 

depend on him even though he did not have the answer he will find 

them;I respect him because I can count on him he is always good on his 

work being humble and being a good advocator for yourself his honesty 

and staying happy and working hard he's really amazing honestly” 
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Theme Definition Quotes 

 

Impact of 

the 

Instructor 

[Instructor’s] engaging and personable teaching style, efforts 

to build relationships with foster youth, his empathy, 

compassion, and support were beneficial and often 

unexpected to FIT graduates. For example, [Instructor] was 

available by phone to offer advice or assistance when 

students were experiencing hardships.  

 

“I love his teaching style connects well with the audience. Always 

asking the class if they have any questions and the students ask. Good 

teaching style catches the attention of the class. There are people that 

should not be teaching, but Cordell has that teaching ability and always 

keeps the class engaged.”   

 

 

Community 

Engagement 

 

 

Learning from others by sharing past experiences, being a 

part of the UWIV community, giving back and paying it 

forward, becoming a role model and instructor, mentorship 

and guidance from [Instructor] after graduation, financial 

support from UWIV, and support from peers.  

 

“ ...ultimately it started from the program and snowballed into other 

things - giving back, helping others, it's a snowball effect”.  

“I came up with my life purpose with the book The seven spiritual laws 

of success. I literally recommend it to everyone and it helped me 

focused. I want to start up my non-profit organization for foster youth 

cooking lessons and life skills. Incorporate the finance portion. I want 

to start it in Texas and get financial backing from California. Start 

cooking lessons. Get a job working with me in the non-profit and pay it 

forward.” 

“Now, I am also a financial instructor and budgeting mentor, personal 

coaching for foster youth, being able to give the best advice possible. 

And being able to apply it to your own life, and being a good role 

model. If I'm going to give advice on finances, I should do the same.” 
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Appendix H 
 

Analysis Summary of Class Observations 
 

Themes Derived from the Observations that Overlapped Interview Themes 

Theme Definition Examples Note 

Character 

Change 

Foster youth displaying behavioral 

and attitudinal changes while 

participating in the FIT Academy 

"…you could talk to your landlord to pay 

rent a later date, go to your bank and talk 

to them about a payment plan, or cut back 

on spending that is unnecessary" 

This theme did not become apparent 

until halfway through the course 

(observation 3). During one of the 

class discussions, Cordell mentioned 

that bills should always be paid first. 

Many of the students then provided 

suggestions to one another about 

some techniques they use to handle 

income. It was clear that participants 

began to think proactively about 

their finances and were motivated to 

be more conscientious and 

responsible about their spending 

habits. 

 

Financial 

Knowledge 

Self-awareness of individual wants 

vs. needs/financial strengths and 

weaknesses, gained knowledge of 

money management (how to set up 

and maintain a budget), expanded 

understanding of the uses and 

importance of credit, developed an 

understanding of the car-buying 

process, gained knowledge of how to 

locate and access financial resources, 

how to apply for loans, and how to 

file taxes. 

He (Cordell) enthusiastically told them 

about the many resources they have access 

to through WFS and FIT Academy: 

interview skills and resume building 

workshops, assistance with job searching, 

budgeting, establishing/building credit, car 

buying, renting, and direct deposit. 

When Cordell asked the class how they 

save money, [student] responded, "Don't 

go out to eat". 

This theme was displayed more so 

as the course progressed. However, 

during week 1, Cordell posed a 

question about what financial 

challenges participants currently 

face. This question sparked self-

awareness in the participants, 

identifying needs versus wants. In 

addition, they are becoming aware 

of available resources. 
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Theme Definition Examples Note 

Social Support  Class instructors made an active 

effort to build relationships with 

students by mentoring, role-

modeling, sharing personal 

anecdotes, providing monetary 

support, and building a knowledge 

base of financial resources. 

While listening to Monique speak, you 

could tell she knew the experience of being 

a former foster youth and former 

participant of the FIT academy. 

He (Cordell) reassured them that he was 

their accountability partner and resource to 

help them with their financial struggles and 

talking through their decision-making. 

He then discussed how he could meet with 

the students on a quarterly basis, or 

whenever they need to discuss savings 

goals and spending habits. 

This theme was by far the most 

frequently displayed throughout the 

six-week course. Social support was 

recognized during every single one 

of the observations. 
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Theme Definition Examples Note 

Impact of the 

Instructor 

Cordell’s engaging and personable 

teaching style, efforts to build 

relationships with foster youth, his 

empathetic, compassionate nature, 

and endeavors to provide support 

were beneficial and often unexpected 

to FIT graduates. 

By referring to the students by name and 

drawing from their personal experiences, 

Cordell kept the students engaged. 

He used language and spoke in a way that 

motivated the students to take control of 

their financial lives. 

Students seemed to love this story as they 

laughed at his experience of his wife 

giving a 13-year old a $60 gift card. Some 

students said things like “I wish I was 

given that when I was 13!” 

From day one, Cordell let his 

personality and humbleness shine. 

He is transparent with his students 

and builds trust by ensuring them 

that he truly cares about their well-

being. 

Community 

Engagement 

Learning from others by sharing past 

experiences, being a part of the 

UWIV community, giving back and 

paying it forward, becoming a role 

model and instructor, mentorship and 

guidance from Cordell after 

graduation, financial support from 

UWIV, and support from peers. 

[Student] talked with Cordell about giving 

her Dollar Tree gift card to a friend who 

needed it. She felt it was better for another 

person to have it because she already had 

money in savings and wasn’t planning on 

using it. 

[Student] raised her hand and added 

another example of an app that may harm 

consumers with high interest rates in the 

fine print. 

This theme became more apparent 

as the weeks passed. 

The more engaged the participants 

were the more they began to trust 

one another and be transparent with 

their past experiences. 
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Appendix I 
 

Unique Themes Derived from Class Observations 

 

Unique Themes Derived from the Class Observations 

Finding Description Consequence Quotes 

Relationship 

Building 

 

Instructor establishes rapport 

with students from the very 

beginning 

Student engagement 

 

Psychological safety 

“How have you been?”, “It’s great to see you”, and 

“I’m so happy you could make it” 

“[Instructor] appeared to me as personable, friendly, 

genuinely kind and caring with each student.” 

Program 

Resources 

Instructor establishes 

benefits of finishing and 

being a part of the program 

from the very beginning 

 

Increased 

commitment 

“To start the class, [Instructor] played a video about a 

UCR nursing student/mother who received $6,000 to 

fully furnish her apartment for being a part of FIT 

Academy.” 

 

“United Way has 200+ resources (e.g., bus passes, 

apartment assistance, staging apartments, section 8 

vouchers) that participants will have access to once 

they graduate the program.” 

Program 

Adaptability 

Instructors adapted to 

student needs when student 

could not complete the 

DollarTree assignment due 

to transportation issues. 

 

Program tailored to 

each cohort 

 

Program adapts to 

meet the needs and 

interests of students 

“When [instructor] asked why the others didn’t go, a 

few responded that it was due to their lack of 

transportation—there was no DollarTree in walking 

distance from where they lived. [Instructor] said that 

was a reasonable explanation and that they will try to 

get different gift cards next time.” 
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Finding Description Consequence Quotes 

Conflict 

Management 

Instructor had to de-escalate 

a conflict between two 

students, changing his 

leadership style to be more 

directive to renew order. He 

also spent some time talking 

to the students about the 

situation and used it as a 

teaching moment about how 

to behave in similar 

situations. 

 

Students remain 

focused on program 

relevant topics 

 

Difficult situations 

become learning 

points that build 

student character 

“Even if someone disagrees, let them say their peace, 

let them voice their opinion. The worst approach you 

can take is using violence in your words or actions.” 

 

“We can’t have situations like that. I’m calling this 

meeting to order. Can I get a second?” 

 

Conversations Each class session opens 

with an engaging and 

relatable question. 

 

Classes are discussion based. 

Increased student 

engagement 

“How many of you have never wasted or regretted 

spending money?” 

 

“Should I keep the new phone or return it?” 

 

 


