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What is credit? 
Credit is established when a person borrows money and agrees to pay it back.  
The money can be obtained through a bank or other institution, as well as 
through friends and family.  There is usually a set agreement outlining a 
repayment schedule and setting the amount the individual will be charged for 
using the money (interest and fees).  In most lending situations the borrower 
pays back more than was borrowed. 
 

To whom would you extend credit? 
The facilitator wants to borrow money from you. What information would you 
need before lending this person money? 
 

●  _______________________________________________ 
●  _______________________________________________ 
●  _______________________________________________ 
●  _______________________________________________ 

 
Would you loan someone money who: 

Doesn’t pay their bills on time? 
Had their car repossessed six months ago? 
Doesn’t have a Job 
Makes $15,000 per year and owes $20,000 

 
What would be your concerns about loaning this person money? 
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________ 
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The Five C’s of Credit 

 
Capital:  The amount of money you have to finance your investment. Lenders 
will require that you contribute a certain percentage total of the investment. 
The amount of capital you contribute will also affect the interest rate you 
receive. 
 
 
Capacity:  Capacity is the ability to repay a loan in terms of regular income.  
Lender's use a formula called "debt to income" ratio to determine if you have 
enough regular income to support monthly debt payments.   
(We will review debt to income ratios in a later section.) 
 
 
Credit:  Credit here refers to the experience of paying back what you have 
borrowed.  Lenders use your credit report and score to understand your credit 
situation. 
 
 
Collateral:  Collateral is something you own that you pledge to the lender 
should you not pay back the money you have borrowed.  In some cases the 
object financed is the collateral, for example houses and cars. 
 
 
Character:  The likelihood that you will pay back the money you borrow.  Since 
creditors do not know you personally, they use your credit report to determine 
your character. 
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Types of credit 

 

Revolving Credit 
A revolving credit arrangement allows you to borrow up to your credit limit 
without having to reapply each time you need cash. As you repay the money 
you have borrowed, it is available to be borrowed again. (Credit cards and 
home equity lines of credit) 

 

Installment Credit 
This type of credit allows you to borrow a set amount of money one time, for  
a specific purpose. The lender, in this case, sets up a repayment schedule.   
The fees and interest rate are determined in advance by the lender and 
calculated into the repayment schedule. The principal and interest are repaid in 
equal installments at fixed intervals (usually every month). (Mortgages, Auto 
loans) 

 

Secured Credit 
This type of credit can be revolving or installment credit. In this type of credit 
arrangement the lender will ask you to provide them with something of value 
(collateral) as a promise to repay your debt. 

 

Unsecured Credit 
This type of credit can be revolving or installment credit.  In this type of credit 
arrangement the lender will loan you money without any guarantee of 
repayment outside of the repayment contract. 

 

Traditional Credit 
Creditors who offer this type of credit report to the credit bureaus on your 
payment status whether you are current with agreed upon payments or not. 
Four types of credit are considered traditional credit: Auto loans, Mortgages, 
Student Loans and Credit Cards. 

 

Alternative or Nontraditional Credit 
Rent, utility payments, cell phones are forms of nontraditional credit. Non- 
traditional credit does not usually show up on a credit report, unless it is in 
default.  However it can be used to credit worthiness when an individual asks a 
landlord, utility companies, etc. for credit reference letters to present to 
prospective creditors. This will show their commitment to paying their bills. 
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What is a credit score? 

A credit score is a snapshot of the contents of your credit report. It is a three 
digit number, generally between 300 and 850, that allows lenders evaluate 
your credit worthiness based on how you have managed debt and the 
repayment of credit in the past. This number often determines what you can 
borrow and on what terms (interest rates, repayment schedules, etc). This 
score allows lenders to evaluate credit applications in a faster, fairer and more 
consistent manner. 
 

Credit Score Formula (FICO Model) 
 

                                   
 

Payment History:  How you pay your bills makes up the biggest portion of your 
credit score. On time payment history is around 35% of your total score.  

● Has the person paid his/her obligations on time? 
● How often does the person pay late? 
● How late is the person? 
● How much has he/she been delinquent in the past? 

 

Tip: Always pay traditional credit bills on time. If you cannot pay on time, try to 
pay them prior to 30 days late. There is nowhere for a creditor to note on your 
credit report that a payment was less than 30 days late.   



 
 

5 

Amounts Owed:  Thirty percent of your score is based on how much you owe. 
This is especially applicable to revolving account (credit card) balances.  

● On all of a person's credit sources, how much debt is he/she carrying? 
● What is the person's credit utilization rate?  How much credit is he/she 

using in relation to the credit limit? 
Tip: Don’t take out too much debt and keep your credit card balances below 
30% of your limit. 

 
 
 

Length of Credit History:  This refers to how long you have had credit history 
and comprises 15% of your score.  Three factors are used in evaluating your 
length of credit history.   

● How long accounts have been open.   
● How long specific account types have been open.   
● How long it's been since those accounts were used. (It’s generally a good 

idea to make sure you show some amount of activity on your revolving 
credit accounts). 

 

New Credit:  The opening of too many new accounts within a 12 month period 
makes a borrower seem a higher risk and will typically have a short term effect 
of lowering your credit score.  The credit scoring companies have research 
findings to support borrowers who have recently taken on new debt are more 
likely to become delinquent or miss loan repayments. 

● How many accounts have been opened in the past six to 12 months, as 
well as the proportion of accounts that are new, by account type? 

● How many credit inquiries have been made recently? 
● How long it's been since the opening of any new accounts, by account 

type. 
● How long it's been since any credit inquiries. 
● The re-appearance on a credit report of positive credit information for an 

account that had earlier payment problems. 
 

Types of Credit Used:  Your mix of credit cards, retail accounts, installment 
loans, finance company accounts and mortgage loans will be considered in  
your FICO score. It is not necessary to have one of each, however you want  
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to have both revolving and installment accounts on reporting to your credit 
report. 

● How many credit or department store charge cards does the person 
have? 

● How many auto loans? 
● Does he/she have any mortgages or student loans? 
● Can he/she manage multiple types of credit? 

 
 
Improving the Credit Score 
Based on the information used to calculate a credit score, what are five things a 
person can do to increase his/her credit score. 

____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
_____________________________ 
 
Items Not Included In Your Credit Score 

● Race/Ethnicity 
● Religion 
● National origin 
● Sex 
● Marital Status 
● Receipt of public assistance 
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FICO Score Chart 

 

 
 

What Does Your Credit Score Affect: Your credit score has the ability to affect 
multiple areas of your life. You credit score can affect: 

● Interest rates on installment loans 
● Interest rates on credit cards 
● Your ability to rent a house or apartment 
● Your ability to purchase a house 
● Employment Premiums on insurance products 

 
 
 

Interest  
In relation to credit, the interest rate is the amount of money you pay a lender 
for using their money upfront on the purchase of your item.   

 

Interest rates are based on credit scores.  The lower your credit score, the 
higher your interest rate usually.  Some people can end up paying double the 
price of an item based on the interest rate at which they are financed.  

 

In the example below, James, Betty and Eula are looking to purchase a vehicle. 
James, Betty and Eula decide to purchase the same car and all three get the car 
at the same price. However, each has a different credit score.  Look at the chart 
below to see how each individual’s credit score determined how much they 
paid for the car in total. 
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Obtaining Your Credit Score 
You are entitled to one free credit report per year under the law, however you 
are not entitled to a free score. The report you will receive from the credit 
bureaus, should you request it, will not include a score. 

 

You can obtain your score by: 
● Contacting the credit bureaus and paying for the score $5 - $12. 
● Asking a lender for the score when they are pulling your report to assess 

credit worthiness. 
 
 

The Credit Report 
 

Obtaining Your Free Credit Report 
You are entitled under federal law to one free credit report per year from each 
of these three credit reporting agencies: 
 

Transunion  • Experian   •  Equifax 

 

Annual Credit Report.Com is the only source of your free credit report 
authorized by federal law. Visit: www.annualcreditreport.com  
 
It is good idea to view your credit report frequently to monitor for any 
mistakes, inaccuracies, and evidence of any possible fraud or identity theft. 
 
 
Sections of a Credit Report 

● Personal Identification Information 

● Public Record Information 
● Collection Agency Account Information 
● Credit/Trade Account Information 
● Inquiries — Made as a result of a consumer’s actions or made by 

businesses without a consumer’s knowledge. 

 

http://www.annualcreditreport.com/
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Small Group Work - Reading a Credit Report  

 

Use the following questions to read the credit report on the following pages. 

1. Whose credit report is this? 

2. Where does the person live? 

3. How many places has the person lived? 

4. Has the person had a bankruptcy? 

5. Has the person had a lien? 

6. Has the person had an account in collections? If yes, what is the account? 

7. How many credit accounts does this person have open? 

8. What is the balance on each account? 

9. How many are late? 

10. Overall, do you think this person’s credit looks good or does it look like it 

 needs work? 

11. Would you extend more credit to them? Why or why not? 
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How Long Items Remain on Your Credit Report 

All information on your credit report, both positive and negative, is reported to 

the three national credit reporting agencies by lenders who have granted you 

credit. Credit reporting agencies only compile the information and list it in your 

credit report. There are limits to how long certain debts can remain on your 

credit report. 

Credit Accounts 
● Accounts Paid as Agreed: Remains on credit file for ten years from the 

Date of Last Activity. 
● Accounts Not Paid as Agreed: Remain on credit file for seven years form 

the date the account first became past due. 
● Late Payments: Generally remain on your file for seven years.  However, 

late payments have a smaller negative effect on your credit score as time 
passes.  You must bring the debt current and establish a good payment 
history moving forward for this to be true. 

 

Collection Accounts 
An account that goes into collections remains on your credit file for seven years 
from the date the account became first past due, or Date of Last Activity. 

 
 

Public Records 
A public record is county, state or federal materials that are accessible to the 
general public.  The types of public records that would be on your credit report 
are bankruptcies, civil judgements, tax liens, foreclosures and wage 
garnishments. 

● Court Judgments: Generally remain on your credit file for seven years 
from the date filed. 

● Paid Tax Liens: Remain for ten years from the date released (paid) 
● Unpaid Tax Liens: Remain indefinitely.  
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Bankruptcy 

● Chapter 7, 10 or a non-discharged Chapter 13 remain on your credit  
 report for ten years from the date filed. 

● Chapter 13 discharged remains on your credit report for seven years from 
the date filed. 
 

Inquiries  
Inquiries by creditors remain on your credit report for two years. 
 

DISPUTING ITEMS ON YOUR CREDIT REPORT 
 

To dispute items on your credit report, you must first obtain a copy of your free 
credit report and use the following checklist to evaluate your report. 
 
Read through the entire credit report 
❏ Is your name correct? 

❏ Is your social security number correct? 

❏ Is your current address correct? 

❏ Are the previous addresses they have listed for you correct? 

❏ Is there anything listed in the collection agency account information? Is it 

correct? Highlight the information you think may not be correct. 

❏ Is there anything listed in the public record information? Is it correct?  

Highlight the information that you think may not be correct. 

❏ Review each item under the credit account information. Do you have 

these accounts reported open? Did you once have the accounts reported 

closed? 

❏ Are all of the balances correct?  Are the account numbers correct? Is the 

reported payment pattern correct? 

❏ Is the negative information reported on each credit account where 

applicable correct? Look for late payments and missed payments highlight 

those items you think are incorrect. 
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Once the agencies received the dispute information from you, they will contact 
the creditors of the accounts you are disputing and request them to verify the 
information on your credit report. If the creditor does not verify the 
information in 30 days it will be removed from your credit report.  However, 
verified account information will not be removed.  You can dispute items 
online, by mail or by telephone. 
 

Transunion 
Online: https://dispute.transunion.com  
Phone: 1-800-916-8800 
Mail: 
TransUnion LLC 
Consumer Dispute Center 
P.O. Box 2000 
Chester, PA 19022 
 

Equifax 
Online: https://www.ai.equifax.com/CreditInvestigation/home.action 
Phone: 866 349-5191 
Mail: 
Equifax Information Services LLC 
P.O. Box 740256 
Atlanta, GA 30374 
 
Experian 
Online: https://www.experian.com/disputes/main.html 
Mail: 
Experian 
P.O. Box 4500 
Allen, TX 75013 

For online disputes all information can be input into the online form. The 
following letter template can be used to write letters to dispute inaccurate 
information on your credit report. 

https://www.ai.equifax.com/CreditInvestigation/home.action
https://www.experian.com/disputes/main.html
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SAMPLE DISPUTE LETTER 
 

 
[Your Name] 
[Your Address] 
[Your City, State, Zip Code] 
 
[Date] 
 
Complaint Department 
[Company Name] 
[Street Address] 
[City, State, Zip Code] 
 
Dear Sir or Madam: 
 
   I am writing to dispute the following information in my file. I have circled the items 
I dispute on the attached copy of the report I received. 
 
   This item [identify item(s) disputed by name of source, such as creditors or tax 
court, and identify type of item, such as credit account, judgment, etc.] is 
[inaccurate or incomplete] because [describe what is inaccurate or incomplete and 
why]. I am requesting that the item be removed [or request another specific 
change] to correct the information and send me a new copy of my credit report. 
 
   Enclosed are copies of [use this sentence if applicable and describe any enclosed 
documentation, such as payment records and court documents] supporting my 
position. Please reinvestigate this [these] matter[s] and [delete or correct] the 
disputed item[s] as soon as possible. 
 

Sincerely,  
Your name 

 
Enclosures: [List what you are enclosing.]  
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RESOLVING DEBT 
 

Once you have pulled your credit report, reviewed it and requested the 
necessary information be corrected, the next step is resolving any out-standing 
debt on your credit report.  There are three options to resolving debt on a 
credit report: 

● Paying it off in full 
● Making a payment arrangement 
● Offering a settlement amount for payment in full 

 
Paying off in full 

● Contact the company you owe the debt to find out where to send the 
payment and who to make the payment out to.  

● Keep a record of the names and phone numbers of people you spoke with 
about paying the debt. 

● Send a certified money order or cashier’s check 
In the memo section write “for payment in full” and be sure to 
include the account number. 

● Have the company send you a letter stating the account has been paid in 
full and that you have a zero balance once the payment is processed. 

● Request a receipt for payment that shows a zero balance. 
● Send copies of the receipt and letter showing a zero balance to the credit 

bureaus to ensure the account information is updated. The company 
should contact the credit bureau and update when they receive you 
payment, this is just an additional step to ensure your file is accurate. 

 
Making a Payment Arrangement 

● Contact the company you owe the debt to make a payment arrangement 
● Let them know you would like to take care of the account, but would not 

be able to pay in full at this time.  
● Be sure you have looked at your monthly spending plan to determine the 

amount you can afford to pay each month. It is important you do not 
agree to pay an amount greater than you can afford to avoid another 
potentially harmful financial situation. 
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● Keep a record of the names and phone numbers of people you spoke with 

about paying the debt. 
● Keep copies or electronic records of all payments you make. 
● If you are able, after several months you can call and offer a settlement 

amount on the balance as payment in full. 
 
 
Offering a Settlement 

 Contact the company by telephone 

 Before you call, have the money on hand you wish to use to pay for a 
settlement agreement. 

 Know how much you can afford to pay and would like to pay.  Be sure to 
not settle for an amount you are not comfortable with paying. If you 
cannot reach an agreement that matches what you can afford, simply 
thank the creditor and hang up the phone. 

 Use your negotiation skills to reach an agreement.  Remember to always 
offer an amount much less than you can actually afford and you and the 
creditor will meet somewhere in the middle for a payment amount. 

 Keep good records of the dates, times, and the names of people you 
spoke with. 

 Send a cashier’s check or certified money order for the amount you and 
the creditor have agreed upon. 

 Make sure to write “For Payment in Full” or “Settled in Full” in the memo 
section along with the account number and to make a copy of the check 
or money order for your records. 

 Ask the company to send you a letter stating the account has a zero 
balance once they receive the settlement amount. 

 Send copies of the receipt and letter showing a zero to the credit bureaus 
to ensure the account information is updated.  The company should 
contact the credit bureau and update when they receive you payment, 
this is just an additional step to ensure your file is accurate. 
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Debt repayment chart for making payment arrangements:  You can use the 
chart below to lay out the debts you find on your credit report that need to be 
resolved and determine a strategy to resolve your debt. You can use the 
information found on your credit report to fill in the name of the creditor, 
amount owed and interest rate information. However, you must first complete 
your Monthly Spending Plan to know how much net income you have that can 
be used towards resolving old debt.   
 
Tip: List the debts with the highest interest rates first, as these are the ones that 
could eventually cost you more money.  Don’t feel obligated to pay off all debts 
at one time.  Approach the amount that are comfortable for you and work on 
resolving those first. Once you have paid off debt, the money you were 
dedicating to paying that debt monthly can be used to address other debts.  
Remember: You did not accumulate this debt overnight and it will take time and 
patience to resolve it as well. 
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DEBT TO INCOME RATIO 
 

Debt to income ratio tells creditors how much more debt you can handle. You 
can use the debt to income ratio to keep your debt in check. Your debt to 
income ratio could be the determining factor in whether you are able to get the 
financing you request. Your debt to income ratio is your monthly debt payment 
amounts divided by your monthly gross income. 

 

Here's an example                   
Monthly Income = $3000     Monthly Debt = $652    $652/$3000 = .217 or 21.7%  

 

What Does this mean?     For every dollar you earn 21% goes toward debt. 

 

Basic Debt to Income Ratio Scale 
0-15% Great  
16-23% Good 
24-38% Fair 
39-50% Poor 
51% or more Very Poor 
 
 

WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT CREDIT CARDS  

 

Whether shopping for a new credit card or understanding the ones you have, 
there is certain information you should know. The questions below are usually 
answered in a new card’s agreement disclosure and in an existing card’s billing 
statement and other communications (some in the fine print). 

 

● Is the interest rate fixed or variable? 
● If variable, what is the initial rate, how long is it good for and how much 

can it increase? 
● What is the Annual Percentage Rate? 
● Is there an annual fee? 
● If the payment is late, how is it handled? 
● What are late fees, over the limit fees and balance transfer fees? 
● What kind of fraud protection is offered? 
● What type of rewards program is offered? 
● Do the rewards expire or are there other restrictions? 
● What is the grace period? 
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Common Credit Card Definitions 

 

Fixed Interest Rate: The interest rate does not change during the period of the loan. 

 

Variable Interest Rate:  An interest rate that fluctuates over time. 

 

Annual Percentage Rate: The annual rate of borrowing funds expressed as a single 
percentage. This percentage represents the yearly cost of the credit granted to you. 
It includes any fees or additional costs associated with the line of credit. 

 

Annual Fee: A yearly fee charged by the credit card company in addition to the 
interest rate. 

 

Grace Period: The amount of time you have to pay off your entire bill after receiving 
it without having to pay any interest charges. 

 

Rewards Programs: Benefits that credit card companies offer users to en-courage 
usage of the card. (Frequent flyer miles, cash back, etc). 

 

Credit Limit: The maximum amount a person may borrow on a credit card. 

 

What’s In Your Wallet? 
The chart bellow can help you better manage your existing credit cards. You may 
have to search for the information in communications sent to you by the creditor, 
your credit card statements, or the company website. Having this information in one 
spot may help you determine the amount of debt you are willing to incur. 
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TO COSIGN OR NOT TO COSIGN 

 

As an older adult many have an established credit history. Friends, family and 
loved ones often know and understand this and come to older adults for 
assistance with securing financing and credit. Many ask older adults to cosign 
loans for them. Many times older adults are eager to help their children and 
grandchildren gain valuable assets or realize their dreams. However, it is 
important to understand what you agree to when you become a cosigner for 
someone else’s credit product.  

 

What is a Cosigner? 
A person who signs for another person's debt. This involves a legal obligation 
made by the cosigner to make payment on the other person's debt should that 
person default. Having a cosigner is way for individuals with a low income or 
poor/limited credit history to obtain financing. 

 

The Risks of Cosigning 
You assume all liability as cosigner. Credit reports do not distinguish payments 
you failed to make on time to your own accounts and late payments made to 
accounts to which you are a cosigner. If you are concerned abpout keeping 
your credit repayment history clean, cosigning could negatively affect this.  

 

You won't find out about important account changes or information until it 
posts to your credit report.  The person you cosign for could increase a credit 
limit on a revolving credit account without your permission. You also will not be 
notified of accounts missing payments unless you check your credit report or 
begin to receive calls from collection agencies concerning the account.  

 

You may not be able to take out more credit on your own behalf. Cosigning 
could affect the amounts owed calculation in your credit score through your 
credit utilization rate. Cosigning can increase your debt to debt to income ratio 
because it raises your overall amounts of monthly debt payment on your credit 
report, even though the payments are not coming from your own income. 

 

Should the person you cosign for default on the loan, you will not be able to 
remove your name from the account. This is precisely the reason banks agree 
to a loan because they have a back-up plan in place should the borrower not be 
reliable. 
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Deshaun Needs a Cosigner 
 
Theresa’s grandson Deshaun is 25 years old.  Deshaun has had an unstable 
employment history and has finally found a job that he thinks will provide him 
with some security.  However, the job is 25 miles away and Deshaun does not 
have reliable transportation.  Deshaun was financed for vehicle five years ago, 
but became delinquent on the payments after losing the job he was at and the 
car was reposed.  Since then Deshaun has used vehicles of friends and family 
members and used public transportation.  Deshaun has saved $3000 and 
wishes to use for a down payment on a new vehicle. However, the bank is 
requiring that Deshaun have a cosigner.  Deshaun has asked Theresa to cosign 
the loan.  Theresa is on a fixed income and knows she will not be able to afford 
the payment if Deshaun defaults on the loan.  Theresa also understands what 
will happen to her credit rating if Deshaun defaults and she cannot make the 
payments. 
 

What could happen to Theresa’s credit rating if she cosigns and Deshaun 

defaults on the loan?      Why? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________ 
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What are other options Deshaun and Theresa could explore? 
_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________ 
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