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Red & Black Personal Finance & Life 101 Program 
SOCIAL EVIDENCE STORIES 

 
 
Cristo Rey 
 
The Cristo Rey Network is comprised of 26 high schools that provide a quality, Catholic, college preparatory 
education to more than 7,500 young people who live in communities with limited educational options.   All 
students at Cristo Rey Network schools participate in a unique work-study program to gain real world job 
experience, grow in self-confidence, and realize the relevance of their education.  
 
The current Dean of College Counseling at Cristo Rey Preparatory High School in Houston was formerly a 
college counselor at KIPP Houston High School, where his students participated in the Red & Black program.  
This semester he introduced our book/program to the Cristo Rey Class of 2014, and even used our video, 
“Red & Black: The Stringfellow Story.”  His feedback was that his students were not only totally engaged, 
but he described the ensuing discussion as “amazing” –  the students were talking about the fact personal 
finance and other “Life 101” subjects are critical topics for everyone, as they have the potential to change 
the trajectory of people’s lives. 
 
As hard as it is to believe that a book with the title What I Learned About Life When My Husband Got Fired! 
would be the basis of a book study program in TDCJ  that would help offenders to be better prepared for re-
entry, there was no way to know that the lessons from “inside” the prison walls would have such a 
profound effect on lives on the “outside.”   The fact that the men who appear in the video had such a 
positive impact on the high school seniors at Cristo Rey (not to mention many other students that have 
watched the video) is just the start, as once you change one life you impact the family and, ultimately, the 
community, so there is a potentially significant (but non-quantitative) ripple effect. 
 
 
Second Harvest Food Bank 

 
Second Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida is part of the Feeding America nationwide network of food 
banks that feeds more that 37 million people through food pantries, soup kitchens and shelters in 
communities across America and leads the nation in the fight against hunger.  Second Harvest collects, 
stores and distributes donated food to more than 550 partner agencies in six Central Florida counties.   
 
Recently, they piloted a “Red & Black” book study program to help teach Life Skills as part of their Culinary 
Curriculum and plan to introduce the program to their partner agencies.  Through our relationship with 
them, we were invited to speak at the welcome luncheon of the Florida Prosperity Partnership’s 2014 
conference.  Two of the students who were participating in Second Harvest’s Red & Black program were 
invited to attend the luncheon, and one of the women spoke to us before our presentation, explaining how 
much the book meant to her and the many lessons she had learned.  But something even more incredible 
was to come, as she and Black continued the conversation, so I will let Black tell the story … 
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The woman asked me, “What do you do when you have nothing?” She then proceeded to tell me 
all the things that happened in her life … husband had been making over $100,000 as a merchant 
seaman, she was raising five kids basically alone, and once he got out he ended up hooked on 
depressants and returned to live with his mother.  They divorced, and she had nothing – ended up 
living in cheap hotels, but now at a shelter and is finishing the culinary school program at Second 
Harvest and doing an internship.  She feels like our book/program would have made a huge 
difference years ago, but wondered about starting over, as she has nothing.  I told her that she 
has demonstrated the faith to never give up, the drive to work hard, the strength to take control 
of her life, and the willingness to do things differently … those are assets that you cannot buy.  I 
also told her that she might not have material things – yet – but that she has so much more than 
other people.  And, I meant it.  The ability to identify what you do not like about yourself, and 
then do something about it is more powerful than anything else.  I believe only people who fail (at 
some level) can truly appreciate success.    

  
 
East Side University  
 
Since 1998, East Side University Village Community Learning Center (ESUVCLC) has provided grant-funded 
adult education in the heart of Houston's Third Ward, bridging the digital divide by providing GED, ESL, 
Spanish, Computer, and basic literacy courses to lower income adult learners.    
 
Red & Black and ESUVCLC first came together when we met Jackie Aguilera, ESUVCLC Literacy 
Coordinator, at a Houston Money Week Partner’s meeting.  In Aquilera’s words,  “After a five minute 
conversation, I quickly realized that Red & Black had developed a personal finance and "life 101" program 
that was not only relevant, but fun. I knew this could be a dynamic collaboration that would take literacy 
at ESUVCLC to the next level." 
 
This led to our book being a key component of a Summer Financial Book Club, which sought to improve 
critical-reading skills, optimize financial decision-making skills and explore financial relationships and 
dreams.  In East Side’s Press Release announcing the program, Aguilera stated, "If you want to do more 
with your money than just 'make it.' If you want more out of your education than just another class. If you 
want to push your reading skills beyond the words on a page, then you want to experience Red and 
Black's What I Learned About Life When My Husband Got Fired!'” 
 
But something incredible happened when the group of adult students (of all ages) began to read the 
book.  Although it may have started as a Personal Financial Literacy program, it quickly expanded to 
include Literacy … and then ESL.  (English Second Language.)  How did this happen?   
 
It started with a discussion of personal finance topics and the relevancy to their lives.  But then, because 
the book is written using emails, Instant Messages and telephone conversations (it was formatted this 
way because the book was initially intended as the basis of a sitcom and this would allow for television 
producers to “hear” the voices of the two principle characters), Aguilera decided to have the students 
read portions of the book out loud during class.  She noticed that the student’s literacy skills – written and 
spoken – began to improve significantly.  In addition, since for many of the students Spanish is their native 
language, she saw that their English skills began to improve dramatically.  Along with all of this, the 
student’s confidence grew, along with their belief that they could start to take control not only of their 
money, but of their lives, instead of having their lives control them.    


