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Note to readers:

This manual is a compilation of basic debt and debt management information relating to the services provided by the Family Financial Education Foundation and Access Education Systems. The topics provided are for informational purposes only. If this information helped you in any way, we hope that you will let us know. Also, we would love to hear from you if you have ideas that you would like to share with others who are struggling. We can be reached at: (855) 789-DEBT(3328).
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©2012, All Rights Reserved
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www.accesseducation.org


The contents of this program are copyrighted by Access Education Systems and are provided for educational purposes only. Any use of this material is subject to the laws of National and International Intellectual Rights. The writers and publishers accept no liability or obligation in relation to the content of this program. The lessons are meant to be informational only and may be subject to change without notice.



Welcome

Welcome to Family Financial Education Foundation. Congratulations! You've made a wise and life-changing decision to get out of debt and take the necessary steps toward a brighter and more stable financial future. We hope you'll feel good knowing that you've joined with thousands of other individuals who are determined to stop their spiraling use of credit cards and ultimately become "debt free." We value you as a client and will assist you in working with your creditors to achieve your goals.

FFEF Mission Statement

The mission of Family Financial Education Foundation (FFEF) is to strengthen and support low to moderate income individuals, families, and communities by providing free customized education, counseling, debt management programs, and other related services.

Our Vision

  The vision of Family Financial Education Foundation is that each of our clients will free himself from the bondage of debt and be able to declare his financial independence. 


 


Chapter 1: Knowing Your Consumer Rights

It's easy to pick on the federal government when we want to gripe about something, but when it comes to protecting your rights as a consumer, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and its Bureau of Consumer Protection are some of your most helpful allies. For example, if you exercise your right to receive a free credit report, use the National Do Not Call Registry to block unwanted telemarketing calls, or refer to product warranties, care labels in your clothes, or stickers showing the energy costs of home appliances, you are taking advantage of laws enforced by the FTC's Bureau of Consumer Protection.

The Bureau of Consumer Protection works to protect consumers against unfair, deceptive, or fraudulent practices in the marketplace. The Bureau conducts investigations, sues companies and people who violate the law, develops rules to protect consumers, and educates consumers and businesses about their rights and responsibilities. The Bureau also collects complaints about consumer fraud and identity theft and makes them available to law enforcement agencies across the country.

State and Local Consumer Protection Resources 

Did you know that in addition to the FTC and its Bureau of Consumer Protection, you also have access to state and local consumer protection services? It's true. Every state in the nation provides such services on a state, county, or city level, or a combination of all of them. City, county,and state consumer offices offer a variety of important services. They might mediate complaints, conduct investigations, prosecute offenders of consumer laws, license and regulate professional service providers, provide educational materials, and advocate for consumer rights. 

One of the most helpful websites to learn more about what consumer protection services are available in your state and how to contact them is www.usa.gov. While this website is operated by the federal government, it provides specific information on state and local resources, including a helpful publication you can download at http://www.usa.gov/agencies/state_and_territories.shtml that lists state, county, and city consumer protection office addresses and phone numbers. You can also download the listing of local Better Business Bureaus at http://www.usa.gov/bbb/index.shtml. Better Business Bureaus (BBBs) are nonprofit organizations that encourage honest advertising and selling practices and are supported primarily by local businesses. BBBs offer a variety of consumer services, including: consumer education materials, business reports, particularly unanswered or unsettled complaints or other problems, mediation and arbitration services, and information about charities and other organizations that are seeking public donations.

Complaints should be submitted in writing so that an accurate record exists of the dispute. The BBB will then present the complaint to the company involved. If the complaint is not resolved, the BBB may offer an alternative dispute settlement process. BBBs do not judge or rate individual products or brands, handle employer/employee wage disputes or give legal advice.

Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more important than any one thing. —Abraham Lincoln 

FTC Publications

Perhaps one of the greatest services the Federal Trade Commission and the Bureau of Consumer Protection provide is an entire library of practical information on a variety of consumer topics. The information, available online at http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/consumer.shtm, can help you avoid rip-offs and exercise your consumer rights. Education is the first line of defense against fraud and deception; it can help you make well-informed decisions before you spend your money.

If you don't have access to the Internet or prefer ordering hard copies of FTC publications, you can do so. For limited quantities of publications (fewer than 50 copies per title), send your name, organization, address, telephone number, the publications you want--and the quantities of each--to:

Consumer Response Center

  Federal Trade Commission

  600 Pennsylvania, NW, H-130

  Washington, DC 20580

Here's a list by topic of the types of information you can access: from the FTC to guard yourself against fraudulent and deceptive business practices and unwise purchases:

Let's Review

Read back through the previous chapter to find the important information that belongs in the blanks of the following sentences.

  1. The Bureau of Consumer Protection works to protect consumers against ____, ___, or ___ ___practices in the marketplace.

2. One of the most helpful websites to learn more about what consumer protection services are available in your state and how to contact them is ___.

3. Better Business Bureaus (BBBs) are nonprofit organizations that encourage ___advertising and ___ practices, and state consumer offices offer a variety of important services. They might mediate complaints, conduct investigations, prosecute offenders of consumer laws, license and regulate professional service providers, provide educational materials, and advocate for consumer rights.

 


Chapter 2: Important Laws and Regulations Designed to Protect Consumers

While it is human nature to expect honesty and integrity of ourselves and the people we meet and do business with, unfortunately there are those who are bent on scamming and cheating others through fraudulent schemes and unfair business practices. In recent decades a number of U.S. consumer protection laws and regulations have been enacted to help shield consumers from such practices. It's important to familiarize yourself with the following laws and regulations so you know your consumer rights and can respond appropriately when confronted with dishonest or unfair practices.

The Cooling-Off Rule: When and How to Cancel a Sale

As explained by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), if you buy something at a store and later change your mind, you may not be able to return the merchandise. But if you buy an item in your home or at a location that is not the seller's permanent place of business, you may have the option. The FTC's Cooling-Off Rule gives you three days to cancel purchases of $25 or more. Under the Cooling-Off Rule, your right to cancel for a full refund extends until midnight of the third business day after the sale.


The Cooling-Off Rule applies to sales at the buyer's home, workplace or dormitory, or at facilities rented by the seller on a temporary or short-term basis, such as hotel or motel rooms, convention centers, fairgrounds, and restaurants. The Cooling-Off Rule applies even when you invite the salesperson to make a presentation in your home.


Under the Cooling-Off Rule, the salesperson must tell you about your cancellation rights at the time of sale. He or she must also give you two copies of a cancellation form (one to keep and one to send) and a copy of your contract or receipt. The contract or receipt should be dated, show the name and address of the seller, and explain your right to cancel. The contract or receipt must be in the same language that's used in the sales presentation.

Some Exceptions
Certain types of sales cannot be cancelled even if they do occur in locations normally covered by the Rule. The Cooling-Off Rule does not cover sales that:

	are under $25; 


  	are for goods or services not primarily intended for personal, family, or household purposes; (The Rule applies to courses of instruction or training.); 


  	are made entirely by mail or telephone; 


  	are the result of prior negotiations at the seller's permanent business location where the goods are sold regularly; 


  	are made as part of your request for the seller to do repairs or maintenance on your personal property (purchases made beyond the maintenance or repair request are covered). 



Also exempt from the Cooling-Off Rule are sales that involve:

	real estate, insurance, or securities; 


  	automobiles, vans, trucks, or other motor vehicles sold at temporary locations, provided the seller has at least one permanent place of business; or


  	arts or crafts sold at fairs or locations such as shopping malls, civic centers, and schools. 


Try not to become a man of success but rather to become a man of value. —Albert Einstein 

How to Cancel

To cancel a sale, sign and date one copy of the cancellation form. Mail it to the address given for cancellation, making sure the envelope is post-marked before midnight of the third business day after the contract date. (Saturday is considered a business day; Sundays and federal holidays are not.) Because proof of the mailing date and proof of receipt are important, consider sending the cancellation form by certified mail so you can get a return receipt. Or, consider hand delivering the cancellation notice before midnight of the third business day. Keep the other copy of the cancellation form for your records.

If the seller did not give cancellation forms, you can write your own cancellation letter. It must be post-marked within three business days of the sale. 


You do not have to give a reason for canceling your purchase. You have a right to change your mind.

If You Cancel

If you cancel your purchase, the seller has 10 days to:

	cancel and return any promissory note or other negotiable instrument you signed; 


  	refund all your money and tell you whether any product you still have will be picked up; and 


  	return any trade-in. 


Within 20 days, the seller must either pick up the items left with you, or reimburse you for mailing expenses, if you agree to send the items back. 

  If you received any goods from the seller, you must make them available to the seller in as good condition as when you received them. If you do not make the items available to the seller--or if you agree to return the items but fail to--you remain obligated under the contract.

Problems

If you have a complaint about sales practices that involve the Cooling-Off Rule, write: Consumer Response Center, Federal Trade Commission, 600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, DC 20580. The Rule's complete name and citation are: Rule Concerning Cooling-Off Period for Sales Made at Homes or at Certain Other Locations; 16 CFR Part 429. You also may wish to contact a consumer protection office in your city, county, or state. Some state laws give you even more rights than the FTC's Cooling-Off Rule, and some local consumer offices can help you resolve your complaint.

Fair Credit Billing Act

In addition, if you paid for your purchase with a credit card and a billing dispute arises about the purchase (for example, if the merchandise shipped was not what you ordered), you can notify the credit card company that you want to dispute the purchase. Under the Fair Credit Billing Act, the credit card company must acknowledge your dispute in writing and conduct a reasonable investigation of your problem. You may withhold payment of the amount in dispute, until the dispute is resolved. (You are still required to pay any part of your bill that is not in dispute.) To protect your rights under the Fair Credit Billing Act, you must send a written notice about the problem to the credit card company at the address for billing disputes specified on your billing statement within 60 days after the first bill containing the disputed amount is mailed to you.


If the 60-day period has expired or if your dispute concerns the quality of the merchandise purchased, you may have other rights under the Act. If you have questions about the Fair Credit Billing Act, order a free copy of the FTC's brochure Fair Credit Billing, by writing to: Consumer Response Center, Federal Trade Commission, 600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, DC 20580.

Truth in Lending Act: Protecting Consumers in Credit Transactions

The Truth in Lending Act (TILA) of 1968, also called the Consumer Credit Protection Act, is a U.S. federal law designed to protect consumers in credit transactions by requiring money lenders to be clear and explicit about the true costs of credit transactions. The TILA outlaws the use of threatened or actual violence to collect debts and restricts the amount of garnishments. The act also established a National Commission on Consumer Finance. The purpose of TILA is to promote the informed use of consumer credit by requiring disclosures about its terms and cost. TILA also gives consumers the right to cancel certain credit transactions that involve a lien on a consumer's principal dwelling, regulates certain credit card practices, and provides a means for fair and timely resolution of credit billing disputes. 

With the exception of certain high-cost mortgage loans, the TILA does not regulate the charges that may be imposed for consumer credit. Rather, it requires a maximum interest rate to be stated in variable-rate contracts secured by the consumer's home. It also imposes limitations on home equity plans that are subject to the requirements of Sec. 226.5b and certain higher-cost mortgages that are subject to the requirements of Sec. 226.32. The regulation prohibits certain acts or practices in connection with credit secured by a consumer's principal residence.

The TILA requires vendors to disclose the method of computing finance charges, the conditions under which a finance charge may be imposed, and the finance charge expressed as an Annual Percentage Rate. These credit terms must be disclosed clearly and conspicuously in consumer credit applications. The act also requires that borrowers who sign credit agreements giving the lender a security interest in the borrower's home have the right to rescind the contract within three business days. This is known as the borrower's Right of Rescission. The TILA, the earliest of the federal consumer protection laws, has been amended several times, and has been copied in several states by state laws containing similar consumer protections. 

The TILA requires that the terms in transactions involving consumer credit be fully explained to the prospective debtors. This act sets forth three basic rules:

 (1) a creditor cannot advertise a deal that ordinarily is not available to anyone except a preferred borrower; 

(2) advertisements must contain either all of the terms of a credit transaction or none of them; and 

(3) if the credit is to be repaid in more than four payments, the agreement must indicate, in clear and conspicuous print, that "the cost of credit is included in the price quoted for the goods and services."

Let's Review

Above is information about 3 important laws that you should be familiar with. Match the descriptions below with one of these laws: a) Fair Credit Billing Act, b) Cooling-Off Rule, c) Truth in Lending Act

1. This law gives you three days to cancel qualifying purchases of $25 or more. Your right to cancel for a full refund extends until midnight of the third business day after the sale.______

2. This law gives you the right to notify your credit card company that you want to dispute a purchase. The credit card company must acknowledge your dispute in writing and conduct a reasonable investigation of your problem.______

3. This law is designed to protect consumers in credit transactions by requiring creditors to be clear and explicit about the true costs of credit transactions.

  ______

 



Chapter 3: Fair Debt Collection Practices Act

It probably comes as no surprise that if you use credit cards, owe money on a personal loan, or are paying on a home mortgage, you are a "debtor". If you fall behind in repaying your creditors, or an error is made on your accounts, you may be contacted by a "debt collector". Dealing with a debt collector can be one of life's most stressful experiences. Harassing calls, threats, and use of obscene language can drive you to the edge. What's worse, a collector may embarrass you by contacting your employer, family, or neighbors. You may even be hounded to pay a debt that is not rightfully yours. While collection agencies have a job to do, there are limits on how far a debt collector can go.

Tips for Dealing with a Debt Collector

1. Know how the collection process works. Why are you being contacted by a collection agency? It usually means that a creditor has not received payment from you for several months. They have negotiated with another company or are using an in-house affiliate called a debt collector to attempt to get you to pay. Third-party collectors often purchase your debt for less than you owe, and your debt is now owned by the collector. A collector may also work for the creditor in return for a fee or a percentage of any money collected. In-house collectors that are affiliated with the original creditor work on behalf of the company directly. Because the creditor has taken a loss on your account or because you are late with making payments, this negative information may show up on your credit report. 

Another reason a debt collector may be contacting you is that an imposter has used your identity to obtain credit, a crime known as identity theft. You are not responsible for the debt, but you may experience difficulties convincing the debt collector of this. Under federal law, the debt collector has certain responsibilities in investigating your situation and may be liable for failure to cooperate.

2. Know your rights. Learn to recognize abusive collection practices. Even if you owe a debt, a collector owes you fair treatment and respect for your privacy. Also, be aware that even if the collector's conduct does not exactly match the language of the federal Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, that collector may still be liable for its conduct. 

3. Ask questions and learn specifics. Often the first contact with the debt collector is a telephone call from a representative, a pre-recorded message asking you to call a toll-free number, or a letter. When a collector calls or you call back, get as much information as possible. Ask for the name of the caller, the collection agency, the creditor, and the address and fax number for sending correspondence. Also ask about the amount the collector claims you owe. In this first call, you should also tell the caller you expect written follow-up if you have not yet received a notice in the mail.

4. Assert your right to privacy. If your first contact with a collector is by telephone, tell the caller that you want all future contact in writing rather than by phone. You can also instruct the collector not to call you at work or at all if that is your choice. Make notes of your first conversation and start to keep a file. It's very important to follow up on such requests in writing right away. Your letter should include requests about contact or other matters discussed in your first telephone contact. Note: If you notify the collector not to contact you at all, the collector is entitled to contact you one more time to explain how it intends to proceed. 

Also you should tell and write the collector that you are the only person to be contacted. Since the agency is well aware of your location, there is no need to contact your employer, neighbors, relatives, or friends to find out where you are. If you are an employer, friend, neighbor, or family member who is being contacted by a collector, you can write the collector and tell him to stop contacting you. See Parts 3 and 6 for more privacy protection tips. 

5. Start and keep a file. At the first contact from a collection agency, start a file. Your file should include: 

	Dates and times of phone conversations, pre-recorded messages the collector leaves on your voice mail, and when you send or receive correspondence.


  	Notes of conversations along with the name of the collection agency employee.


  	Copies of correspondence you send, as well as those you receive including envelopes. Collectors are supposed to give you written notice of the collection action five days after you are contacted by phone.


  	Copies of correspondence you send, as well as those you receive including envelopes. Collectors are supposed to give you written notice of the collection action five days after you are contacted by phone.


  	Copies of messages that are abusive or overly intrusive.


There is no set time after which you will never be contacted again about a debt. Some debts are sold to other collectors even after being properly disputed. Keep all records regarding disputed debts indefinitely in case the debt comes back to haunt you, and you need to dispute it again.

6. Put it in writing. Send any correspondence, including disputes, to both the collection agency and the creditor by Certified Mail, Return Receipt Requested. When in doubt, send a written confirmation of anything that you may need to prove later (for example, a promise or threat made, a rude or harassing comment received, or an explanation given you that may show improprieties in the handling of your dispute or your payments). 

7. Clarify payments. If you negotiate a repayment plan over the phone, ask the representative to send you the terms of the plan in writing. You may also write a letter that explains your understanding of the negotiated repayment plan. Payments made to a debt collector when multiple debts are involved should clearly specify to which debt the payment is to be applied. It is possible to dispute one debt, but agree to pay another. Also, any promise to remove or adjust reports in your credit history should be documented for later enforcement. 

8. Pay the proper party. Payments should be made to the debt collector and not the original creditor unless you are expressly instructed to pay the creditor directly. In this case, you should confirm such instruction in writing to both the creditor and the debt collector. 

9. Don't be coerced. Never pay a bill you don't owe just to get the collector to "go away." Any payment of the debt is considered an acknowledgement that you are responsible. Even if you pay, that will not erase a negative entry on your credit report. 

10. Examine balances, interest charges, and other fees and charges. Carefully review the amount you are being asked to pay. You should ask the collector to tell you the amount of the original debt as well as give you a breakdown of any interest, fees, or charges that have been added. Federal law prevents a debt collector from charging you any more than the amount you actually owe, if not permitted by the laws of your state or the terms of the original agreement with the creditor. 


11. Complain about abusive collection practices. Under the federal FDCPA, a collector is not allowed to make idle threats, expressed or implied (for example, "We must get your payment no later than the day after tomorrow"), or use abusive or profane language. A collector should not discuss your account with third parties or use the phone to harass you.

12. Military members should make an appointment with the local Judge Advocate General's office if contacted by a collector. The Soldiers and Sailors Civil Relief Act (SSCRA) provides protections for military members whose financial life is affected by military service. Visit the Department of Army's web site for information on how the SSCRA applies to military members, htpp://usmilitary.about.com/od/sscra/l/blsscra.htm. 

13. Don't ignore a collector even if the debt is not yours. It is in your best interest to respond to a collector immediately. Delay can mean the collector will continue to contact you. The collector may even file a lawsuit and get a judgment against you. The result can cost you more time and trouble in the long run. 

There can be no real individual freedom in the presence of economic

  insecurity. —Chester Bowles

Frequently Asked Questions about Debt Collection Practices

The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act requires that debt collectors treat you fairly and prohibits certain methods of debt collection. Of course, the law does not erase any legitimate debt you owe. The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) provides answers to the most commonly asked questions about your rights under the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act:

What debts are covered? 

Personal, family, and household debts are covered under the Act. This includes money owed for the purchase of an automobile, for medical care, or for charge accounts.

Who is a debt collector?

 A debt collector is any person who regularly collects debts owed to others. This includes attorneys who collect debts on a regular basis.


How may a debt collector contact me? 

A collector may contact you in person, by mail, telephone, telegram, or fax. However, a debt collector may not contact you at inconvenient times or places, such as before 8 a.m. or after 9 p.m., unless you agree. A debt collector also may not contact you at work if the collector knows that your employer disapproves of such contacts.

Can I stop a debt collector from contacting me?

You can stop a debt collector from contacting you by writing a letter to the collector telling him to stop. Once the collector receives your letter, he may not contact you again except to say there will be no further contact or to notify you that the debt collector or the creditor intends to take some specific action. Please note, however, that sending such a letter to a collector does not make the debt go away if you actually owe it. You could still be sued by the debt collector or your original creditor.

May a debt collector contact anyone else about my debt? 

If you have an attorney, the debt collector must contact the attorney rather than you. If you do not have an attorney, a collector may contact other people, but only to find out where you live, what your phone number is, and where you work. Collectors usually are prohibited from contacting such third parties more than once. In most cases, the collector may not tell anyone other than you and your attorney that you owe money.

What must the debt collector tell me about the debt?

Within five days after you are first contacted, the collector must send you a written notice telling you the amount of money you owe; the name of the creditor to whom you owe the money; and what action to take if you believe you do not owe the money.

May a debt collector continue to contact me if I believe I don't owe money?

A collector may not contact you if, within 30 days after you receive the written notice, you send the collection agency a letter stating you do not owe money. However, a collector can renew collection activities if you are sent proof of the debt, such as a copy of a bill for the amount owed.

What types of debt collection practices are prohibited? 

Harassment. Debt collectors may not harass, oppress, or abuse you or any third parties they contact. 

For example, debt collectors may not:

	use threats of violence or harm; 


  	publish a list of consumers who refuse to pay their debts (except to a credit bureau); 


  	use obscene or profane language; or repeatedly use the telephone to annoy someone. 


  	use any false or misleading statements when collecting a debt. 


For example, debt collectors may not:


1.	falsely imply that they are attorneys or government representatives; 

  2.	falsely imply that you have committed a crime; 

  3.	falsely represent that they operate or work for a credit bureau; 

  4.	misrepresent the amount of your debt; 

  5.	indicate that papers being sent to you are legal forms when they are not; or 

  6.	indicate that papers being sent to you are not legal forms when they are. 


Debt collectors also may not state that:

•	you will be arrested if you do not pay your debt; 

  •	they will seize, garnish, attach, or sell your property or wages, unless the collection agency or creditor intends to do so, and it is legal to do so; or 

  •	actions, such as a lawsuit, will be taken against you, when such action legally may not be taken, or when they do not intend to take such action. 

Debt collectors may not:

	give false credit information about you to anyone, including a credit bureau; 


  	send you anything that looks like an official document from a court or government agency when it is not; or use a false name. 


Unfair practices. Debt collectors may not engage in unfair practices when they try to collect a debt. For example, collectors may not:

•	collect any amount greater than your debt, unless your state law permits such a charge; 

  •	deposit a post-dated check prematurely; 

  •	use deception to make you accept collect calls or pay for telegrams; 

  •	take or threaten to take your property unless this can be done legally; or 

  •	contact you by postcard. 


What control do I have over payment of debts? 

If you owe more than one debt, any payment you make must be applied to the debt you indicate. A debt collector may not apply a payment to any debt you believe you do not owe.

What can I do if I believe a debt collector violated the law? 

You have the right to sue a collector in a state or federal court within one year from the date the law was violated. If you win, you may recover money for the damages you suffered plus an additional amount up to $1,000. Court costs and attorney's fees also can be recovered. A group of people also may sue a debt collector and recover money for damages up to $500,000, or one percent of the collector's net worth, whichever is less.

Where can I report a debt collector for an alleged violation? 

Report any problems you have with a debt collector to your state Attorney General's office and the Federal Trade Commission. Many states have their own debt collection laws, and your Attorney General's office can help you determine your rights.

May a collector send me mail in care of another person? 

Only if you live at the same address or receive your mail at that address. Even when communicating with you directly by mail, a collector is not permitted to use a postcard. The outside of an envelope sent to you by a debt collector should not include language to indicate that the mail is from a debt collector or that the letter relates to the collection of a debt. In short, the collector should take reasonable measures to assure your privacy. For example, if the collector knows that you share your address with others, it may be required to mark the letter "personal" or "private" and not give any outward appearance of the nature of the letter.

May a debt collector contact my neighbors or family members about my debt? 

Not if the collector knows your name and telephone number and could have contacted you directly. When contacting your family members including minors or neighbors to find out how to locate you, the collector: 

	Cannot tell others you owe a debt or discuss details of the account. 


  	Must identify himself, (by name, but not as a debt collector).


  	Must identify the name of the collection agency only if asked.


  	Can only contact the party once unless the collection agency has reason to believe the person has new information.


  	Cannot leave information about a debt on a third party's answering machine or voice mail service.


Contacts with a spouse, the parent of a minor, a guardian, co-signer, executor, or administrator are considered the same as contacts with the debtor under the FDCPA. 

I am being contacted by a collector looking for my former roommate, neighbor, or relative. 

Can I stop this?

The FDCPA says a debt collector may contact someone other than the debtor, but only to learn the location of the debtor. Usually this contact can be made only once, unless the collector has reason to believe the person has new information. If you are a relative or roommate, a debt collector who contacts you repeatedly also violates your privacy. Excessive contact may be considered a form of harassment. You should be able to stop contact by writing to the debt collector. 

If the collector persists in contacting you, discloses details about the other person's debt, or if the collector's actions have been abusive or threatening, you should complain to the appropriate government agency and seek legal advice. The important thing to remember is that you have the same rights as the debtor, including the right to bring an action for any of the violations described here.

If I co-sign a loan, can a debt collector contact me? 

Yes, if the person who asked you to co-sign does not pay. When you co-sign a loan, you are guaranteeing that the lender will be repaid--either by the person who asked you to co-sign or by you. 


As the co-signer, you have the same legal protections as the primary signer. You may also have additional claims against the creditor and possibly the collector if you were not given the special disclosures required under state and federal law advising co-signers of the risks involved. For more on the implications of co-signing for another person's debt, see the FTC publication "Co-signing a Loan," www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/credit/cosign.htm. 


Does a debt collector have access to my credit report?

Yes. The FCRA lists a number of "permissible purposes" for accessing your credit report. One purpose is for "...review or collection of an account..." (FCRA Sec 604(3)(A)) If you are dealing with a debt collector, you should check your credit report. You can now order free reports from each of the three national credit bureaus once every 12 months. For more on free credit reports, visit the FTC's web site: www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/edcams/freereports/index.html.


What happens after I dispute a collection? 

After you file a dispute, the collection agency then must stop collection efforts until it has conducted an investigation. This means the debt collector cannot put the debt on your credit report. It must validate the debt by obtaining a verification of the debt or a copy of a judgment from the creditor. A copy of documents that verify the bill should then be mailed to you. When you send the collector proof that the debt is not yours or has been satisfied, ask for written confirmation that the collector is not holding you accountable for the debt. Some accounts, even though properly disputed with one collector, may be sold to another. This can happen years after you have successfully disputed an account. 


This makes it all the more important to create a record of your experience with the prior collector. Keep your file indefinitely, especially if it contains correspondence that states you are not responsible. State law may keep a collector from suing you after a given period of time. However, there is no statute of limitations on collection efforts. What you thought was a closed file may come back to haunt you later. 

How long does the collection agency have to conduct its investigation? 

There is no set time, but, again, the collection agency cannot resume collection action unless it confirms the debt.

May a debt collector report negative information on my credit report? 

Yes. However, collection agencies are not consistent when it comes to reporting. Some collectors report only larger collection amounts while others report all collections. For a discussion about inconsistent reporting and other issues that arise when collectors report to credit bureaus, see the Federal Reserve Board Study, Credit Report Accuracy and Access to Credit, www.federalreserve.gov/pubs/bulletin/2004/summer04_credit.pdf.

 If you dispute a debt with a creditor or a collector, any notation on your credit report should also state that you dispute the debt.

 Am I liable for the debt if I don't dispute it in 30 days? 

If the matter ends up in court, failure to file a dispute cannot be held against you. The FDCPA (§1692g(c)) says failure to file a dispute does not allow a court to assume you admit liability for the debt. However, being able to establish that you did comply with all statutory requirements may greatly enhance your chances of success. Your goal is to establish the facts and convince the judge or others who decide the matter that you are credible and deserve to have the law applied with its full effect on your behalf. 

May I sue a collection agency? Yes. The FDCPA allows individuals and class action plaintiffs to sue in federal or state court within a year of the violation. Under the FDCPA, if you win, you may recover actual damages plus up to $1,000. Attorney fees and court costs may also be recovered. Members of a class action may recover actual damages plus a total of $500,000 or one percent of the net worth of the debt collector.

There are many private practice attorneys who specialize in assisting consumers who have experienced violations of state and federal debt collection laws. The web site of the National Association of Consumer Advocates, www.naca.net, provides a directory of member attorneys. The search process enables you to find attorneys near you and to specify those with debt collection experience, www.naca.net/db.php3. 

May I tape record calls from the collector? If the collector is verbally abusive when phoning you or engages in other practices in apparent violation of the law, you might want to gather evidence by taping the calls. Such evidence can be invaluable if you file a complaint with the authorities and if you sue the collector. Be aware that in a dozen states including California, you need to obtain consent before taping the call, with some exceptions. Check the web site of the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press (www.rcfp.org/taping) for a 50-state compilation of laws regarding tape recording.

Often, a single collection action will result in multiple negative entries on your credit report. For example, a delinquent account may be reported under the name of the original creditor and again under the section of the credit report for "collections." If the matter resulted in a court judgment, it may again appear on your credit report under the public records section. 


If you find the same account is reported in multiple areas of your credit report, the Federal Trade Commission recommends that you dispute this with the credit bureaus and file a complaint with the FTC. Dual reporting of a single account can unfairly lower your credit score.

Debt Collectors and Employment

Can a collection agency contact my boss? 

A debt collector may contact anyone other than you, but only to find out where you live or your telephone number. This includes your employer, who is treated like any other third-party contact under the FDCPA. Unfortunately, the FDCPA creates no specific restrictions on contacts with an employer. Although not required to do so, a collection agency should contact your boss only as a last resort. 

The laws of your state may have stricter rules about contact with your employer. In California, for example, a collection agency must first try to contact your employer in writing before making a call. If your employer does not respond within 15 days, the collection agency may then call. 

Can a collection agency send legal documents to my employer? Papers that are connected with your job may be sent to your employer. A judgment or court order that garnishes your salary is an example.

Can a collection agency call me at work? 

The FDCPA says a collector cannot call you at work if your employer does not allow you to receive such calls or if you have asked (preferably in writing) that they not call you there. If you are first called at home, make sure to tell the collection agency that it cannot call you at work if that is your wish. Follow up with a written request. 


Keep detailed notes about each violation of this request, making sure that both you and any witnesses to the contact will be able to testify at a much later time if you decide to take legal action against the collector. One ideal way is to have witnesses write a statement specifying the date, time, and details of the contact. Each of you should retain a copy.


Does my employer have other ways of finding out about a collection?

Collection action may appear on your credit report with the three credit report agencies: Experian, TransUnion, and Equifax. If you apply for a new job or are considered for a promotion or transfer in your current job, the federal Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) allows employers to obtain your credit report as part of an employment background check. In this way, your employer may find out about any accounts you have in collections and may make decisions based on that information.

Debt Collectors and Medical Bills

Collection of medical debt is a major consumer issue. A recent study by the Federal Reserve Board found that nearly half of all collection actions appearing on consumer credit reports are for collection of unpaid medical bills. (www.federalreserve.gov/pubs/bulletin/2003/0203lead.pdf) 

May a doctor or hospital refer an overdue medical bill to a collection agency?

Yes. HIPAA, the medical privacy rule that became effective in April 2003, allows a health care provider to disclose information to a collection agency. HIPAA also says an overdue bill can be reported to a credit reporting agency.


Collection of an unpaid bill is considered a payment activity under HIPAA. Thus, it is not necessary that you give your consent before a medical bill is referred to a collection agency or before a negative entry is placed on your credit report. However, you may dispute a medical bill with the health care provider or a collection agency. If you do, the fact that you have lodged a dispute should also be revealed if a negative report is made to your credit report.

Can my medical information be disclosed to a collector or a credit reporting agency? 

HIPAA says the healthcare provider or health plan may disclose only the following information about you to a collection agency or credit bureau:

	Name and address


  	Date of birth


  	Social Security number


  	Payment history


  	Account number


  	Name and address of the one claiming the debt


Of course, the name of the healthcare provider may contain clues to the medical condition of you or members of your family. Recent amendments to the federal FCRA enacted by Congress in 2003, the Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act, change the way medical collections appear in credit reports. The names of healthcare providers must be masked if they would disclose the type of medical condition for which you sought care. For more about medical information and new FACTA rules, see PRC Fact Sheet 6(a), www.privacyrights.org/fs/fs6a-facta.htm#7 

Do I have a right to dispute a medical collection?

You can always dispute a medical bill with your healthcare provider or health plan. You can also dispute inaccurate information included in your credit report. For more on disputing inaccurate information in your credit report, see the FTC publication, How to Dispute Credit Report Errors, at www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre21.htm. 

A debt collector called me after an identity thief got medical treatment under my name. What should I do? 

Medical identity theft is a largely unreported type of identity theft. This type of identity theft occurs when an imposter uses your identifying information to obtain medical treatment or medical supplies. If you become a victim of this crime, you may find yourself dealing with a medical debt collector as well as erroneous negative data included on your credit report. Medical identity theft may also involve false claims made to a victim's health insurance plan. 

A recent report published by the World Privacy Forum examines the unique character of medical identity theft as well as potential harms to victims. See the World Privacy Forum's report, FAQ for victims, and tips for consumers at: www.worldprivacyforum.org/medicalidentitytheft.html. 

Let's Review

Take the following True or False quiz to help you review some of the debt collection practices that are either permitted by law or illegal. Mark "T" if you think the statement is true, or "F" if you feel the statement is false. You'll find the answers after the quiz.

1. ____ If you co-sign a loan, a debt collector is allowed to contact you if the person who asked you to co-sign does not pay the debt owed.

  2. _____ A doctor or hospital may refer an overdue medical bill to a collection agency.

  3. _____ Under the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, individuals and class action plaintiffs are not allowed to sue collection agencies in federal or state court. 

  4. _____ According to HIPAA, only certain medical information, such as name and address, date of birth, Social Security number, payment history, etc., can be disclosed to a collector or a credit reporting agency. 

  5. _____ A collection agency is permitted to call me at work, even if my employer doesn't allow me to receive such calls. 

  6. _____ A debt collector is not allowed to have access to my credit report. 

  7. _____ A debt collector is allowed to report negative information on my credit report.

  8. _____ If I get contacted by a collector looking for a former roommate, neighbor, or relative of mine, it is only permissible to do so to learn the location of the debtor.

  9. _____ If a debt collector knows my name and telephone number and could have contacted me directly, he or she is not allowed to contact my neighbors or family members about my debt.

  10. _____ In the instance where it is permissible for a debt collector to contact family members or neighbors to find out how to locate a debtor, the collector can discuss details of the account. 

  11. _____ Harassing types of debt collection practices, such as threats of violence, harm or imprisonment, and obscene or profane language are prohibited by law. 

  12. _____ There is really nothing I can do to stop a debt collector from contacting me.





Chapter 4: Lemon Laws

In the automotive world, a new or used vehicle that has been purchased under warranty, which keeps breaking down with the same problem and is never actually repaired, is said to be a lemon. There are laws in every state in the U.S. that protect you in this situation. 

No doubt it's stressful enough that your car breaks down in the first place, especially if it's brand new. But if it is under warranty and the dealer refuses to fix it, you may be entitled to a new car, a replacement, or your money back. What's more, it's not just cars that are protected under the lemon law; many different types of vehicles are covered depending on the state you're in. For instance, many states also cover trucks, minivans, SUVs, RVs, campers, boats, motorcycles, and even jet skis. To see if your particular vehicle is covered, you can check the Federal Warranty Act in your state. 

Lemon Law Claims 

Manufacturers who know they have been selling substandard vehicles have been known to drag their feet when someone complains for fear of massive recalls. On the other hand, some manufacturers may settle fairly quickly if you have a lemon in order to avoid unwanted bad publicity. 


One thing you should never do if you suspect you have a lemon is to take the car elsewhere to be repaired thinking that someone else may do a better job. If you suspect you have a lemon, the manufacturer will want to examine your car before making any decisions, and you may even void your warranty by going elsewhere. If your new or used vehicle was bought with a warranty, and it keeps breaking down on you or has had a serious defect with the braking system, then speak to an attorney about the possibility of invoking a lemon law lawsuit. Don't feel you are being a pain by continually coming back with your complaint; keep at it and don't give in. 

What Is a Lemon?

A lemon is a vehicle that continues to have a defect that substantially limits or impairs its use, value, or safety. Generally, if the car has been repaired four or more times for the same defect within the warranty period and the defect has not been fixed, the car qualifies as a lemon. All states differ so you should consult the Lemon Law Summary and the State Statutes for your particular state.

Do I Have a Lemon?

If the paint is peeling, the light switch came out when you pulled on it, the car makes "funny noises" but otherwise drives just fine, or you found 10 things you don't like about your new car but none of them prevent you from driving it, then you don't have a lemon. 


If on the other hand the brakes don't work, the car won't go into reverse gear, the darn thing won't start on cold mornings or hot afternoons, the rear door opens all by itself, the driver's seat wobbles, or the car chugs along at 30 mph when it should be going 50 mph, then indeed you may have a lemon provided you've given the manufacturer an opportunity to repair the defect. In most states, 10 different defects during the warranty period do not brand the car as a lemon. In some states, a single defect that might cause serious injury makes your car a lemon if the manufacturer cannot fix the problem within one attempt. 

  You may have a lemon, but if you do nothing to protect your consumer rights, such as documenting your repairs and allowing the manufacturer a chance to fix the problem(s), you lose all rights under the various state warranty acts. 

Nothing astonishes men so much as common sense and plain dealing. —Ralph Waldo Emerson

Do I Need a Lawyer?

The answer depends upon which state you purchased or registered your car in. In some states and with proper documentation, you simply file a complaint. In other states, you will need to hire an attorney. 

Who Pays the Lawyer?

Only about half of the states allow you to recover attorney fees. If your attorney sues under the Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act, you will be awarded attorney fees if you win. Note that an attorney's fee is based upon actual time expended rather than being tied to any percentage of the recovery. In some states, you must pay the manufacturer's attorney fees if you lose. 

Is a Used Car or a Leased Car Protected?

It depends upon which state the car was purchased or leased in. Some states include used and leased cars in their lemon law statutes. Some states have separate laws for used vehicles, while other states provide protection for new cars only. In certain states, even the Attorney General is unable to tell you if a leased vehicle is covered due to the way the law is phrased. You will be referred to an attorney for clarification of the law. 

What about Motor Homes and Motorcycles?

Most states cover the drive train portion of motor homes (the portion of the motor home not used for dwelling purposes). Motorcycles are generally not covered but a few states do include them in their lemon law statutes. If you have a defective motorcycle, motor home, used car, leased car, or a car used for business purposes and your state lemon law does not cover these vehicles, you still have other recourses such as the Uniform Commercial Code and the Federal Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act (providing you were given a written warranty). Consult with an attorney that specializes in this area.

Tips to Protect your Investment

Often times, your new car isn't suspected of being a lemon until it is too late (out of warranty, over the mileage limit, etc). If you keep a record of every repair visit, starting with the first one, you will protect your rights under consumer laws. 

	Document everything. This includes notes, who you talk to, what is said, dates, and times. Put your complaints in writing and keep a copy for yourself. Be sure to obtain a copy of any warranty repair orders. Demand a copy if necessary and, if the dealer will not give you one, be sure to document the fact. When you pick up your car, obtain an invoice. The dealer may claim that you are not entitled to an invoice because there were no charges (you were not invoiced for any repairs). It is up to you to prove repair attempts. The final invoice shows what was or was not repaired
    . 



  	Make absolutely sure the dealer records your complaint on the repair order exactly as you describe it. You must make sure to describe the defect exactly the same on each repair visit or you may forfeit your rights under the "reasonable attempts to repair for the same defect" clause.



  	Be sure that the date, time in, and odometer reading are recorded as well as the date and time you picked up the car. In most states you are covered by the lemon law if the vehicle has been in the repair shop for an accumulative number of days during the coverage period.



  	If your car fails in the middle of the desert or in rush hour freeway traffic, record the date and time, the amount of time you had to wait for assistance, whether or not you had to rent a car, and your general overall feelings. The emotional trauma dealing with a defective vehicle has a lot of bearing on your case should you need to go to arbitration or court.


Let's Review

Test your understanding of the Lemon Laws by marking the following statements as true or false.

1. ____ Depending on the state you're in, automobiles are covered under Lemon Laws. 

  2. ____ Depending on the state you're in, jet skis are covered under Lemon Laws.

  3. ____ Motorcycles are never covered under Lemon Laws.

  4. ____ If you suspect your car is a lemon, you should take the car to two or more different mechanics to be repaired.

  5. ____ A lemon is defined as a vehicle that continues to have a defect that substantially limits or impairs its use, value, or safety.

  6. ____ If you find 10 things you don't like about your new car, the car qualifies as a lemon.

  7. ____ If your car has been repaired four or more times for the same defect within the warranty period and the defect is still not fixed, the car qualifies as a lemon.

  8. ____ If your car makes "funny noises" when you drive but otherwise drives okay, it qualifies as a lemon. 

  9. ____ It doesn't matter how you describe the defect when you take the car in for repair as long as you record the date. 

  10. ____ You should be sure to get an invoice when you take your car in for repairs, even if the dealer says you don't need an invoice because you weren't charged for the repairs.


 



Chapter 5: Things you should know about bankruptcy

If you have already established your debt management program and are making monthly payments according to the schedule you established with your FFEF debt management counselor, give yourself a pat on the back. You are on the road to recovery. Your choice to make the sacrifice necessary to repay your debts was a much better choice than a bankruptcy alternative. 


If you are struggling to make that monthly payment, keep up the fight. Your FFEF counselor understands how difficult it can be and is there to offer encouragement and help every step of the way. There are three things you should be sure you do every month:

	Make your full scheduled payment and make it on time.


  	Check your monthly statements from your creditors to make sure they are showing your payment was received.


  	Contact your FFEF counselor right away if you will be unable to make your scheduled payment.


If the going gets too tough, and you feel tempted to consider bankruptcy, there were changes made to the bankruptcy laws in 2005 that you need to be aware of. The Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of 2005 was passed by Congress and signed by President George W. Bush on April 20, 2005, and took effect on October 17, 2005. It is one of the most comprehensive overhauls of the Bankruptcy Code in more than 25 years, particularly as it applies to consumer bankruptcy.

  Individuals can file for bankruptcy in a federal court under two forms of bankruptcy. These two forms are called Chapter 7 bankruptcy and Chapter 13 bankruptcy.

Chapter 7 Bankruptcy

Chapter 7 is a "liquidation" of an individual's assets. Other terms referred to in this type of bankruptcy include "written off" and "discharged." This form of bankruptcy is sometimes referred to as "straight bankruptcy." Some debts, however (such as real estate mortgages), are not written off or discharged and must be repaid. Individuals are allowed to keep certain assets, and the guidelines for this vary from state-to-state. Cars are often allowed to be kept, usually because they are critical to a person's ability to continue to work, but if a loan exists on the car, it must be repaid. Other assets are sold (liquidated) to repay debts. Many types of unsecured debt, such as credit card debt, are legally discharged by the bankruptcy process, which means they do not have to be repaid. There are, however, certain types of debt that are not discharged in a Chapter 7. These commonly include child support, taxes, student loans, and fines imposed by a court for any crimes committed by the debtor. Debts that are not discharged must be repaid.

Chapter 13 Bankruptcy

In Chapter 13 bankruptcy, an individual proposes a plan to repay his or her debts over a three-to-five year period. During this time, the creditors cannot attempt to collect on the individual's previously incurred debt. In general, the individual gets to keep his or her property, and the creditors end up with less money than they are owed.

  While an individual is under a Chapter 13 bankruptcy, he or she is not allowed to obtain additional credit without the permission of the bankruptcy court. More than likely, creditors will not be willing to risk lending money to the individual anyway. 


2005 Changes to Personal Bankruptcy Law


The following changes are not intended to be inclusive but only to describe some of the more significant changes you should understand before considering bankruptcy under the revised law.

1. Means Test 

  If an individual's income, minus allowable living expense amounts (these amounts are determined by the IRS), is greater than indicated on the Means Test for his or her state, the debtor will be required to fulfill a five-year Chapter 13 repayment plan instead of being able to file for Chapter 7. On the anniversary date of the repayment plan, the individual must file a new statement of income and expenses. The Means Test status can only be overruled if the individual can show "special circumstances that justify additional expenses or adjustments of current monthly income."

2. Mandatory Credit Counseling

  Individuals cannot qualify for bankruptcy unless, within 180 days of filing, they receive credit counseling from a nonprofit, approved agency. This counseling must include a budget analysis. The individual must then file a certificate from the credit counseling agency certifying the services have been provided and showing any debt repayment plan that was developed. FFEF is an example of such an agency.

3. Mandatory Financial Education

  The individual must complete approved personal financial management education before any debts can be discharged. If the individual fails to get this education, discharge of the debts can be denied. 

4. Automobiles

  Chapter 13 plans allow a secured creditor to retain the lien on an automobile until the entire debt is paid if the vehicle was purchased within 910 days of filing.

5. Debts to be Discharged 

  Debts totaling more than $500 owed to a single creditor for luxury items that were acquired within 90 days of filing are presumed non-dischargeable, which means they must be repaid; cash advances of $750 or more taken within 70 days of filing are also presumed non-dischargeable and must be repaid. These debts must be paid back and cannot be written off. This protects creditors from consumers abusing the bankruptcy option by making large purchases or taking cash advances from credit cards when they know they intend to declare bankruptcy in the near future.

6. Time between Chapter 7 Filings

  Chapter 7 debtors cannot receive a second discharge of debts if a prior discharge of debts was given within eight years or less of the new filing. (Before the 2005 changes, this was six years.)

7. Filing of Required Documents 

  The revised law requires an individual to submit a number of documents to verify qualification for the bankruptcy filing. If these documents are not submitted within the given time frame, the filing will be dismissed. The documents to be filed include:

	List of creditors


  	Statements of assets and liabilities


  	Statement of income and expenses


  	Certificate of credit counseling


  	Evidence of all paid employment for 60 days before filing


  	Evidence of monthly net income and any anticipated income increase 


  	Tax returns for the most recent tax year and previous years as required


  	Photo ID


8. Attorney Inquiry

  Attorneys hired by debtors must make their own inquiry to verify that the information provided by the debtor is correct. The attorney's signature on the petition indicates this inquiry has been made.


9. Student Loans 

  Student loans cannot be discharged or written off. This now includes loans given by for-profit and nongovernmental lenders.

The United States Trustee Program, under the Department of Justice, was created to help protect the integrity of America's bankruptcy system. The 2005 changes to the bankruptcy law assigned the Trustee Program with new responsibilities, which include:

	 Applying a new income standard for deciding whether an individual qualifies for a Chapter 7 or Chapter 13 bankruptcy


  	Conducting audits to ascertain the accuracy of an individual's Chapter 7 bankruptcy documents


  	Certifying credit-counseling organizations to provide an individual with counseling before bankruptcy can be filed


  	Certifying credit-counseling organizations to provide financial education to the individual before his or her debts can be discharged



As you can see, the bankruptcy law requires individuals to complete steps you have already taken--seek the help of a credit counselor, establish whether or not there is enough income to support a payment program, and accept financial education to prevent future bankruptcy filings. 


A bankruptcy should always be considered as the last resort for solving financial problems because the long-term results of a bankruptcy exceed any other solution. Your credit report will show a bankruptcy for ten years and make it very difficult to do many of the things you would like to do.

It is, however, a legal procedure that can be used when individuals find themselves under extreme circumstances they can no longer survive. Ask your FFEF credit counselor about the options that may still be available to you before taking this legal action.

IRS Standards for the U.S. Trustee Program/Department of Justice--Income 

The table below shows the average household annual income standards used in determining a consumer's ability to repay debts under the revised bankruptcy law. Individuals earning above this amount are determined to be capable of repaying their debts, which means they can only qualify for a Chapter 13 bankruptcy. If your annual income is below this amount and you are repaying your debts, you should feel very good about yourself. 

(Please note: This information was provided by the IRS for 2007. For the most current information visit http://www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/meanstesting.htm)
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The table below shows the standard living expenses determined by the IRS according to monthly income level. It is used to help determine the amount an individual should have left for monthly debt payments. You might find this table helpful in determining how well you are doing at living within your means compared to other American households.

 



 

Watch Out for Advertisements Promising Debt Relief 

In your efforts to improve your financial situation and relieve yourself of some of the stress caused by financial worries, don't be tempted by advertisements that offer what sound like a quick fix. Ads promising you debt relief are often really talking about bankruptcy. 

If you hear phrases like "consolidate your bills into one monthly payment without borrowing," "keep your property," and "wipe out your debts using the protection and assistance provided by federal law," BEWARE! You'll find out, maybe when it's too late, that such promises often involve filing for bankruptcy, which not only hurts your credit but also costs you money in legal fees.

Companies, some of them very large companies, try to appeal to consumers who have poor credit histories. They promise, for a fee, to clean up your credit report so you can get a car loan, a home mortgage, insurance, or even a job. These are empty promises. The truth is, only time, a conscious effort, and a personal debt repayment plan like the one you have worked out with FFEF will eliminate your financial woes.

What Else Should I Know about Bankruptcy?

	Utility services--Public utilities, such as the electric company, can not refuse or cut off service because you have filed for bankruptcy. However, the utility can require a deposit for future service and you do have to pay bills which arise after bankruptcy is filed. 


  	Discrimination--An employer or government agency cannot discriminate against you because you have filed for bankruptcy. 


  	Driver's license--If you lost your license solely because you couldn't pay court-ordered damages caused in an accident, 

    bankruptcy will allow you to get your license back. 


  	Co-signers--If someone has co-signed a loan with you and you file for bankruptcy, the co-signer may have to pay your debt. If you file a Chapter 13, you may be able to protect co-signers, depending upon the terms of your Chapter 13 plan. 


  	Discharge--You will receive your Order of Discharge officially cancelling your debts about four months after your meeting of creditors. 


  	Spouse--Your spouse's assets are not included in your bankruptcy unless you file together. Likewise, your discharge will not cancel your spouse's debts. A married couple may file a joint petition but are not required to.







Chapter 6: When You Receive Merchandise YouDidn't Order

John Doe answered his door to a delivery person holding a large box of merchandise--merchandise John hadn't ordered. Inside were a set of car-repair tools and a bill for $100. John knew nothing about fixing cars, so he would never have ordered the set of tools. Fortunately, he didn't pay for the tools, but he did take the time to take the box to the post office and paid for the postage to have it sent back to the merchant.

What John didn't know was that he didn't have to return the tools. He could have kept the tools, given them as a gift, or even donated them and got a tax deduction.

  Why?

The Unsolicited Goods Act of 1971 entitles a consumer to treat goods sent to him or her without prior consent as if they were his or her own as long as specified conditions are fulfilled. The Act also makes it a criminal offense for the merchant to demand payment for those goods. Certain conditions must be met by the merchant before the merchant can legitimately demand payment of a person or a company for unsolicited merchandise they sent to that person or business.

If merchandise you didn't order shows up on your doorstep with your name on the label, the law says you can keep it as a gift. No one can force you to pay for the item or to return it. If you decide to keep the merchandise, you may want to send the merchant a letter to let them know you are keeping the gift, even though you're not legally obligated to send a letter, to prevent the merchant from sending you repeated bills, or to help clear up the mistake. It would be wise to send the letter by certified mail and keep the return receipt and a copy of the letter to help you establish that you didn't order the merchandise.

Two types of merchandise may be sent legally without your consent: 1) free samples that are clearly marked, and 2) merchandise mailed by charities asking for contributions. In both cases, you may keep the shipments. These companies know you have the right to keep any merchandise they send without paying for it.

The Best Steps to Take When You Receive Merchandise You Didn't Order 

1.	Although you have no legal obligation to notify the merchant, it is a good idea to write a letter to the company stating that you didn't order the item and, therefore, you have a legal right to keep it for free. This may discourage the merchant from sending you bills, and it may help to clear up an honest error. Send your letter by certified mail, and keep the return receipt and a copy of the letter for your records. You may need it later.

2.	If the unordered merchandise was the result of an honest shipping error, write the merchant and offer to return the merchandise, provided the merchant pays for postage and handling. Give the merchant a specific and reasonable amount of time (say 30 days) to pick up the merchandise or to arrange to have it returned at no expense to you. Tell the merchant that you reserve the right to keep the merchandise if the merchant has not had the merchandise picked up or made arrangements to have it shipped before the specified time has passed.

3.	When you participate in sweepstakes or order goods advertised as "free," "trial," or "unusually low priced," be cautious. Read all the fine print to determine if you are joining a "club" with regular purchasing or notification obligations. Keep a copy of the advertisement or catalog that led you to place the order. This may make it easier to contact the company if a problem arises.

4.For help in dealing with unordered merchandise problems, always start by trying to resolve your dispute with the company. If this doesn't work, contact your state or local consumer protection office, local U.S. Postal Inspector, or the Better Business Bureau in your area for help. The Direct Marketing Association, 6 East 43rd Street, New York, New York 10017, also may be able to help you.

 

I don't know the key to success, but the key to failure is trying to please everybody. —Bill Cosby


 



Chapter 7: Understanding Warranties

Chances are the last time you made a major purchase such as a car, washing machine, television, or other product designed to last a while, the salesperson discussed with you any accompanying product warranties, and perhaps even the opportunity to sign up for an extended warranty. It's safe to say that there are many different types of warranties, and not all of them are created equal. 

A Warranty by Any Other Name

When you make a major purchase, the manufacturer or seller in turn makes an important promise to stand behind the product. It's called a warranty. As explained by the Federal Trade Commission (www.ftc.gov), federal law requires that warranties be available for you to read before you buy, even when you're shopping by catalog or on the Internet. 

What is specifically covered by a warranty varies from one warranty to another, so you should compare the extent of warranty coverage just as you compare the style, price, and other characteristics of products. There are four main types of warranties: 1) written warranties, 2) spoken warranties, 3) warranty pieces, and 4) implied warranties.


1. Written Warranties

  According to the FTC, written warranties (although not required by law), typically accompany most major purchases. When comparing written warranties, keep the following in mind:

	How long does the warranty last? Check the warranty to see when it begins and when it expires, as well as any conditions that may void coverage. 


  	Who do you contact to get warranty service? It may be the seller or the manufacturer who provides you with service. 


  	What will the company do if the product fails? Read to see whether the company will repair the item, replace it, or refund your money. 


  	What parts and repair problems are covered? Check to see if any parts of the product or types of repair problems are excluded from coverage. For example, some warranties require you to pay for labor charges. Also, look for conditions that could prove expensive or inconvenient, such as a requirement that you ship a heavy object to a factory for service, or that you return the item in the original carton. 


  	Does the warranty cover "consequential damages?" Many warranties do not cover damages caused by the product, or your time and expense in getting the damage repaired. For example, if your freezer breaks and the food spoils, the company will not pay for the lost food. 


  	Are there any conditions or limitations on the warranty? Some warranties provide coverage only if you maintain or use the product as directed. For example, a warranty may cover only personal uses--as opposed to business uses--of the product. Make sure the warranty will meet your needs. 



2. Spoken Warranties

  If a salesperson makes a promise orally, such as that the company will provide free repairs, get it in writing. Otherwise, you may not be able to get the service that was promised.

3. Warranty Pieces

  When you buy a car, home, or major appliance, you may be offered a service contract. Although often called "extended warranties," service contracts are not warranties. Service contracts, like warranties, provide repair and/or maintenance for a specific time. Warranties, however, are included in the price of the product; service contracts costs extra and are sold separately. To determine whether you need a service contract, consider:

	Whether the warranty already covers the repairs and the time period of coverage that you would get under the service 

    contract.


  	Whether the product is likely to need repairs and the potential costs of such repairs.


  	The duration of the service contract.


  	The reputation of the company offering the service contract. 


4. Implied Warranties

  Implied warranties are created by state law, and all states have them. Almost every purchase you make is covered by an implied warranty. The most common type of implied warranty--a "warranty of merchantability," means that the seller promises that the product will do what it is supposed to do. For example, a car will run and a toaster will toast. 

Another type of implied warranty is the "warranty of fitness for a particular purpose." This applies when you buy a product on the seller's advice that it is suitable for a particular use. For example, a person who suggests that you buy a certain sleeping bag for zero-degree weather warrants that the sleeping bag will be suitable for zero degrees.

  If your purchase does not come with a written warranty, it is still covered by implied warranties unless the product is marked "as is," or the seller otherwise indicates in writing that no warranty is given. Several states, including Kansas, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Vermont, West Virginia, and the District of Columbia, do not permit "as is" sales.

If problems arise that are not covered by the written warranty, you should investigate the protection given by your implied warranty.

Implied warranty coverage can last as long as four years, although the length of the coverage varies from state to state. A lawyer or a state consumer protection office can provide more information about implied warranty coverage in your state.

The worst thing about an extended warranty is that it is overpriced. In fact, about half of what you pay goes to the salesperson's commission. —Dave Ramsey

 

How to Prevent or Minimize Warranty Problems

Murphy's Law states that if something can go wrong, it probably will, which is all the more reason to scrutinize warranties in order to minimize problems. Consider these suggestions:


	Read the warranty before you buy. When online, look for hyperlinks to the full warranty or to an address where you can write to get a free copy. Understand exactly what protection the warranty gives you. If a copy of the warranty is available when shopping online, print it out when you make your purchase and keep it with your records. 


  	Consider the reputation of the company offering the warranty. Look for an address to write to or a phone number to call if you have questions or problems. If you're not familiar with the company, ask your local or state consumer protection office or Better Business Bureau if it has any complaints against the company. A warranty is only as good as the company that stands behind it. 


  	Save your receipt and file it with the warranty. You may need it to document the date of your purchase or prove that you're the original owner in the case of a nontransferable warranty. 


  	Perform required maintenance and inspections. 


  	Use the product according to the manufacturer's instructions. Abuse or misuse may void your warranty coverage. 



How to Resolve Warranty Disputes


Let's face it. People aren't perfect, and neither are the products that imperfect people make. If you encounter problems with a product or have trouble getting the warranty service you're entitled to, consider these helpful suggestions provided by the FTC:

•	Read your product instructions and warranty carefully. Don't expect features or performance that your product wasn't designed for, or assume warranty coverage that was never promised in writing. A warranty doesn't mean that you'll automatically get a refund if the product is defective--the company may be entitled to try to fix it first. On the other hand, if you reported a defect to the company during the warranty period and the product wasn't fixed properly, the company must correct the problem, even if your warranty expires before the product is fixed. 

	Try to resolve the problem with the retailer. If you can't, write to the manufacturer. Your warranty should list the company's mailing address. Send all letters by certified mail, return receipt requested, and keep copies.


  	Contact your state or local consumer protection office. They can help you if you can't resolve the situation with the seller or manufacturer. 


  	Research dispute resolution programs that try to informally settle any disagreements between you and the company. Your local consumer protection office can suggest organizations to contact. Also, check your warranty; it may require dispute resolution procedures before going to court. 


  	Consider small claims court. If your dispute involves less than $750, you can usually file a lawsuit in small claims court. The costs are relatively low, procedures are simple, and lawyers usually aren't needed. The clerk of the small claims court can tell you how to file your lawsuit and your state's dollar limits. 


  	If all else fails, you may want to consider a lawsuit. You can sue for damages or any other type of relief the court awards, including legal fees. A lawyer can advise you how to proceed. 



When Buying a Car, Beware of the Extended Warranty Add-on


Perhaps you've experienced it yourself when shopping around for a car. You crisscross the county, subjecting yourself to hours of comparison shopping and price haggling. Ultimately you land on the right car at the right price. Then when you finally sit down with the finance manager to sign the dotted line, the hard sell truly begins--the extended service warranty. 

Writing for Bankrate.com, Lucy Lazarony explains that an extended warranty is actually an extended service contract, which covers the cost of certain repairs and problems after a car's factory warranty expires. Extended warranties are huge moneymakers for auto dealers, with a markup of at least 100% or more. If you're not careful, signing up for one could cost you hundreds, even thousands of dollars. 

Whatever you do, don't allow the dealer to pressure you into purchasing an extended service contract or warranty at an inflated price. First off, says Lazarony, you may not need an extended warranty. And even if you do, you'll get a much better deal later by shopping around. People who buy and trade cars frequently should pass on an extended warranty. There's no need to purchase one if you only plan to keep the car for three or four years since repairs are covered under the car's original warranty. Plus, many auto manufacturers now offer warranties above and beyond the once standard three-year or 36,000 miles protection. Before you consider an extended warranty, take a close look at your car's original warranty. It may be all you need. 

To Buy or Not to Buy

If you plan on keeping a car long after its original warranty expires, answering the following questions may help you decide whether to purchase an extended service contract or not:

	Do you hate surprise expenses, especially costly auto repairs? 

  	Will the cost of replacing an expensive electrical part or air conditioner or transmission break your monthly budget? Or do you have a few thousand dollars tucked away in an emergency fund for just these kinds of expenses? 


  	How long do you plan on keeping the car after the original warranty expires? 


  	Would you sleep better at night knowing that certain major repairs will be covered under an extended service contract? Or would you rather risk it and pay for repairs when and if they are needed? 



If you come to the conclusion that an extended service contract is the right idea, remember to shop the price down. And also keep in mind that you don't need to buy it at the same time you buy your car. You can purchase an extended warranty a week, a month, even years after you buy a new car.


 


Chapter 8: Student Loans and the Cost of a Good Education

Chances are you've been told more than once in your life that to get a good job, you need an education. While many people got a good job without an education, there are many more who got good jobs because they did have an education. "Consider the median wage of full-time workers who are at least 25 years old. At the end of last year, it was $986 a week for those with a bachelor's degree or higher, versus $574 for those with only a high-school education, according to the most recent calculation from the Bureau of Labor Statistics." (The New York Times, October 7, 2005.) A four-year college degree can be a solid investment, but there is no guarantee you will get that well-paying job as soon as you graduate so be prepared to be patient. 


Education creates opportunities. No qualified student should be denied an education because the cost is too high. Fortunately, there's money available--but you need to apply to be eligible to receive it.


Federal Student Aid is committed to making sure that all eligible students can benefit from financial help for education beyond high school. There may be a good deal more of this help on hand than you think. In 2006, nearly $78 billion in the form of grants, work-study and low-interest loans was provided. About 10 million students benefited from this aid. Many of them could not have managed the rising cost of education without it.


Changes to the Federal Student Aid programs were made into law in 2006 that created two new grant programs, fixed instead of variable interest rates for Stafford and PLUS loans, increased Stafford loan limits, the expansion of PLUS loans to include graduate and professional degree students, a military deferment option and a dependency status modification. Visit www.FederalStudentAid.ed.gov for complete information.


Whatever form your postsecondary school education takes--whether it's a university, trade school or community college--you have to be thinking ahead about how you're going to pay for it. You may qualify for more financial aid than you think. But you won't know until you take the right steps to apply. Investing a little time now to find out what is available for you could pay off in a brighter future. 


Most student financial aid comes from federal government programs, which the U.S. Department of Education's Federal Student Aid office administers. Applying for federal student aid is FREE; that's why the application is called the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). If you need help completing the FAFSA, that help is free, too. You don't have to pay anyone for assistance.


BEWARE of scams and services that will search for financial aid money for you for a fee. The College Scholarship Fraud Protection Act protects you from this type of fraud.

If you think education is expensive, try ignorance. —Derek Bok 

What Is Federal Student Aid?


Federal Student Aid is financial assistance through the U.S. Department of Education that's available to individuals enrolled in an eligible program as a regular student at a participating school. Federal Student Aid covers school expenses such as tuition and fees, room and board, books and supplies, and transportation. Federal Student Aid can also help you pay for a computer and dependent child-care expenses. Accepting Federal Student Aid does not commit an individual to military or other government service.

The person who makes a success of living is the one who see his goal steadily and aims for it unswervingly. That is dedication. —Cecil B. DeMille




How Do I Apply for Federal Student Aid?


1.	Get help. Get free information and help from your school counselor, the financial aid office at the college or career school you plan to attend, or the U.S. Department of Education at www.FederalStudentAid.ed.gov or by calling 1-800-4-FED-AID (1-800-433-3243). Free help is available any time during the application process. You should never have to pay for help.


2. 	Get a PIN, a personal identification number. A PIN lets you apply online, "sign" your online Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), make corrections to your application information online, and more. To get your PIN, go to www.pin.ed.gov. If you don't have access to the Internet, visit your local public library as they have public computers available for you to use.


3. 	Collect the documents you need to apply. The documents you need are listed below. If your tax return is not completed at the time you apply, estimate the tax information, apply, and then correct the information later.

	Your Social Security Number (can be found on Social Security card)


  	Your driver's license (if any)


  	Your W-2 Forms for the previous tax year and other records of money earned


  	Your (and your spouse's, if you are married) previous year's Federal Income Tax Return - IRS Form 1040, 1040A, 1040EZ, foreign tax return, or tax return for Puerto Rico, Guam, American Samoa, the U.S. Virgin Islands, the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia or Palau.


  	Your parents' previous year's Federal Income Tax Return (if you are a dependent student). If your parents are divorced, you need only the tax return of the parent with whom you reside.


  	Your untaxed income records, e.g., Social Security, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, welfare, or veterans benefits records


  	Your most recent bank statements


  	Your most recent business and investment mortgage information, business and farm records, stocks, bonds, and other investment records


  	Your alien registration number or permanent residence card (if you are not a U.S. citizen) For a complete explanation of what is needed, visit: 

    http://www.fafsa.ed.gov./


4. Complete the application between January 1 and June 30 of the year you intend to attend school (no exceptions to either date!). Apply as soon as possible after Jan. 1 to make sure you meet school and state aid deadlines. The fastest way to apply is online at www.fafsa.ed.gov. Don't' forget--there are people available to help you with your application.


5. Once your application is in process, you will receive a Student Aid Report (SAR)--the result of your FAFSA. Review your SAR carefully and, if necessary, make changes or corrections and submit your SAR for reprocessing. Your complete, correct SAR will contain your Expected Family Contribution (EFC)--this is the amount used to determine your federal student aid eligibility.


6.	If you are selected for verification, your school's financial aid office will ask you to submit tax returns and other documents, as appropriate. Be sure to meet the school's deadlines, or you will not receive federal student aid.


7. Whether you're selected for verification or not, make sure the financial aid office at the school has all the information needed to determine your eligibility.


8. Contact the financial aid office if you have any questions about the aid being offered to you.

Who Receives Federal Student Aid?


Eligibility for most Federal Student Aid programs is based on financial need and other factors. Your eligibility is determined by the information you provide on the FAFSA.

  Basic eligibility requirements:


	Demonstrate financial need (except for certain loans, see pages 9 and 10). The majority of students qualify in this category. Don't make the mistake of thinking you won't qualify. Apply and see.


  	U.S. citizen or eligible non-citizen (for most programs) with a valid Social Security number (SSN).


  	Be working toward a degree or certificate in an eligible program.


  	Show, by ONE of the following means, that you're qualified to obtain a postsecondary education:


  	Have a high school diploma or a General Education Development (GED) Certificate.


  	Pass an approved ability-to-benefit (ATB) test (if you don't have a diploma or GED, a school can administer a test to determine whether you can benefit from the education offered at that school).


  	Meet other standards your state establishes that have been approved by Federal Student Aid


  	Complete a high school education in a home school setting approved under state law.


  	Register (if you haven't already) with the Selective Service, if you're a male between the ages of 18 and 25.


  	Maintain satisfactory academic progress once in school (as determined by the school). 



Once students apply for aid, many are surprised by the amount of aid they receive. A good rule of thumb is: Don't assume you're not eligible. Take the time to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid--the FAFSA. The U.S. Department of Education offers a variety of student financial aid programs. REMEMBER: the more you know about how to make your ambitions real, the closer you are to fulfilling them. It's up to you to make it happen.

The Cost of Education

There are many things to consider before taking on education debt. While it is called Student Financial Aid, it is a loan that must be repaid with interest. Scholarships do not have to be repaid. As the previous chart indicates, here are three types of education loans: student loans (e.g., Stafford and Perkins loans), parent loans (e.g., PLUS loans) and private loans (alternative student loans). Federal laws established the maximum interest rates and fees that can be charged for federally guaranteed loans. Lenders are free to charge lower fees, and so many offer some form of discount to attract borrowers.

Interest rates on federally guaranteed education loans are generally reasonable. For instance, Stafford Loans that were first granted after July 1, 2006 have a fixed interest rate of 6.8%. It's important to know, however, that if you receive an Unsubsidized Stafford Loan, this rate applies while you're still in school, too. Interest accrues even if you are not yet repaying the loan. If you are able to get a Subsidized Stafford Loan, interest will not begin accruing until you graduate.

The fixed interest rate on new PLUS loans granted after July 1, 2006 is 8.5%. PLUS loans are designed for parents who are paying some or all of their undergraduate child's college expenses. Parents must be creditworthy and may borrow up to the cost of the child's education that remains after financial aid is deducted. 

Repayment of PLUS loans also differs from repayment for Stafford loans. Parents must begin to repay a PLUS loan within 60 days after the student withdraws the loan money. Unlike a Stafford loan, repayment must begin while the student is still enrolled. The parent has up to 10 years to repay the loan with a $50 minimum monthly payment.

It's Important to Manage Your Student Loan Debt

If you do take out loans to finance your education, it is just as important to repay them properly as it is any other loan. 


Be sure you understand just how much you owe and to whom you owe it. When you are worried about classes and homework, sometimes you may not think about just how much debt you are accruing. Those federal loans can seem pretty easy to qualify for, and if you're not careful, you will have more debt than you can handle. Know which financial institutions hold your loans. It may only be one or it may be several. 


Make your payments on time. Making your student loan payments on time will help you establish good credit and improve your credit rating. It will also decrease the amount of interest you pay. Student loans are just like any other loan--delinquent payments or defaulting on a loan will do damage to your credit worthiness. Not only that, if you default on a student loan, it will be turned over to the federal government for collection. 


Make your payments affordable. Don't accept the first loan and terms that come along. You have the right to negotiate. Many financial institutions will offer benefit programs to entice students to borrow from them. These benefits can include lower interest rates and repayment options. A common benefit is a reduced interest rate for payments that are automatically deducted from your bank account every month, or for a certain number of payments that are paid on time. Find the program that works best for you.


Some repayment options include:

	Standard Option: Monthly loan payments have a fixed amount and can be paid back in up to 30 years, depending on how much you borrow. Ten years is a more common repayment term. Paying each payment on time for the life of the loan will mean you pay the least amount of interest of all your options. 


  	Graduated Payment Option: This plan allows you to have lower monthly payments for the first few years and then the payments increase gradually over the life of the loan.


  	Income Sensitive Option: While this option may sound appealing, it can be a little risky if you're not careful. With this option, the monthly payment amount is adjusted annually based on your income, but if you're not careful, your monthly payment may not be enough to cover the interest accruing on your loan and you are never able to pay off the principle.


  	Consolidating Your Loans: Usually you must apply for a new school loan each year you are in college. This means that when you are through, you may have three or more student loans. 



If so, you may want to consider consolidating your loans. Loan consolidation, in very simple terms, means you combine all your loans into one so you only have one monthly payment with a fixed interest rate. Because the combined total is higher, it also usually means you will have a longer repayment term. To really benefit from a consolidation option, your loans should total at least $10,000, and all the loans must be under your social security number. 

Poor is the pupil who does not surpass his master. — Leonardo da Vinci




Postponing Your Student Loan Payments if You Have Financial Trouble

You should know that federal student loans include the right to have your payments deferred if you cannot pay them. You will still have to pay the loan back eventually, and interest may continue to accrue while you are not making your loan payments. Under some conditions, you may receive a deferment or forbearance that allows you to temporarily stop making payments. For example, you may qualify for a deferment if you return to school at least half-time, are unemployed, or are experiencing an economic hardship as defined by federal regulations. If you don't qualify for a deferment but are temporarily unable to make loan payments for reasons such as illness or financial hardship, you can still be granted a forbearance.

Forbearance means that your payments are reduced or postponed for a period of time, usually about a year and sometimes up to three years, because you are experiencing financial difficulty. You may be granted forbearance if you're not eligible to have your payments deferred. Unlike deferment, interest accrues regardless of the type of loan you have, and you will have to repay it. You will have to apply to the financial institution that holds your loan to be granted forbearance.

It is also possible for parents to request deferment or forbearance on PLUS loans. Parents will be charged interest during periods of deferment or forbearance. If the interest isn't paid as it accrues, it is added to the loan balance, which means the total amount to be repaid increases. 

You must repay your loan even if you don't complete school or can't find a job related to your program of study, or are unhappy with the education you paid for with your loan. The only way a person is relieved of repaying his student loans is if he or she becomes totally and permanently disabled (additional conditions apply) or if he or she dies.

Financial Aid Possibilities You May Not Know About

You also might be able to get financial aid from your state government, your school or a private scholarship. Research non-federal aid early (ideally, start in the spring of your junior year of high school). Be sure to meet all the application deadlines! Listed below are just a few of the options available for seeking money to fund a college education. Be sure that you investigate fully any of these means of funding to make sure you find the plan that will work best for you.

	Financial aid office: Talk to the financial aid administrator or the financial aid staff at each school you're interested in to find out about the school's financial aid programs and the total cost of attending that school.


  	State Higher Education Agency: Your state agency can give you important information about state aid--including aid from the Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership (LEAP) Program, funded jointly by states and the U.S. Department of Education. 


  	AmeriCorps: This program provides full-time educational awards in return for community service work. You can work before, during or after your postsecondary education, and you can use the funds either to pay current educational expenses or to repay federal student loans. 


For more information, contact:


Corporation for National Service

  1201 New York Avenue, NW

  Washington, DC 20525

  1-800-942-2677

  (TTY Number: 1-800-833-3722)

  www.americorps.org


	Robert C. Byrd Honors Scholarship Program: (Byrd Program) To receive this scholarship, you must demonstrate outstanding academic achievement and show promise of continued academic excellence. For more information, call toll-free 1-800-4-FED-AID (1-800-433-3243) or visit www.ed.gov/programs/iduesbyrd/index.html.



  	Public libraries and the Internet: These are excellent sources of information on state and private sources of financial aid. When using either source, search using keywords like "financial aid," "student aid," "scholarships," etc. Beware of scams and services that will search for financial aid money for you for a fee.



  	Businesses and labor organizations: Many companies, businesses and labor organizations have programs to help employees or members and their families pay the cost of postsecondary education. Ask if they have a scholarship program and about the application process.



  	Organizations, foundations, etc.: Foundations, religious organizations, fraternities or sororities and town or city clubs usually offer student financial aid. Include in your search community organizations and civic groups such as the American Legion, YMCA, 4-H Club, Elks Club, Rotary Club, Kiwanis, Jaycees and the Girl or Boy Scouts. Organizations connected with your field of interest can also be helpful. For example, the American Medical Association and the American Bar Association are good sources for students seeking to specialize in medicine and law.



  	U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs: If you (or your spouse) are a veteran or you're the dependent of a veteran, veterans' educational benefits may be available. Information is available at www.gibill.va.gov or call 1-888-GI-BILL-1 (1-888-442-4551).


Watch Out for Scams


The Federal Trade Commission warns students that there are unscrupulous companies out there who will guarantee or promise you scholarships, grants, or too-good-to-be-true financial aid packages. You may have already attended a seminar where high-pressure salespeople told you that you must pay immediately or risk losing out on the "opportunity." REMEMBER: Legitimate companies never guarantee or promise scholarships or grants.


These companies guarantee students that they can get scholarships in exchange for an advance fee. Many offer a "money-back guarantee" but the conditions governing the refund make it impossible to get the refund. 


The FTC recommends that you watch out for these telltale lines:


	The scholarship is guaranteed or your money back.


  	You can't get this information anywhere else.


  	I just need your credit card or bank account number to hold this scholarship.


  	We'll do all the work.


  	The scholarship will cost some money.


  	    "You've been selected" by a "national foundation" to receive a scholarship, or "You're a finalist" in a contest you never entered.



If you attend a seminar on financial aid or scholarships, the FTC recommends that you follow these steps:


	Take your time. Don't be rushed into paying at the seminar. 


  	Investigate the organization you're considering paying for help. Talk to a guidance counselor or financial aid advisor who is not part of the company before spending your money. You may be able to get the same help for free.


  	Ask for a list of at least three local families who've used the services in the last year, then ask each if they're satisfied with the products and services received. It's just the same as your being asked for references when you apply for a job. 


  	Ask how much money is charged for the service, what exactly the services are that you can expect to receive, and the company's refund policy. Get it in writing! 


Bogus Diplomas


Some people may be tempted to pay a flat fee for a degree awarded on life experience without having to take any courses. Businesses that offer this type of degree are called "diploma mills." If you use a so-called "degree" from a diploma mill to apply for a job or promotion, you risk not getting hired, getting fired, and in some cases, being prosecuted. Most employers and educational institutions consider it lying if you claim academic credentials that you didn't earn through actual course work.

Watch Out for these Signs of a Diploma Mill

	"No Studies, No Exams--Get a Degree for Your Experience." Diploma mills grant degrees for "work or life experience" alone. Accredited colleges may give a few credits for specific life experiences, but not an entire degree.


  	    "No Attendance." Legitimate colleges or universities, including online schools, require substantial course work.


  	    "Flat Fee." Many diploma mills charge on a per-degree basis. Legitimate colleges charge by the credit, course, or semester, not a flat fee for an entire degree.


  	    "No Waiting." Operations that guarantee a degree in a few days, weeks, or even months cannot be legitimate. If an ad promises that you can earn a degree very quickly, forget about it.


  	    "Click Here to Order Now!" Some scams use aggressive sales tactics. Accredited colleges don't use spam or high-pressure telemarketing to market themselves. Some diploma mills advertise in newspapers, magazines, and on the web.


Let's Review

For each question, circle the correct answer.

1. When a student loan is subsidized, it means: 

  A.	The government will cover your interest while you're enrolled in school, in the grace period of the loan, or in deferment 

  B.	The government will cover all interest on your loan 

  C.	The government will exempt you from paying taxes on your loan interest

2. These loans are for creditworthy parents of financially dependent students: 

  A.	Perkins Loans 

  B.	Stafford Loans 

  C.	PLUS Loans 

3. These student loans may be subsidized or unsubsidized, depending on your demonstration of financial need: 

  A.	Perkins Loans 

  B.	Stafford Loans 

  C.	PLUS Loans 

4. You can repay a Stafford Loan using the graduated repayment plan, which means: 

  A.	You make monthly payments of at least $50 

  B.	You make monthly payments that increase according to your income 

  C.	You make monthly payments that increase every two years 

5. When you request loan forbearance, it means : 

  A.	Your loan payments are reduced or postponed for a short period of time, while your interest continues to accrue 

  B.	Your payment stops for a period of time, while your interest stops accruing 

  C.	Your loans are canceled altogether, but you must pay the remaining interest you owe on the principal


 


Chapter 9: April or Not — It's always Tax Time

Like it or not, income tax is with us every day. Whether you paid your income taxes weeks ago or you're getting ready to pay them now, your daily financial activity is effecting what will be due at the end of your next tax year. 

Did you know income tax, as we know it today, has only been with us since 1913? The first Form 1040 had a total of only 19 questions and one page of instructions--much different than the complicated forms and bulky booklets of today.

The concept of income tax was first introduced in America as a way to raise money to help pay for the cost of the Civil War. A law creating a Commissioner of Internal Revenue was signed by President Abraham Lincoln. Wage earners making between $600 and $10,000 paid 3% income tax and those making more than $10,000 paid a 5% income tax. After a lot of public complaint about the tax, the rate was reduced in 1867 and repealed completely in 1872. A second attempt was made to collect income taxes in 1894, but the tax was declared unconstitutional just a year later by the Supreme Court.

President Taft suggested an amendment to the Constitution in 1909 that would allow the Federal Government to collect a tax on the income of each citizen based on standard rates across the country. He also recommended that taxes be collected from corporations with incomes greater than $5,000. Congress started the wheels turning and in 1913, the amendment was ratified and income tax became law.

Tax rates have risen and fallen over the years, affected by Prohibition, the Depression, and most steeply by the World Wars. The Internal Revenue Service was given its official name and changed to an operation conducted by paid, professional employees in the 1950s. Now, the IRS Commissioner and the Chief Counsel are the only IRS offices appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate.

 

Of course there is no formula for success except perhaps an unconditional acceptance of life and what it brings. —Arthur Rubinstein

 

Finding the Right Tax Preparer

Unfortunately, there is the occasional tax preparer who uses clients' vulnerability for his or her own financial gain. Be really careful when you pick someone to trust your income tax returns with. If the IRS finds a problem with your return, you're the one who pays the additional taxes and interest. You may end up paying penalties as well. 

  In 2005, more than 110 tax preparers were convicted of tax crimes. The IRS provides the following suggestions for choosing your tax preparer:

	Watch out for preparers who claim they can get you a bigger refund than the others. 


  	Don't use a preparer who charges a percentage of your refund as the fee.


  	Use an established tax preparer or company who will sign your return and give you copies of everything.


  	Think about whether or not the preparer is likely to be around the next few years to answer questions about your return.


  	 Read your return carefully and ask your preparer questions about any entry you don't understand.


  	Never sign your return until it is completely filled out. You are ultimately responsible for all the information on it.


  	Ask to see the preparer's credentials and find out how current his or her tax education is.


  	If possible, talk to someone who has used the preparer previously and see if the person was happy with the service.


  	Keep in mind that tax evasion is a felony that can cost you five years in prison and as much as $250,000 in fines.


If you suspect that someone is attempting to get away with tax fraud, you can fill out Form 3949-A to report them to the IRS. The form asks for specific information about your suspicions and can be filled out anonymously if you prefer. You can have the form mailed to you by calling (800) 829-3676 to request it.

Can Anybody Help Me?

The IRS acknowledges that every citizen has the right to be treated fairly and respectfully when it comes to income taxes. You have the right to have your questions answered, and if you feel like the IRS employee on the other end of the telephone has not been courteous or professional, you have the right to report him or her to the employee's supervisor. 

The Taxpayer Advocate Service

Supposing you have tried to get a problem taken care of with the IRS and not been able to, what then? That's where the Taxpayer Advocate Service comes in. This service is operated independently from the IRS and there is at least one Taxpayer Advocate in every state. The Advocate's job is to see that you have someone representing your interests when trying to solve issues with the IRS. The Taxpayer Advocate Service cannot, however, change legal judgments that have been made against you by the IRS. An Advocate is most helpful if you are dealing with:

	The possibility of significant financial hardship as a result of taxes owed


  	Adverse action being threatened against you


  	Costly fees that will be required if you seek other representation


  	No resolution from the IRS for more than 30 days


  	No resolution from the IRS by a promised date


If you need help, feel free to contact the Taxpayer Advocate Service toll-free at (877) 777-4778. An Advocate will review your case objectively, give you updates on what's happening, provide his or her contact information, and resolve your problem as quickly as possible in a friendly and courteous manner.

Volunteer Income Tax Assistance

If you just need help filling out the tax forms and figuring out what deductions you can take, but you can't afford to pay a professional tax preparer, try one of the many volunteer groups around the country. These volunteers are trained to handle most basic tax forms and are willing to help those with annual incomes of $38,000 or less for free. You'll usually find a group at your local library. If not, visit www.irs.gov or your state government website for information.

Tax Counseling for the Elderly

These volunteers offer free help with income tax forms to those citizens 60 years of age or older. Many of these trained volunteers are retired people themselves who are affiliated with a nonprofit organization receiving grants from the IRS. Check with your state senior citizen services for information about a group near you.


The AARP also provides help to those over 60 years old and also to low-income citizens. For information about their services, call toll-free (888) 227-7669 and ask about AARP Tax-Aide.

Don't Let Anyone Phish for Your Funds

One of the biggest tax scams to watch out for this next tax year is a technique called "phishing." A form of identity theft, phishing is carried out by con artists who use the Internet to get unsuspecting citizens to give out their financial information by posing as the IRS. 

If you receive an e-mail that appears to be from the IRS, beware! The IRS will never contact you by e-mail about your tax account. The phishing e-mail will typically announce that you have a refund you have not yet claimed and will tell you to click on a link to a website that looks very official. Once at the website, you will be asked for your social security number and a credit card number. 

Another version of phishing will tell you are under audit by the IRS and if you provide certain personal financial information, the matter may be resolved. Your information will then be used to access your accounts and credit cards or used to apply for loans.


Remember: The IRS will never contact you by e-mail about your tax returns. If you have questions about the authenticity of a contact you receive, call (800) 829-1040 to inquire about it.

Tax-Time Tips

If you want to avoid the last-minute stress that you start feeling about the beginning of April, here are some suggestions:


Fill out your tax forms early. That may sound obvious, but many tax deductions are overlooked and many errors are made by people who leave their tax returns until the last minute.

Spend some time browsing www.irs.gov. There is a wealth of information provided by the IRS, but you need to devote a little time to looking through it. You may find tax deductions you didn't know you could take, or, most importantly, updates to the tax laws that will affect your return.

  File electronically. Did you know that you can get your refund in half the time if you file your returns electronically? It's the fastest, easiest, and most accurate way to file. According to the IRS, more than 68 million taxpayers used electronic filing in 2005. 

My Returns Are Ready, But I Can't Pay


When we get the bad news that we owe unexpected taxes, it can create a good deal of stress. But before you do anything drastic, there are a few options for you to consider.


1. Authorize the IRS to deduct the payment from your bank account on the April due date without any extra fees, if you have your returns ready and file electronically before April 15 but don't have the cash available to pay the money due. Just like scheduling an online payment for any other bill you have.


2. You can charge the money due to a credit card. The interest rate charged on your credit card may turn out to be better than the interest and penalties you'll have to pay the IRS for late taxes. It may also prevent a negative impact to your credit rating. To pay your taxes by credit card, call (800) 272-9829. The IRS doesn't charge a fee for credit card payments, but most credit card companies charge a processing fee for the transaction.


3. Take a short-term loan from your bank or credit union. This option often has lower interest rates than you can get on your credit card, especially if the amount you need isn't very high.


4. Apply for an installment agreement with the IRS (IRS Form 9465). If possible, pay some of your amount due by the due date. Anything that you pay will help prevent interest and penalties from accruing on the amount paid by April 15th. Interest on your amount due is charged daily and there is also a monthly penalty fee. If you cannot pay the total amount due, you can apply for an installment agreement with the IRS. This agreement allows you to make monthly payments until your account is paid in full. The payments can be paid by mail or by automatic deduction from your bank account every month. Automatic deduction is the best method, as it will ensure you make on-time payments and do not put your installment agreement at risk with late payments.

You must fill out an Installment Agreement Request Form 9465 to apply. You can find this form at www.irs.gov or call your local IRS office for information. The IRS is generally very helpful in setting up this arrangement for you, as it wants you to be able to pay your taxes. Understand that an installment agreement does not erase interest and penalties. On the contrary, interest and monthly penalties will accrue just like they do with any other loan. The advantage of an installment agreement is that it is not a lien and will not put your property or financial accounts at risk.


Important Note: If you enter into an installment agreement with the IRS, you must pay all taxes due on time in the following years. You cannot add to your agreement each year. The idea of the agreement is to help taxpayers who have inadvertently not had enough tax withheld, or who find themselves in financial hardship at tax time. Be sure you adjust your withholding so enough tax is paid in the following years. Also, any future tax refunds will not be sent to you but will be used to pay off your debt until you have a zero balance. If you fail to keep the agreement, the total amount you owe will come due and may result in a lien.


5. If you are facing serious financial problems when your tax is due and find yourself unable to pay any of the monies due, the IRS will consider temporarily deferring payment until you are able to pay. Try to avoid this if at all possible as interest and penalties will continue to accrue the whole time you are not making payments.


6. Members of the Armed Forces who are unable to make tax payments due to the nature of their service may be able to defer income tax payments until a time payment becomes possible. Check out the Armed Forces' Tax Guide at www.irs.gov for information.


7. If none of the above options is open to you, there is one more possibility-an offer in compromise. This is an agreement that is reached between you and the IRS in which the IRS is willing to accept less than what you owe. Just be aware that it's not easy to get the IRS to agree to a compromise. In fact, less than 1% of tax debts are resolved this way. If you're interested in an offer in compromise, go to www.irs.gov for more information.


Don't think that if you ignore your tax bill, no one will notice and it will just go away. Things go much better for you if you contact the IRS and let them know what your circumstances are. If they don't hear from you, they may have to begin the collection process, which can involve things like putting a lien on your property. If this happens, the IRS gets first claim to any monies from the sale of your property if you go into bankruptcy. Should you decide to sell your home because you want to move, you will have to clear the lien before you can sell. The IRS can also levy your financial accounts, which means it can confiscate money from your paycheck, savings account, Social Security benefits, and your retirement income. The IRS can also take your car and your boat.


Important Note: If you don't contact the IRS about your situation and a lien is filed, it is very difficult to get the lien removed before the debt is paid in full. A lien will affect your credit score and make it difficult to obtain financing for new necessities. Bottom line--be sure to contact the IRS if you can't pay your taxes.

I'm proud to be paying taxes to the U.S. The only thing is-I could be just as proud for half the money. — Arthur Godfrey

 

Let's Review

What you don't know about taxes can cost you money. To get you accustomed to searching online for the information you need, we've included a few questions here that you will need to research the answers for. See how many answers you can find. Good luck!

1. Are child-support payments tax-deductible?____

  2. What is the maximum tax-deductible amount that can be contributed to a nonworking spouse's individual retirement account (IRA)?___

  3. Are Social Security benefits subject to income tax?____

  4. Do married couples pay more in income taxes by filing a joint return than they would pay if they were single?____

  5. How many hours does the Internal Revenue Service estimate it should take you to prepare your Form 1040, including record keeping?____

  6. Are death benefits paid from a life-insurance policy free of income tax?___

  7. Is a canceled check all you need to prove a charitable donation of over $250?


 


Glossary

Accreditation: A school meets certain minimum academic standards, as defined by an accrediting body. 

AmeriCorps: This program provides full-time educational awards in return for community service work.

Annual Percentage Rate (APR): A measure of the cost of credit, expressed as a yearly rate. 

Attorney General: Chief law officer of a state who represents the government in lawsuits and serves as its principal legal adviser.

Award Letter: An award letter from a school states the type and amount of financial aid the school is willing to provide if a student accepts admission and registers to take classes at that school.

Bankruptcy: A legally declared inability or impairment of ability of an individual to pay his or her creditors.

Better Business Bureau: Provides reports on businesses and charities to help consumers and donors make informed decisions, helps resolve consumer complaints, and promotes ethics in business.

Bureau of Consumer Protection: Works for the consumer to prevent fraud, deception, and unfair business practices in the marketplace.

Chapter 7 Bankruptcy: A "liquidation" of an individual's assets.

Chapter 13 Bankruptcy: An individual proposes a plan to repay his or her debts over a three-to-five year period.

Class Action Suit: A civil suit brought by one or more people on behalf of themselves and others who are similarly situated.

Collection Agency: A business that pursues payments on debts owed by individuals or businesses.

Consumer: Any person obligated or allegedly obligated to pay a debt incurred for personal, family, or household use.

Consumer Credit Protection Act: Protects employees from discharge by their employers because their wages have been garnished for any one debt, and limits the amount of an employee's earnings that may be garnished in any one week.

Consumer Protection Services: Responds to consumer complaints, unfair and deceptive business practices, and provides consumer education.

Consumer Response Center: Responds to consumer inquiries about consumer laws and regulations and banking practices.

Cooling-Off Rule: Gives a consumer three days to cancel qualified purchases of $25 or more.

Cosigner: Another person, not necessarily a relative, who also signs a loan contract and assumes equal responsibility for its repayment.

Credit Agreement: A legal contract in which a bank arranges to loan a customer a certain amount of money for a specified amount of time.

Credit Collector: Tries to convince debtors--people who owe money--to pay their overdue bills; works from bad debt files given to them by creditors who have not been able to get the debtors to pay through normal billing procedures.

Credit Report: A record of an individual's or a company's past borrowing and repaying, including information about late payments and bankruptcy.

Creditor: A party (e.g. person, organization, company, or government) that has a claim to the properties or services of a second party.

Credit Transaction: The ability to purchase a product or service and make regular payments to the creditor until the item or service is fully paid for.

Debt Collector: Any person who regularly collects debts owed to others. This includes attorneys who collect debts on a regular basis.

Debtor: If you use credit cards, owe money on a personal loan, or are paying on a home mortgage.

Deferment: Allows a borrower to temporarily stop making payments on a student loan.


Diploma Mill: Grants degrees for "work or life experience" alone.

Discharge: Officially canceling your debts about four months after your meeting of creditors.

Dispute: A disagreement an individual expresses to a credit agency about information on the individual's credit report. 

Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act: Allows consumers to request and obtain a free credit report once every twelve months from each of the three nationwide consumer credit reporting companies.

Fair Credit Reporting Act: Regulates the collection, dissemination, and use of consumer credit information. 

Fair Debt Collection Practices Act: Requires that debt collectors treat you fairly and prohibits certain methods of debt collection.

Federal Student Aid: Financial assistance through the U.S. Department of Education that's available to individuals enrolled in an eligible program as a regular student at a participating school.

Federal Trade Commission (FTC): Enforces a variety of federal antitrust and consumer protection laws. It seeks to ensure that the nation's markets function competitively, and are vigorous, efficient, and free of undue restrictions. FTC works to enhance the smooth operation of the marketplace by eliminating acts or practices that are unfair or deceptive.

Federal Warranty Act: Purpose of the Act is to make warranties on consumer products more readily understood and enforceable and to provide the Federal Trade Commission with means to better protect consumers.

Finance Charge: The cost of interest and other charges involved in borrowing money.


Financial Aid: Money awarded in the forms of loans or grants for the purpose of covering the cost of higher education; usually awarded based on financial status and need.


Forbearance: Student loan payments are reduced or postponed for a period of time.

Garnishment: A means of collecting a monetary judgment against a defendant by ordering an individual to pay money directly to the plaintiff; the most common type of garnishment is the process of deducting money from an employee's monetary compensation (including salary) as a result of a court order.

General Education Development (GED) Certificate: A certificate students receive if they've passed a specific, approved high school equivalency test; students who have a GED may still qualify for federal student aid.

HIPAA: Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act; regulates the availability and breadth of group and individual health insurance plans.

Home Equity Loan: A form of open-end credit in which the home serves as the consumer's collateral. 

Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA): An act established by Congress in 1975 and implemented by the Federal Reserve Board's Regulation C that requires lending institutions to report public loan data.

Implied warranties: The seller promises that the product will do what it is supposed to do.

Income tax: Allows the Federal Government to collect a tax on the income of each citizen based on standard rates across the country.

Interest: The periodic amount, expressed as a percentage, which is charged by a lender for use of credit.

Internal Revenue Service: The United States federal government agency that collects taxes and enforces the internal revenue laws.

Lemon Law: If the car has been repaired four or more times for the same defect within the warranty period and the defect has not been fixed, the car qualifies as a lemon.

Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act: The federal statute that governs warranties on consumer products.

Mortgage: Document signed by a borrower when a home loan is made that gives the lender a right to take possession of the property (a security interest) if the borrower fails to pay off on the loan.

National Association of Consumer Advocates: A nationwide organization of more than 1000 attorneys who represent and have represented hundreds of thousands of consumers victimized by fraudulent, abusive and predatory business practices.

National Commission on Consumer Finance: Studies and appraises the functioning and structure of the consumer finance industry, as well as consumer credit transactions generally.

National Do Not Call Registry: Commercial telemarketers are not allowed to call you if your number is on the registry, subject to certain exceptions. 

Phishing: The criminally fraudulent process of attempting to acquire sensitive information such as usernames, passwords and credit card details, by masquerading as a trustworthy entity in an electronic communication.

Promissory Note: A written promise to pay at a fixed or determinable future time a sum of money to a specified individual or to bearer.

Rescission: The cancellation of a contract.

Right of Rescission: Provides a three-day period when you can back out of the loan before you get the borrowed money, no questions asked.

Taxpayer Advocate Service: Someone representing your interests when trying to solve issues with the IRS.

Truth in Lending Act: A United States federal law designed to protect consumers in credit transactions by requiring clear disclosure of key terms of the lending arrangement and all costs.

United States Trustee Program: Created to help protect the integrity of America's bankruptcy system.

Unsolicited Goods Act: Entitles a consumer to treat goods sent to him or her without prior consent as if they were his or her own as long as specified conditions are fulfilled; it is a criminal offense for the merchant to demand payment for those goods.

Warranty: An important promise made by a merchant or manufacturer to stand behind the product.

 

Closing Statement

ACCESS Education Systems was developed as a tool to train and educate individuals and families concerning important money management skills. With Bankruptcy Reform, a message was sent from our regulators to all Americans regarding the importance of putting our financial houses in order. ACCESS Education Systems provides individualized education to help American families achieve their dreams of financial independence. The principles in this Family Financial Training Course contain many of the initial steps to achieving long-term financial prosperity. It is a part of the ACCESS Education Systems Series providing new and effective means by which millions of the nation's families can learn the skills of personal financial management and establish a happier and successful future.


In addition to ACCESS Education Systems albums, ACCESS Educational Systems has an interactive website containing hundreds of articles and resources including newsletters, bulletins, and online courses to resolve any financial issue facing you today. ACCESS Education Systems offers renewed hope to those struggling with debt and financial pressures and provides sensitive, personal assistance, and assurance to all families. ACCESS Education Systems leads the way with empowering, financial information that will enable you and your family to have fun while developing the skills and knowledge that will allow you to achieve an improved standard of living today and have a brighter financial future.
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* Add $262 to the 4 people column
for each individual in excess of 4.
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Average Income By State.

State Family Size
Iperson  2people 3 people 4 people”

$32,654  $41.853  $46,505  $53,690
$46,051  $60,983  $68,041  $76,560
$37492  $48,630  $51.575  $61,102
$30793  $39.463  $43.826  $52217
$43,007  $57.237  $62,112  $70.712
$41,544  $58.880  $61.619  $70,300
$51,877  $63,867  $76,362  $92,205
$45,182  $57.384  $63.328  $76,288
$35349  $53.693  $54.628  $54628
$36796  $45446  $51,001  $62,269
$36412  $48.800  $53,563  $64,427
$45306  $53284  $67.551  $79.240
$34,898  $45,584  $48.874  $52470
$41,650  $52.891  $62,176  $72,368
$37,552  $47.313  $55496  $64,564
$36,009  $48,854  $56925  $65575
$36,631  $48.672  $54,114  $64929
$32,647  $40.260  $49,183  $54992
$31968  $39.296  $47.075  $55.945
$35700  $45750  $58,175  $64,806
$48920  $63761  $75764  $89,608
Massachusetts $49,930  $58479 72749 $85.420
Michigan  $41,263  $49.080  $59,142  §71542
Minnesota  $42,766  $55,338  $68,689  $77,395
Mississippi ~ $28,382  $36.950  $41,620  $47.726
Missouri $35423  $44799  $54.488  $63,847
Montana $31,763  $44,566  $48,733  $55,641
Nebraska ~ $36,138  $48798  $56991  $64,800
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Family Size

Iperson  2people 3 people 4 people*

$39.409  $53.846  $55510  $61.777
$45,608  $55303  $70,587  $81,522
$51,881  $61375  $77.728  $90.261
$31,672  $43,106  $43,106  $48,223
$41,554  $50,367  $60,850  $72,170
$33,265  $44,625  $50,528  $59.481
$36952  $47,036  $56.848  $59.926
$38,502  $46,376  $56,645  $66,734
$33,006  $41,971 $46,908  $53,138
$40,161  $48,876  $53,380  $61,945
$40,401  $47,091  $60,223  $68,646
Rhode Island  $42,434  $54,834  $65,666  $78,297
South Carolina$32,110  $43,655  $48.286  $57.932
South Dakota $30,616  $44,310  $54911  $61,309
Tennessee  $33,585  $42,126  $50.741  $56,874
Texas $33341  $47321  $50,061  $57:511
Utah $40,922  $47,570  $53229  $57.999
Vermont $38,410  $50381  $63,753  $71,382
Virginia $45,143  $56975  $67,511  $77.430
Washington ~ $44,092  $54370  $58,701  $72,103
West Virginia  $33,524  $37,493  $46,123  $52292
Wisconsin ~ $38,670  $51,123  $61,286  $71,064
Wyoming  $36,814  $49,887  $58,893  $62,933

* Add $6,300 o the 4 people column
for each individual in excess of 4.






