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Prologue

The main purpose of the Building Human Services Research 
Partnerships in Puerto Rico project is to promote effective re-

search and the development of a culture and practice of evidence-
based policy making on low-income families and children in Puerto 
Rico. Under the leadership and support of Inter-Metro, the Project 
has brought together key stakeholders to develop partnerships in 
order to advance research and eventually lead to effective policies 
and programs, particularly Head Start and Public Assistance. The 
Project’s website can be accessed at www.metro.inter.edu/hsrppr.

The Project is carried out through a collaborative network, led 
by a Work Group that promotes awareness of the need for re-
search, spearheads the development of research questions, and 
guides the studies undertaken by various researchers financially 
supported by the Project. Key members of the Faculty and Staff 
at IAUPR-MC, work in partnership with academics from other 
universities, the Administrators of the Administration for So-
cioeconomic Development of the Family (ADSEF) and of the 
Administration for Integral Care and Early Childhood Develop-
ment (ACUDEN), and top executives from various NGOs and 
think tanks to formulate questions and guide research. 

While there is an ample body of research, very little of it has 
been performed locally or recently, or specifically about Head Start 
and Temporary Assistance to Needy Families. There is insufficient 
information that can validate the policies regulating these two 
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programs among Puerto Rican children and families, particularly 
since the onset of the economic crisis of the last ten years.

Why are there so few families participating in the TANF pro-
gram? Why are there so many eligible children not benefiting 
from Head Start or Early Head Start? What are the reasons wom-
en stay in TANF for such a short time? The lack of answers to 
these and other questions because of insufficient research leads 
to the development of stereotypes that contribute to the ongoing 
oppression and marginalization of the disadvantaged. 

Completed Studies are reported in four volumes including this 
one, as follows: 

1.  Puerto Rican children and families: Our starting point

2.  TANF in Puerto Rico

3.  Head Start and TANF: Moving forward

4.  Poverty in Puerto Rico

The researchers whose work is included in these four volumes 
are making substantial contributions to the level of knowledge 
about the poor, their needs and characteristics, the challenges 
they face, the range of services received, the gaps in service, and 
the identification of best practices and opportunities for collabo-
ration in the services provided by these programs. 

The expectations that we had as members of the work group 
were surpassed as we analyzed the outcomes of the research, the 
willingness and openness of government officials to share data 
and information and to incorporate recommendations offered by 
the group members, and the interest demonstrated by program 
providers to identify best practices. 

In summary, this project has created new opportunities for 
young professionals and emerging leaders to participate in re-
search activities and to use the results of these activities in the 
decision making process. 

6          P r o l o g u e
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Status report
on the use of assessment tools in

Head Start programs in Puerto Rico

María de los Ángeles Ortiz-Reyes

7

Summary

The Status report on the use of assessment tools in Head 
Start programs in Puerto Rico is the first exploratory 
look at the assessment measures, processes and tools 
used by Head Start programs in Puerto Rico in order to 
gather data regarding student performance and profes-
sional development to improve quality of services. It is 
a part of the Building Human Services Research Part-
nerships in Puerto Rico (BHSRPPR) program, which 
promotes effective research and the development of a 
culture and practice of evidence-based policy making 
on low-income families and children in Puerto Rico. 
The research design was based on a mixed methodol-
ogy approach that included quantitative and qualita-
tive measures through the administration of question-
naires and focus groups with the three main subgroups 
within the population: program directors, managers/
supervisors and teachers. A thorough literature review 
helped delineate research questions and specific ar-
eas of interest within assessment requirements of the 
Head Start program (focus on assessment processes, 
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methodology, instruments, technological tools, pro-
fessional development, technical support, data gather-
ing, academic and programmatic use of student and 
family data). Questionnaires were implemented as a 
descriptive approach to compare and explain partici-
pant knowledge, attitudes and behaviors (Fink, 2003). 
Content was validated by a panel of experts according 
to the research questions. Questionnaires were admin-
istered to 196 participants (20 program directors, 126 
supervisors and 50 teachers) in a standardized man-
ner at the premises of the Inter American University. 
Representation from 61 of the 78 municipalities in 
Puerto Rico was obtained (78%). Data analysis was 
conducted. Gaps within the findings served as base for 
focus group guiding questions. Focus groups were con-
ducted with (3) program directors and (11) managers, 
in order to expand on specific topics and research find-
ings (focus on academic and professional background 
related to assessment, training, coaching, technical as-
sistance and continuing education, training and use of 
online assessment tools, use of paper-based formats and 
electronic tools, synchronicity of the data on different 
tools, data gathering and use, performance and quality 
improvement). Sessions were recorded with participant 
consent, transcribed and translated (ad verbatim transla-
tion from Spanish). Category and frequency data analy-
sis was conducted. Among the most relevant findings:

a)  Lack of academic programs that fully prepare ad-
ministrators and teacher on assessment.

b)  Lack of trainers and professional development on 
assessment aligned to Head Start guidelines.
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c)  40% of assessment training is provided by a private 
company or local consultant; usually related to spe-
cific product or tool.

d)  57% of classroom coaching is on the literacy do-
main, 46% on math, 32% on socio-emotional de-
velopment, 30% on speech development, 24% on 
social studies, 22% on learning methods, 19% on 
science, 16% on physical development, 11% on 
creative arts and 5% on English.

e)  Participants indicated using mostly the Creative 
Curriculum tools (76%), Child development pro-
cess assessment (70%) and Child Observation Re-
cord (41%) to assess child performance.

f )  36% of programs indicated using internally created 
assessment documents.

g)  62% of participants indicated using both paper 
based and electronic systems to gather performance 
data.

h)  Synchronizing data accurately between different 
program and assessment tools is not possible. This 
includes demographic and family data that needs to 
be shared within the program.

i)  65% indicated using the Gold Teaching Strategies 
electronic assessment tool, 27% used PROMIS, 8% 
used Child Plus.

j)  46% of teachers indicated that performance data 
was used for professional development purposes.

k)  73% of teachers reported assessing transition activi-
ties for students that exit Head Start; 19% reported 
assessing child progress for this group.
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Findings align with the Continuous Quality Im-
provement Conceptual Framework (Derrick-Mills et 
al. 2014) and suggest that assessment processes should 
be more standardized and understood without imme-
diately changing what has worked according to the 
realities and needs of the population served by each 
grantee. Specialized training and technical assistance 
aligned with Head Start policies is needed in order 
for managers and supervisors to provide high qual-
ity coaching and mentoring. A more formative ap-
proach of evaluation and assessment processes should 
be implemented to benefit teachers. 

Amidst the economic crisis in Puerto Rico, major 
challenges in Head Start are: enrollment, working 
with families, special education needs, budget, ac-
quiring and maintaining technology, assessment and 
compliance. Head Start programs in Puerto Rico are 
looking for ways to transform themselves to better 
serve their population and achieve their goals. Find-
ings could serve as a baseline from which progress in 
assessment utilization among programs is quantified, 
and to prompt a dialogue about best practices that 
contribute to the implementation of effective, coor-
dinated and high-quality assessment strategies and 
measures in order to improve services.

Key words

Head Start program, early childhood, assessment, assess-
ment measures, assessment processes, assessment tools, 
professional development, technical assistance, student 
performance 
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Background of the Study

The Status report on the use of assessment tools in Head 
Start programs in Puerto Rico is a study conducted as 
part of the program Building Human Services Re-
search Partnership in Puerto Rico (BHSRPPR) estab-
lished under the auspices of the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services Administration of Chil-
dren and Families, Office of Planning, Research and 
Evaluation (OPRE) and the leadership of the Inter 
American University of Puerto Rico, Metropolitan 
Campus (IAUPR-MC). 

The main purpose of Human Services Research 
Partnership in Puerto Rico (BHSRPPR) is to pro-
mote effective research and the development of a cul-
ture and practice of evidence-based policy making on 
low-income families and children in Puerto Rico. The 
project brings together key stakeholders from aca-
demia, government agencies, nonprofit organizations 
and providers, philanthropic institutions and the pri-
vate sector to develop a multi-stakeholder partnership 
to advance research, focusing on low-income families 
and children. The project will result in a needs assess-
ment and identification of successful approaches and 
best practices to improve self-sufficiency among poor 
families and children in Puerto Rico.1 

This particular study is the first exploratory look at 
the assessment measures, processes and tools used by 
Head Start programs in Puerto Rico in order to gather 
data regarding student performance and professional 

1 BHSRPPR Project Description http://www.metro.inter.edu/hsrppr/index.asp
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development to improve quality of services. Findings 
could serve as a baseline from which progress in assess-
ment utilization among Head Start programs is mea-
sured. Results also aim to prompt a dialogue about 
best practices that contribute to the implementation 
of effective quality assessment strategies and measures 
in the Head Start program to improve services. 
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Introduction

The Head Start program in Puerto Rico has been providing 
services to low income children and their families for over 

50 years. New federal requirements emphasize the role of assess-
ment in the provision of high quality services. The Status report on 
the use of assessment tools in Head Start programs in Puerto Rico is 
the first exploratory look at the assessment measures, processes and 
tools used by Head Start and Early Head Start programs in Puer-
to Rico in order to gather data regarding children performance 
and teacher professional development to improve the quality of 
services provided to these families. 

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program 
(TANF) and the Head Start program (HS) are the public assis-
tance programs in Puerto Rico that directly impact the develop-
ment of young Puerto Rican children from low-income families 
(Barrueco & Davis, 2014). TANF, created in 1996, was “de-
signed to help families in need gain self-sufficiency” (Faulkner, 
2014). The program provides support services to develop the 
necessary skills that strengthen participant capacity to compete, 
obtain and maintain a job. Support services include counseling, 
professional development, child care, job experiences and tem-
porary financial assistance to help pay for food, shelter, utilities 
and other nonmedical expenses for families with one or more 
dependent children. Children from families in TANF are cat-
egorically eligible for the Head Start and Early Head Start ser-
vices regardless of income. 

The Head Start program was created in 1965 as part of the 
United States (U.S.) government War Against Poverty Program. 
Its principal objective was to help breaking the cycle of poverty by 
providing integral services to preschool age children from low in-
come families. Since then, Head Start has been working towards 
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meeting the emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychologi-
cal needs of disadvantaged populations, based on empirical in-
formation about the effect and impact of poverty on education. 
All these services are responsive to the needs of the communities 
which it serves (DHHS, 2015). 

In the U.S., Head Start is administered by the Administra-
tion of Children and Family (ACF) at the Department of Health 
and Human Services. It serves more than a million children and 
their families annually within rural and urban zones in all 50 
states, the District of Columbia, and U.S. territories (including 
Puerto Rico), indigenous communities, immigrant families and 
seasonal workers. 

The Head Start program in Puerto Rico

The Head Start program was implemented in Puerto Rico 50 
years ago, at the same time it was implemented in the U.S., and 
now offers four program options (Center-based, Home-based, 
Combination and Family Child Care). Comprehensive services 
include Emergency or Crisis Intervention, Housing Assistance, 
Mental Health Services, English as a Second Language (ESL) 
Training, Adult Education, Job Training, Substance Abuse Pre-
vention, Substance Abuse Treatment, Child Abuse and Neglect 
Services, Domestic Violence Services, Child Support Assis-
tance, Health Education, Assistance to Families of Incarcerated 
Individuals, Parenting Education, and Relationship or Marriage 
Education. Out of those services, Health Education, Parent-
ing Education, Housing Assistance, Job Training and Mental 
Health Services are the most provided to families. 

Puerto Rico currently has forty five (45) grantees from the Head 
Start and Early Head Start programs, as reported by the DHHS 
Program Search Results. They are administered by a diverse array 
of municipalities, municipal consortia and nonprofit organizations. 

14          M a r í a  d e  l o s  Á n g e l e s  O r t i z - R e y e s
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Out of the forty five grantees the Administración para el Cuidado 
y Desarrollo Integral de la Niñez (ACUDEN), organized under 
the Puerto Rico Family Department is the biggest, serving 18,014 
children and their families through twenty one (21) delegate agen-
cies in 64 out of 78 municipalities in the Island, including Vieques 
and Culebra (ABC, 2014). 

 The Head Start program facts for the Fiscal Year 2015 reports 
that Puerto Rico had a funded enrollment of 36,776 children 
totaling $286,890,161 in federal funding. A study conducted 
by ACUDEN in 2014 found that those 36,776 children receiv-
ing services though Head Start and Early Head Start represent 
only 27% of the total of 135,000 eligible children in Puerto 
Rico. Of those 36,000 children served, 27% reported having a 
limitation or special need. This percent doubles the 13% of chil-
dren with special needs registered in the U.S. Findings highlight 
possible gaps in diagnosis, progress assessment and monitoring 
in Head Start (Burgos, 2014). The study also found that even 
when Puerto Rico is facing a reduction in its population that 
reflects in a 3% annual decrease in the segment of children un-
der 5 years, the amount of eligible children for Head Start and 
Early Head Start has only decreased by 1%. In addition, there 
has been a 6% increase in children 5 years or younger that fall 
under poverty lines (from 56% in 2005-2009 to 62% between 
2009 and 2013). Pervasive poverty levels in Puerto Rico suggest 
a need for more assistance (Faulkner, 2015). Comprehensive, 
reliable and sustained assessment could better inform daily op-
erations and program planning in order to maximize funds and 
increase children and families served.

 There has been previous interest to study assessment in Head 
Start programs in Puerto Rico, (Bestard, 1990; Rosado, 2000), 
but few formal studies originated in Puerto Rico that address 
outcome-oriented assessment. The literature review on this topic 
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revealed research conducted on Puerto Rican family characteris-
tics related to intervention strategies (Bird & Canino, 1982), the 
impact of Head Start on Latino and Puerto Rican children sub-
groups in the U.S., (Currie & Thomas, 1999; Zambrana & Ca-
pello, 2003), parent practices and involvement challenges (Fagan, 
1998; Figueroa-Moseley et al, 2006; O’Carroll, K., 2012). Re-
cently, some studies have focused on general Head Start program 
performance, assessment and data use in the U.S. (Derrick-Mills, 
2015; U.S. DHHS 2003; U.S. DDHHS, 2015; Zill et al, 2001), 
but few research points towards specific assessment processes and 
tools used by the Head Start programs in Puerto Rico (Hollestelle 
& Koch, 2003; Ramos, 2006; Stile et al, 1984). On the contrary, 
some studies indicate a lack of information and well-defined as-
sessment outcomes for some of the services provided by Head 
Start (García & Levin, 2001). Furthermore, Barrueco (2014) in-
dicates as key implications:

 “…accurate assessments are a critical component of diagnos-
tic, programmatic, and research formulations, with consid-
erable consequences for children, families, and the programs 
serving them. Yet, the majority of assessment research with 
young Puerto Rican children is outdated and in need of sig-
nificant attention.” (p. 22)

“More investigations examining the effect of early childhood 
programmatic efforts are needed. Such research should not 
only focus on the program itself, but should yield an under-
standing of the staff and program characteristics, practices, 
and professional development approaches found to improve 
outcomes.” (p. 23)

 
The purpose of this study is to gather representative baseline 

information about the diverse strategies and tools used by the 
Head Start and Early Head Start programs in Puerto Rico in or-
der to analyze the status of assessment practices and use of data. 
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Also, present a current view of staff and program characteristics, 
practices and professional development, as suggested in the lit-
erature. Findings could initiate a reflective dialogue on best prac-
tices on a national level that collectively enhances the quality of 
professional development and coaching offered to teachers and 
comprehensive services provided to children and their families. 
Improvements in the reach and quality of services could directly 
impact self-sufficiency and the empowerment of these families. 

Methodology

Research design

The study used a mixed methodology that included quanti-
tative and qualitative measures through the administration of 
questionnaires (containing closed and open ended questions) 
and focus groups with the three main subgroups within the 
population (program directors, managers/supervisors and 
teachers). A thorough literature review helped delineate re-
search questions and specific areas of interest within assessment 
requirements of Head Start. Questionnaires were implemented 
as a descriptive approach to compare and explain participant 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviors (Fink, 2003). Question-
naires were designed and validated by a panel of experts accord-
ing to the research questions. An official letter was sent to all 
Head Start program directors inviting the personnel to partici-
pate in the study. Consent forms were explained and signed by 
participants. Questionnaires were administered to subgroups 
within the population following a standardized protocol at 
the premises of the Inter American University, Metropolitan 
Campus on two instances. Data analysis was conducted. Gaps 
within the findings served as base for the focus group protocol. 
Focus groups were conducted at the Inter American University, 
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mainly with program directors and managers/supervisors, in or-
der to expand on specific topics and research findings. Sessions 
were recorded with participant consent, transcribed and trans-
lated (ad verbatim translation from Spanish). Category and fre-
quency data analysis was conducted. 

Population 

In order to gather the sample for the study, an invitation let-
ter was sent to all Head Start grantees directors in Puerto Rico 
with the approval of Alejandra Álvarez, Esq. from the Head Start 
Office in Puerto Rico. The letter explained the main purpose of 
the study and invited the directors to participate in a meeting, 
along with nine (9) staff members of their respective grantees or 
delegate agencies. Specific staff members invited to participate 
in the questionnaire administration were directors, two (2) man-
agers (or managing directors), three (3) teachers and four (4) 
area supervisors, one from each of the following areas: Family & 
Community Alliance, Health & Nutrition, Education and Spe-
cial Education. The first questionnaire administration took place 
at the Metropolitan Campus of the Inter American University 
with the participation of sixteen (16) directors, one hundred sev-
enteen (117) managers/supervisors and thirty seven (37) teach-
ers. Approximately a month later, a second invitation was sent to 
directors not represented at the first meeting. One (1) director, 
nine (9) managers/supervisors and thirteen (13) teachers com-
plimented the questionnaires this time. After both questionnaire 
administrations, the sample of the study was finally composed by 
seventeen (17) directors; one hundred twenty six (126) manag-
ers/supervisors and fifty (50) teachers for a total of one hundred 
ninety three (193) participants.

In order to expand on some of the data obtained through the 
questionnaires and to investigate more in depth about some re-
curring themes, a focus group was convened. The focus group was 
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also conducted at the Inter American University Metropolitan 
Campus with the participation of four (4) directors and eleven 
(11) managers/supervisors. Six (6) of the participants attended 
the questionnaire administration meeting. The activities of the 
study included a total of two hundred two (202) participants. 

Research questions 

The administered questionnaires had the basic structure for all 
three populations of interest with a few adjustments according to 
the role of the participant. Categories were (I) General informa-
tion about the Head Start grantee (licensee), (II) General infor-
mation about the participant, (III) Information about the Head 
Start grantee personnel, (IV) Child screening and evaluation in-
struments, and (V) Head Start service evaluation. Specific ques-
tions per category are listed below.

I.  General information about the Head Start Grantee
1.  Name of the Head Start grantee
2.  Delegate agencies
3.  Municipalities served by the delegate agencies 
4.  Municipalities served by the grantee
5.  Students served by the grantee. Number of students in 

your classroom (teachers)

II.  General information about the participant
1.  Gender
2.  Period of time working in the Head Start program
3.  Period of time working in the specific grantee agency/

center.
4.  Highest academic level obtained
5.  Educational background/area
6.  Early childhood education certifications
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7.  Other certifications or licenses
8.  Nature of the certification or licenses
9.  Membership to professional associations related to early 

childhood education
10.  Name of the professional associations 

III. Information about the Head Start grantee personnel 
1.  Number of personnel at the grantee or delegate agency
2.  Number of teachers
3.  Number of teacher assistants
4.  Frequency of personnel participation in trainings and 

technical assistance activities
5.  Who offers the trainings and technical assistance? (Na-

tional Head Start Association, Center for Technical As-
sistance and Training for Head Start, local and national 
conferences, local consultants, Head Start program, 
private companies and organizations, community re-
sources, other) 

6.  Do teachers have mentors and/or coaches that work 
with them in the classroom?

7.  Frequency of mentoring and/or coaching in the class-
rooms.

8.  Three major domains worked in mentoring and/or 
coaching sessions. 

IV.  Child screening and evaluation instruments
1.  Does the grantee or delegate agency conduct a screening 

process?
2.  Which tools are used to conduct the screening pro-

cess? [Chicago, Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ), 
Denver II, Portage Guide, Illinois Developmental Test, 
other] 

3.  Does the grantee or delegate agency conduct student 
performance progress evaluations?
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4.  Which tools are used to conduct the student perfor-
mance progress evaluations? 

5.  Which strategies are used to gather student performance 
progress evaluation data?

6.  Is your data base system electronic (automated), manual, 
or both?

7.  Indicate the electronic data base system used.
8.  Does your grantee or delegate agency use the Program 

Information Report (PIR)?
9.  Do you or someone else at the agency report evaluation 

reports to teachers, at the administrative level, to chil-
dren, parents, Parent Council, federal funding agency or 
local government agency?

10.  Have you used student evaluation results in any other 
way?

11.  Indicate for what purposes has evaluation results analysis 
been used (materials and equipment purchase, teacher 
professional development, government reports, modify 
teaching-learning strategies in the classroom, modify 
program infrastructure, strategic and operational plan-
ning, other)

12.  Has your agency made changes to teaching practices as a 
result of the student progress evaluation process? 

13.  Mention the changes made.
14.  Based on student progress analysis, in which areas has the 

agency focused? (knowledge and skills in social studies, 
science, reading-learning, mathematics, English, physi-
cal development and health, language development, 
socio-emotional development, creative arts expression, 
logic and reasoning, learning methods)

V.  Head Start service evaluation
1.  Which instruments are used by the grantee or delegate 

agency to measure quality of services? [Classroom As-
sessment Scoring System (CLASS), Early Childhood 
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Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), instruments cre-
ated by the agency, Infant, Toddler Environment Rating 
Scale, PASITOS, other]

2.  What instruments does your agency use to evaluate in-
teractions? (CLASS, instruments created by the agency, 
other)

3.  According to evaluation results, which has been the most 
important changes made at the agency?

4.  If you could change something that would significantly 
improve services at the agency, what would that be?

5.  Which two things do you consider your agency does re-
ally well for children and their families?

6.  What are the major challenges faced by your agency?
7.  How does the agency guarantee follow-up to students 

that exit the program?
8. Which data is collected from students that exit the pro-

gram? (transition activities, progress, challenges, no data 
is collected)

9.  Up until which grade your agency gathers this data? 
(Kindergarten, First Grade, Second Grade, no follow-up 
is provided) 

The Focus Group protocol expanded on most significant find-
ings from the questionnaire results analysis. Questions centered 
around issues related to (I) Data gathering and use to inform 
decisions, (II) Assessment tools used (electronic and paper 
based), (III) Trainings and technical assistance on assessment, 
(IV) Barriers and limitations, and (V) Opportunities for im-
provement. 
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FIGURE 1. 
Study sample populations (N=196).

Findings

Research questionnaire

Questionnaires were administered to a total of 196 participants: 
20 program directors (10%), 126 managers/supervisors (64%) and 
50 teachers (26%). 61 out of 78 municipalities are represented in 
the sample (78.2%). The most represented municipalities within 
the sample were San Juan, Caguas, Las Piedras, Trujillo Alto, Ad-
juntas, Utuado, Arecibo, Jayuya, Ciales, Hatillo, Aguas Buenas, 
and Juncos. The south region of Puerto Rico was the least repre-
sented. Map 1 shows the overall geographical distribution of the 
sample in the study. Services were provided by delegate agencies 
in 32 municipalities (41%). The number of students served by 
the grantees ranged from a maximum 
of 16,200 children to 40 chil-
dren. Amount of personnel per 
grantee ranged from 800 to 20 
(this indicates a balance in the 
sample). Amount of students 
per classroom varied from a 
maximum of 20 to a minimum 
on 8. Specific sample charac-
teristics are presented. 

Program directors

Out of 20 program directors, 94% are female and 6% are 
male. 81% has worked in Head Start for more than 5 years. 
50% has been a program director for more than 5 years. 50% 
has a Master degree, 44% has a BA degree and 6% of directors 
have a PhD. Academic background included Administration 
(40%), Psychology and Sociology (25%), Education (25%), 
Pre School Education (5%), Nutrition and Counseling (5%). 
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38% of directors have an early childhood related certificate or 
continuing education in the area. 63% are members of a pro-
fessional association related to education in early childhood. 
Map 2 shows the overall distribution of the programs managed 
by director in the sample. From the sample of 20 directors, 
26 municipalities (33.33% of Puerto Rico’s map) are served by 
delegate agencies (ACUDEN) and 32 municipalities (40.03% 
of Puerto Rico’s map) by other grantees (not delegate agencies). 
Some of the municipalities (9) were represented by both grant-
ees and delegate agencies. There’s a total of 49 municipalities 
(62.82% of Puerto Rico’s map) represented in the sample of 
directors who answered the questionnaires. 

Program managers and supervisors

Out of 126 managers and supervisors, 96% are female and 
4% are male. 82.9% has worked in Head Start for more than 
5 years. 64% has been a manager-supervisor for more than 5 
years. 62% has a BA, 35% has a Master degree, 2% has a PhD 
and 1% has an Associate Degree. Academic background in-
cludes: Administration (8%), Psychology and Sociology (4%), 
Education (56%), Pre School Education (17%), Special Educa-
tion (14%), Nutrition (8%), Counseling (2%), Health (12%), 
Nursing (8%), Family (3%), Humanities (3%), Accounting 
(0.7%). Some managers have two areas of preparation. 33% has 
an early childhood related certificate of continuing education. 
11.5% indicated having a CDA Certification. 21% are mem-
bers of a professional association related to education in early 
childhood. Map 3 shows the overall distribution of managers/
supervisors from the sample. From the sample, 40 municipali-
ties (51.28% de Puerto Rico) are served by delegate agencies 
(ACUDEN) and 39 municipalities (50% of Puerto Rico’s map) 
by other grantees (not delegate agencies). 24 municipalities were 
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represented by both grantees and delegate agencies, for a total of 
55 municipalities (70.51%) represented in the sample of man-
agers/supervisors.

Teachers

Out of the 50 teachers in the sample, 92% are female and 8% 
are men. 76% has worked in Head Start for more than 5 years 
and 38% has also been a teacher for more than 5 years. 78% 
has a BA, 19% has a Master degree and 3% has a PhD. Accord-
ing to Head Start data, in average, 60% of teachers have a BA, 
23% has an Associated Degree and 3% has a CDA. Professional 
areas of preparation included Pre School and Early Childhood 
Education (50%), Elemental level education (36%), Special 
Education (6%), Administration, Leadership and Management 
(6%), Physical education and Social Sciences (2%). 97% of the 
teachers in the sample have an early childhood related certifi-
cate or continuing education. 50% indicated having a CDA 
Certification. 35% is a member of a professional association re-
lated to education in early childhood. Map 4 shows the overall 
distribution of teachers from the sample. From the sample of 
50 teachers, 22 municipalities are served by the teacher’s Head 
Start Centers. 28.21% of Puerto Rico’s map is represented in 
the sample of teachers who answered the questionnaires. 

Staff professional development and training

In terms of frequency of staff training, directors responded 
that 100% of staff received sustained professional development, 
but the higher ratings for “monthly professional development” 
were given to Food Handling Personnel (53%) and Health Ser-
vices Professionals (47%). Managers reported higher ratings for 
“once every few months” was given to family service workers 
(32%), teachers (30%) and health services professionals (47%). 
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89% of teachers reported participation in professional develop-
ment and technical assistance; 35% of them received it “once 
every few months,” 27% “monthly,” 14% “from 2 to 3 times 
a month” and 14% “once a year.” 10% did not answer. Re-
spondents indicated that trainings were offered (in average) 
by the Head Start program (90%), by the Center for Tech-
nical Assistance and Training (73%), Private companies and 
organizations (49%), local consultants (38%), other commu-
nity resources (50%), and the National Head Start Association 
(44%). 100% of program directors and 8% of teachers indicat-
ed national conference as sources of professional development. 
Figure 2 shows the respondent answers. 61% of managers and 
supervisors indicated having a coach, while 70% of teachers re-
sponded affirmative to this question. All participants indicated 
that because of recent budget cuts, supervisors and managers 
are the ones providing coaching to teachers. Managers indicat-
ed that they like to assist teachers in the classrooms, but it took 
more time to comply with other duties. On average, managers 
and supervisors received coaching from 2 to 3 times a month. 
Most teachers received coaching “once a month” (24%) and 
“less than once a month” (22%). 8% received weekly coach-
ing. 38% of teachers did not answer this question. Figure 3, 
Frequency of mentors or coaches in the classroom, summarizes 
these findings. 

Directors indicated that most common topics for coaching 
and mentoring are Learning methodology (41%) and Socio-Emo-
tional Development (35%). Managers and supervisors indicated 
Reading-Writing (44%), Math (44%) and Socio-Emotional De-
velopment (37%) as the most common. Teachers agreed with 
managers on those three topics and also included Language de-
velopment (30%). Figure 4, Mentoring/coaching domains, sum-
marized these findings. 
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Use of assessment instruments

100% of participants indicated the use of assessment tools. 
“Cuestionario de edades y etapas” (Ages and Stages ASQ) was 
the most frequently used instrument as reported by 88% of 
directors, 87% of managers and 81% of teachers. 100% of 
participants indicated having a child performance evaluation 
process in their centers. Most frequently used assessment tools 
were the Creative Curriculum tools (75%), Child Development 
Process assessment (70%) and the Child Observation Record-
COR (48%). Managers added EDEN, check lists, Gold, Par-
ent observations, internally created instruments, interviews, 
and portfolios. Teachers added Gold and Development guide. 
Some of the participants included screening processes in their 
responses. Figure 5, Child performance assessment tools, sum-
marizes results. 

In terms of assessment strategies, all participants agree on Daily 
observation as the most used assessment strategy to gather per-
formance data (97%). Family interviews were indicated as the 
second most used strategy (83%). Directors and managers fa-
vored anecdotic records (43%), while teachers did not select this 
option. Both managers and teachers favored Portfolios (81%), 
Interviews with children (52%), Check lists (40%), Recordings 
of child interactions (35%) and Taping of conversations with 
children (32%). 

Electronic assessment tools

In questions regarding the use of manual and digital assess-
ment tools to collect performance data, 69% of directors, 76% 
of managers/supervisors, and 41% of teachers indicated using 
both manual and electronic systems to gather information. 
19% of directors, 13% of managers/supervisors, and 8% of 
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teachers indicated using only an electronic system to gather 
information, while 13% of directors, 10% of managers/supervi-
sors and 51% of teachers indicated using only a manual sys-
tem to gather information. The most frequently used tools were 
Gold Teaching Strategies (65%), PROMIS (27%), and Child 
Plus (8%). Other tools mentioned were Locally designed pro-
grams, Excel, Childnology, ERSTA, CCPort, Proxis. 

Use of data

To the question “Does your grantee or delegate agency use 
the Program Information Report (PIR),” 100% of program 
directors and 95.7% of managers and supervisors responded 
“yes.” 4.2% of supervisors and 62% of teachers responded “no.” 
Respondents agreed that program information was reported 
to administrative personnel (97% of supervisors and 89% of 
teachers), to parents (96% of supervisors and 89% of teachers), 
to teachers (96% of supervisors and 78% of teachers) govern-
mental agencies (95% of supervisors, 48% of teachers). 22% 
of teachers did not respond to this question. 100% of directors 
indicated using assessment data for teacher professional devel-
opment and modify teaching strategies. Other uses were Buy-
ing materials and equipment (94%), Reporting to government 
agencies (88%) and Modify program structure (76%). 91% of 
managers indicated using results for Teacher Professional Devel-
opment, 83% for Strategic and Operational Planning and 81% 
to Modify Teaching and Learning. 86% of teachers responded 
that they used data to Modify Teaching and Learning, 78% for 
Strategic and Operational Planning and 48% in Professional 
Development. 97% of teachers did not respond to the question 
“Has your agency made changes to teaching practices as a result of 
the student progress evaluation process?” Figure 6, Use of the per-
formance data, summarizes the findings on data use. 



34          

FI
G

U
R

E 
5.

 
Ch

ild
 p

er
fo

rm
an

ce
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t t
oo

ls
.

34          M a r í a  d e  l o s  Á n g e l e s  O r t i z - R e y e s



Head Start and TANF: Moving forward           35

FI
G

U
R

E 
6.

 
U

se
 o

f t
he

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 d
at

a.



36          

FI
G

U
R

E 
7.

 
Fi

gu
re

 6
 tr

an
si

tio
n 

fo
llo

w
-u

p 
da

ta
.

36          M a r í a  d e  l o s  Á n g e l e s  O r t i z - R e y e s



Head Start and TANF: Moving forward           37

Participants also indicated that the agencies had made changes 
in their academic focus as a response to assessment findings. Most 
of those changes were made in the areas of Math Knowledge and 
Skills, Socio-Emotional Development, Reading and Learning 
skills and Linguistic Development. 

Program quality

100% of directors reported using the Classroom Assessment 
Scoring System (CLASS) to measure program quality. 35% use 
instruments created by the agency, 29% use PASITOS; 23% 
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), and 
11.7% use the Infant, Toddler Environment Rating Scale. Sev-
eral agencies use more than one instrument to measure this 
variable. Managers reported using CLASS (88%), instruments 
created by the agency (37%) and PASITOS (25%), while teach-
ers reported similar instruments; 94.59% use CLASS, 32% use 
created instruments, 5% PASITOS and use 5% ECERS. 100% 
use CLASS and instruments created by the agency to assess 
classroom interactions.

When asked about program changes to improve quality of ser-
vices, program directors mentioned working with staff-related is-
sues like absences and assessment processes. Most managers also 
mentioned they would make changes to the assessment and docu-
menting process, having more personnel, changes in professional 
development and improving communication. Teachers also men-
tioned changes to assessment and documentation, infrastructure 
and materials, parent participation and professional development 
(in that order of priority). 

Data on student transition processes are collected in most of the 
agencies up until the third grade, and the process has improved 
since the Department of Education requires gathering longitudi-
nal data on student performance. Thus, even when the agencies 
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might not have dedicated personnel to conduct this data collec-
tion, personnel from the Department of Education reaches out to 
Head Start to share student performance data. Figure 7, Transi-
tion follow-up data, summarizes these findings. 

When asked about services they provide in which the agency 
excels, all populations mentioned services to families followed 
by individualized attention to the child’s socio-emotional devel-
opment. Frequency analysis pointed that all responses included 
the word “service,” implying clear knowledge of the program’s 
mission.

Finally, when asked about the biggest challenges for the Head 
Start program, all participants mentioned Working with fami-
lies, Enrollment, Children and teacher absenteeism, Assessment, 
Budget cuts, Academic progress, Training, Communication and 
Coordination, and Special Needs Education. 

Focus groups

The focus group conducted served to expand on some of the re-
sults from the questionnaires. Questions focused on (a) Academic 
and professional background related to assessment, (b) Training, 
coaching, technical assistance and continuing education offered 
on assessment, (c) Training and use of online assessment tools 
in the program, (d) Use of paper-based formats and electronic 
tools, (e) Synchronicity of the data on different tools used, (f ) 
Data gathering (personnel, process), use of data, and (g) Overall 
performance and quality improvement. Table 1 presents the most 
important results of the analysis. 
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Conclusions

Results of both questionnaire administration and focus groups 
indicate that assessment processes should be more standardized 
without losing the realities and needs of the population served 
by each grantee. Specialized training and technical assistance is 
needed in order for managers and supervisors to provide high 
quality coaching and mentoring and implementing a more for-
mative approach of evaluation and assessment processes would 
greatly benefit teachers. There is a need to strengthen collabora-
tion with professional associations to provide professional de-
velopment experiences that support teacher certification. There 
is a lack of academic programs that fully prepare administrators 
and teacher on assessment and a lack of trainers and profession-
al development on assessment aligned to Head Start guidelines. 
40% of assessment training is provided by a private company 
or local consultant; usually related to specific product or tool. 

There are some discrepancies between what directors, manag-
ers and teachers report to be using to gather child development 
and performance data. More than half of the teachers indicated 
that performance data is not used to focus training and profes-
sional development. They clearly saw this data as being used to 
modify teaching strategies. 

In terms of data gathering tools, 62% of participants indicat-
ed using both paper based and electronic systems to gather per-
formance data. Synchronizing data accurately between differ-
ent program and assessment tools is not possible. This includes 
demographic and family data that needs to be shared within 
the program. Findings align with the Continuous Quality Im-
provement Conceptual Framework (Derrick-Mills et al. 2014) 
and suggest that assessment processes should be more standard-
ized and understood without immediately changing what has 
worked according to the realities and needs of the population 
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served by each grantee. Specialized training and technical as-
sistance aligned with Head Start policies is needed in order for 
managers and supervisors to provide high quality coaching and 
mentoring. A more formative approach of evaluation and as-
sessment processes should be implemented to benefit teachers 
and families.
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Recommendations

•  Program changes require five-year plans with long-term goals 
and short term objectives with particular strategies and tools 
to measure progress in significant ways. The different strate-
gies, tools, systems and data use and reporting process should 
be closely monitored to assess effectiveness. Because program 
funds are now particularly linked to performance, compre-
hensive and accessible assessment tools should be implement-
ed that can readily guide program actions towards outcome-
oriented accountability. 

•  Discuss the possibility of implementing a general assess-
ment tool throughout all Head Start and Early Head Start 
programs in order to have outcome that can be analyzed 
and shared among programs. Assessment like the Head Start 
Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES) for Head 
Start and Baby FACES for Early Head Start are being stud-
ied in the U.S. in order to measure child development and 
academic readiness over their time as participants in the pro-
gram. The Head Start program in Puerto Rico could also 
study the Family-Provider/Teacher Relationship Quality 
(FPTRQ) Measure recently published under Head Start Re-
search Reports and Projects.

•  Establish more partnerships with higher education institu-
tions in order to have teachers conduct their practicum at 
Head Start programs.

•  Take into consideration the cost of online assessment tools, 
equipment acquisition and maintenance when establishing 
budget allocations.

•  Training institutions have to adjust to Head Start needs and 
federal requirements. 
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•  Training is needed in program-specific content areas like 
infancy, early childhood, science and social studies, health, 
rare health conditions, special education (autism, challeng-
ing behavior), evaluation, assessment, management of elec-
tronic assessment tools, reporting, among other.

•  More institutions should prepare teachers to obtain their 
Child Development Associate (CDA) credentials. 

•  Provide attention to underserved municipalities: Rincón, 
Aguada, Moca, Añasco, Las Marías, Hormigueros, Sabana 
Grande, Guánica, Yauco, Quebradillas, Camuy, Barranqui-
tas, Comerío, Juncos and Naguabo.

•  Promote a culture of growth and sustained professional de-
velopment in order to have actualized staff that is able to 
better manage the diverse necessities of children and families. 
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Implications for Public Policy

•  Implementing systemic online assessment tools requires 
continuous funding in order to maintain and replace equip-
ment, schedule sustained training and technical assistance. 

•  The “highly recommended” use of online assessment tools by 
the federal government implies a near future requirement to do 
so. Program compliance readiness should be further assessed.

•  Because funds are tied to child attendance, data related to 
socioeconomic and demographic changes in the eligible 
population per area, per municipality should be gathered 
and shared continuously.

•  It is key to analyze and transform the role of higher educa-
tion institutions, so that they offer courses that better align 
with the needs of the population, like the possible expansion 
of Early Head Start in Puerto Rico. 

•  Literature shows that Early Head Start grantees may be less 
confident in their capacity to collect reliable data related to 
school readiness (Derrick-Mills, 2015). Emphasis should be 
placed in assessment training for these stages.

•  Focus Groups should be expanded to more municipalities 
and prioritize on teachers, in order to identify specific barri-
ers to effectively assess child progress and in the use of tech-
nological assessment tools. 

•  A longitudinal program monitoring process that incorporates 
all areas of service should be proposed, instead of the “one 
time” observation approach used in current federal visits.

* The following researchers or collaborators also contributed on this research, on the 
report, or on both of them: Liz Sepúlveda-Arroyo, Ed.M., and María Scharron, Ed.D.

Ortiz, Lord, Hope & Associates
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Financial capability training
and coaching for

Head Start and TANF participants

Elizabeth Miranda & William Burgos
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Abstract

The development of financial education is essential 
for improving economic performance in needy fami-
lies receiving assistance in Head Start and Tempo-
rary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) programs. 
Consistent with ACF priorities (Financial Capability 
Brief, March 2015), the knowledge, skills, capacity 
and access to financial services are the necessary com-
bination to build and manage financial resources ef-
fectively. 
A selection was made of two groups from each, Head 
Start and TANF program. An experimental group 
from each program received financial education and 
financial coaching during the period from January to 
May 2016, while another group, control, did not re-
ceive it. 
The study took place in the Caguas Region and consist-
ed of pre- and post-tests, seven workshops and follow-
up coaching visits to the home. Two groups of 20 par-
ticipants were selected for each TANF and Head Start 
programs. The study is based on a training model from 
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Center for Social Development of the George Warren 
School of Social Work University of Washington at St. 
Louis (2014) and incorporates a coaching component. 
Materials have been translated and adapted to Puerto 
Rico’s cultural context. Research instruments includ-
ed: Socio-Economic Questionnaire of Characteristics 
of the Family; Self-report: Knowledge, Skills and At-
titudes Towards Financial Capabilities Scale; Pre- and 
Post-test of Workshops about Financial Capabilities for 
each of the 7 workshops (adapted to the Puerto Rican 
culture); Interview Guide for the Coaching Sessions; 
and a Satisfaction Survey - Formative Evaluation.
The general hypothesis was that Financial Education 
training and financial coaching will increase the Head 
Start and TANF female-headed families’ abilities to 
strengthen the family budget, savings and coverage of 
their financial needs. A t test of paired samples was 
performed to evaluate the impact of the intervention 
model of workshops in the Experimental group and 
the Control group for each of the Head Start and 
TANF participants.
The t test revealed a statistically significant difference 
in knowledge gained among Head Start Experimen-
tal Group participants in mean scores of the post-
test. The analysis among TANF Experimental group 
participants equally indicates statistically significant 
differences in the mean scores of post-test. The find-
ings of the Head Start and TANF Control groups, 
who did not participate in the intervention model 
workshops, were in accord with the null hypothesis 
that no significant differences would emerge between 
pre- and post-test scores. No significant differences 
were revealed on the post-test between the Head Start 
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and TANF control groups. A Oneway ANOVA was 
performed to determine if there were significant dif-
ferences between four (4) groups and the dependent 
variable of knowledge gained after participation in 
the training workshops where significant differences 
were revealed by the ANOVA procedure for the ex-
perimental groups. 
The present study was exploratory in nature in order 
to evaluate the relationship between financial learn-
ing and acquisition of knowledge for better decision 
making in terms of budgeting, savings and spending. 
Thus, by increasing knowledge and skills related to fi-
nancial capabilities, this would strengthen the ability 
of families to plan a budget, save and manage money 
and effectively use the income they receive to cover 
the financial needs of the family. This was the case 
with the present study. The training workshops uti-
lized were essential for improving knowledge gained 
concerning financial capabilities in needy families re-
ceiving assistance in Head Start and Temporary Assis-
tance to Needy Families (TANF) programs.
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Introduction

The development of financial education is essential for im-
proving economic performance in needy families receiving 

assistance in Head Start and Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) programs. Consistent with ACF priorities (Fi-
nancial Capability Brief, March 2015), the knowledge, skills, 
capacity and access to financial services are the necessary com-
bination to build and manage financial resources effectively. The 
results of this research will be useful for programs that work 
directly with parents who need this knowledge and will allow 
them to offer support to families in their efforts to meet their 
financial responsibilities so that their children become resilient, 
safe, healthy, and economically secure. In this project, Principal 
Researchers with the collaboration of Research Assistants of-
fered a series of workshops which provided tools that helped the 
family plan a budget, save and manage money and effectively 
use the income they receive. 

Financial capability is defined as “the capacity, based on knowl-
edge, skills, and access, to manage financial resources effectively.” 
The family should have knowledge, skills and access to manage 
financial resources effectively. This is a critical step toward finan-
cial security and many people (regardless of socioeconomic back-
ground) may lack one or more factors of the financial capability. 
Financial security is important for both parents and children to 
thrive and succeed. Financial security refers to having the con-
trol of finances day-to-day and month-to-month and having the 
capacity to absorb a financial shock (Definition adapted from 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau). Therefore, many U.S. 
needy families with young children are at risk of poor health and 
educational outcomes because they live below the poverty line. 
On the other hand, research suggests that asset-building efforts 
with financial education and social-welfare supports provide 
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positive benefits for child and family well-being (Collins, 2011; 
Curley & Robertson, 2014; Gale, Harris & Levine, 2012; Silva, 
Postmus, 2015).

Research: Head Start and financial education

An overview of research on financial education and Head Start 
programs shows that in the United States there are multiple ed-
ucational projects and research on this topic (Collins, 2011). In 
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, 
the type of research that has been done is more relate to access 
to banking products in order to encourage self-sufficiency (Gill, 
Mills & McKenna, 2015). In Puerto Rico, we did not find spe-
cific content on financial capability at Head Start and/or TANF 
programs. 

The Head Start Family Financial Capability: 2013–2014 An-
nual Report of The Asset Project established that key components 
of these programs are financial education (Curley & Robertson, 
2013-2014). An overview of research related to financial capacity 
and Head Start Programs in United States suggests that families 
with lower incomes and lower educational levels score poorer on 
surveys and tests assessing financial knowledge (Anderson, Zhan, 
and Scott, 2004; Gale, Harris and Levine, 2012). The report of 
these authors highlights a mixed-methods approach used to ex-
plore the impact of a financial education intervention provided 
to Head Start families in the St. Louis area. For these authors, 
recalling financial knowledge is the first step in financial capabil-
ity. In this research project the intervention combined financial 
education with a savings incentive and one-on-one coaching to 
encourage the use of new financial knowledge and skills after class 
completion. Results from analysis of Year-1 of quantitative data 
suggest that participants’ understanding of core financial con-
cepts increased. Qualitative data show that participating parents 
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gained valuable insights on available subsidies, making financial 
goals, and achieving such goals. 

Research indicates that financial education interacts with oth-
er offered incentives to increase savings among participants in 
these types of programs (Baker & Dylla, 2007; Clancy, Grin-
stein-Weiss, and Schreiner, 2001). Curley (2010) finds that 
both hours of financial education and the presence of peer-
mentoring groups have significant effects on saving. In a quali-
tative study, Parker (2013) examines the effects of savings clubs 
within IDA programs. His findings show that the clubs provide 
support for participants but that the personal relationships with 
the program coordinator keep participants accountable. Many 
asset-building programs offer financial education, savings clubs, 
credit counseling, financial coaching, and other components. 
This report discusses one such effort, the Head Start ASSET 
(Access, Savings, Support, Education, and Training) Project, 
and an evaluation of the first year of the project’s pilot: the Head 
Start Family Financial Capability Pilot Project (Curley & Rob-
ertson, 2013-2014).

While interest in financial management training programs 
for low-income persons has grown in recent years, “the specific 
training needs of low-income consumers have not been well ar-
ticulated,” these authors described needed training content for 
such audiences, based on review of previous research and the 
authors’ experiences in evaluating the Financial Links for Low-
Income People (FLLIP) program (Anderson, Zahn & Scott, 
2004). They also illustrate how the choice of financial manage-
ment training models can seriously impact the subgroups of 
the low-income population who attend training, as well as the 
success of programs in recruiting and graduating participants. 
The implications of these findings have both for financial man-
agement curriculum development and the selection of program 
models. 
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Other authors observed financial inequities and poverty as un-
dermine of the well-being of a significant number of families with 
young children. Some indicate that despite the social welfare sys-
tem’s efforts to provide supplemental resources for those who are 
vulnerable, only a small percentage of eligible families receive the 
program services available to them. Gaps in basic commodities, 
such as housing, food, transportation, and medical care, exacer-
bate risk and raise questions about the effective implementation 
of interventions (Murphey, Cooper, & Forry, 2013). 

A research project designed to build financial capability of 
Wisconsin families in 10 community–based Head Start pro-
grams using Money $mart in addition to 2 financial workshops, 
8 monthly newsletters, and individual financial coaching was 
compared to a comparison group that received no services 
during 2010-2011. Overall, each of the three services offered 
through Money $mart in Head Start program led to improved 
financial security, relative to receiving no services. The author 
also concluded that although the link between families’ finan-
cial security and children’s welfare is well established, little re-
search has explored the extent to which such as M$HS program 
can improve households’ financial capability (Collins, (2011). 

Financial education is the key to good decision making including 
budgeting, money management, and savings. But, lack of finan-
cial knowledge traps many families in difficult financial situations. 
While many resources are available, the lack of coordinated service 
delivery through the educational system, workplaces, and commu-
nities makes it difficult for families to access these resources.

A related research examining the long-term impact of programs 
on participants’ credit scores, found that participants had higher 
credit scores and more positive credit histories after 3 years of 
financial education. Participants also experienced a larger posi-
tive change in their credit score than did nonparticipants (Birken-
maier, Curley, and Kelly, 2012, Center for Social Development, 
Washington University in St. Louis).
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Research: TANF and financial education

Gill, Mills and McKenna (2015), proposes interventions to 
assist Temporary Assistance for Needy Families developing fi-
nancial capabilities. This study proposes interventions to assist 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) recipients in 
developing financial capabilities and long-term saving behav-
iors. The proposed mechanism connects TANF participants, 
during the intake process and by default, to a low-fee or no-fee 
TANF bank account. Low- and moderate-income (LMI) fam-
ilies, especially those receiving public assistance benefits, face 
significant barriers to accessing and sustaining bank accounts at 
conventional financial institutions. The premise of the proposed 
bank account is that when individuals who receive public as-
sistance have access to mainstream financial products, they are 
more likely to make financial choices and develop behaviors that 
lead to long term savings and financial stability. In this inter-
vention, the bank account was paired with financial education 
and financial coaching, skill building and saving directives. It 
has a critical combination of financial knowledge (financial edu-
cation) and financial inclusion (a bank account). Preliminary 
findings indicate that providing financial capability services in 
combination with other programs may have a positive impact 
on those programs’ outcomes. In New York City, adult and 
youth participants in two employment-related programs that 
received financial counseling and standard program services had 
higher job placement rates than participants that only received 
the standard services (New York City Department of Consum-
ers Affairs, 2014).

Additionally, after one year, the adult participants that had 
received financial counseling had higher wages than those that 
had not. Inspired by the Center for Working Families model de-
veloped by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, several community 
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colleges across the nation have offered employment and career 
advancement services, access to income and work supports, and 
financial coaching and education to students. Data from 2010 
indicates that students at Des Moines Community College that 
received these services had a higher retention rate: 84 percent 
enrolled in a subsequent term compared to a college-wide re-
tention rate of 70 percent (Working Families Success Network, 
2013). 

Young children in families with limited resources are in dis-
advantage and fall behind in the development of conceptual 
knowledge. They have had limited experience with labeling, 
classification and generalization, because their environment has 
not encouraged the development of research skills. They have 
not acquired the information processing and problem solving 
skills (Karnes et al, 1977). Their parents are also likely to have 
poor processing of information and problem-solving skills. This 
puts parents at a distinct disadvantage in the highly competitive 
market of today and perpetuates the cycle of poverty, abuse and 
neglect, low literacy, low education and the inability to manage 
financial resources.

A longitudinal-experimental study conducted in the United 
States and Puerto Rico by the Center on Violence against Women 
and Children related violence and the implementation of an ed-
ucational curriculum revealed changes in financial behavior in 
relationship to victims of abuse (Postmus, 2014; Silva-Martínez, 
2015). The study explored at all levels the relationship between 
money management and financial abuse. Financial abuse is a 
common tactic of abusers and it may emerge in diverse tactics 
depending on the socioeconomic status of the couple. The abuser 
uses their position to control planning and access of all financial 
records and makes all the decisions about money. The objective 
is to keep the victim dependent upon the offender. Victims may 



62          

be prohibited from having access to household money or from 
obtaining employment. Oppressive accountability may be de-
manded of victims who are given access to funds for purchasing 
basic necessities; many victims have necessities withheld. Vic-
tims are often prevented from opening bank accounts or obtain-
ing credit. Offenders may attempt to cause an employed victim 
to lose his or her job through harassing behavior at the victim’s 
place of work. Victims report being forced to sign false tax re-
turns or participate in other illegal financial operations. Victims 
also can be convinced that they are unable to manage their fi-
nances, or face imprisonment for his involvement in a fraud, if 
they tell someone. 

Objectives

To offer a series of workshops which provide tools that can help 
needy families plan a budget, save and manage money and ef-
fectively use the income they receive. Promoting financial capa-
bility is important to help families improve their financial well-
being and meet the economic goals of the programs for families 
and children. The present study used 7 workshops developed by 
the Center for Social Development of the George Warren School 
of Social Work University of Washington at St. Louis (2014) in 
the implementation of workshops and coaching sessions about 
financial education (Karnes et al, 1977). The workshops were 
adapted to the educational level of the families within the Puer-
to Rican cultural context. The population of participants was 
drawn from Head Start and TANF programs in the Caguas Re-
gion of Puerto Rico. The Principal question of the present study 
concerns: What are the outcomes of financial literacy training 
and financial coaching for the strength of family budget, savings 
and coverage of their economic needs?
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Hypothesis

The general hypothesis is presented in the following and the 
subsequent research hypothesis follows.

•  Financial Education training and financial coaching has a 
positive effect on Head Start and TANF female-headed fam-
ilies abilities to strengthen the family budget, savings and 
coverage of their financial needs.

*  H1: Post-test scores will be significantly higher (p<.05) 
than pre-test scores on financial capabilities knowledge 
test in the Head Start and TANF experimental group 
participants.

*  Ho: No significant differences will exist (p>.05) be-
tween pre- and post-knowledge test on financial ca-
pabilities of the Head Start and TANF control group 
participants.

*  H2: The workshops on financial management are effec-
tive in increasing learning of financial matters in the ex-
perimental groups (p<.05).

Method

The research methodology consists of a mixed model, with the 
use of quantitative and qualitative data. This research article will 
emphasize more the quantitative aspects of the study while pre-
senting some preliminary insights into the qualitative data. The 
research uses a quasi-experimental design, with two experimen-
tal groups, who received the treatment variable of workshops 
to increase knowledge of financial capabilities, and two control 
groups, who did not receive the workshops.
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One experimental group consisted of female-headed households 
whose children were attending the Head Start program in the 
Caguas Region of Puerto Rico. The other experimental group con-
sisted also of female-headed households who were participants of 
the TANF program in the Caguas Region. These groups were pro-
vided with seven (7) workshops based on a training model from the 
George Warren Brown School of Social Work at the Washington 
University in St. Louis, Missouri (Center for Social Development, 
2014). The purpose of the workshops was to increase knowledge 
and skills in financial capabilities in order to help the family to plan 
a budget, save and manage money and effectively use the income 
they receive to cover the financial needs of the family.

Two control groups were also included in the quasi-experimen-
tal design with the participation of female-headed households 
similar in socio-demographic characteristics to the experimental 
group. These groups similar to the Head Start and TANF ex-
perimental groups were not partake of the financial capabilities 
workshops. The research questions of interest here was that the 
manipulation of the treatment variable was significantly different 
among experimental groups versus control group membership, in 
increasing knowledge and skills related to financial capabilities in 
order to strengthen the ability of families to plan a budget, save 
and manage money and effectively use the income they receive to 
cover the financial needs of the family. 

Two groups from each program were developed; one group (ex-
perimental) from each program received the workshops on finan-
cial literacy and financial coaching during the period of February 
to May 2016, while the other (control) did not receive the train-
ing. The sample was drawn from voluntary participation of sub-
jects from Head Start program from Fundación para Hogar Propio 
de Caguas and the families participating from the TANF program 
were also from the same Caguas geographical area, participants 
that were serviced by the Puerto Rican Department of Family.
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Participants

Participants in the study were recruited from the Head Start and 
TANF centers in the Caguas region. Participants were female-
headed household mothers in said programs within the different 
program centers in the region of Caguas. In coordination with 
the administrative staff of each program, lists were created of pos-
sible participants for both the experimental and control groups in 
Head Start and TANF. 

From the list provided and reviewed by the project research-
ers, the experimental group of each program was invited to an 
orientation meeting. In said meeting, held in different location, 
information was provided to each of the experimental groups in 
order to solicit their assistance and consent to participate in the 
workshops. The information was in relation to the voluntary 
nature of the participation, assistance in seven workshops, the 
nature of the individual workshops, and their participation in 
the data collection process. Participants would be provided with 
a $10.00 stipend to cover transportation costs and were asked to 
sign the Informed Consent form in order to participate.

This was an exploratory study on the relationship between fi-
nancial learning and acquisition of knowledge for better decision 
making in terms of budgeting, savings and spending. The study is 
considered a quasi-experimental design with four groups, where 
researchers were not able to randomly assign participants to this 
training program versus the control or comparison group. The 
participation in the workshops for all project participants, wheth-
er in the experimental or control group, was voluntary, limiting 
the generalization of the findings. 

Several meetings were held with the administrative staff from 
both programs, Head Start and TANF, during the middle of Jan-
uary and the beginning of February of 2016, to identify possible 
participants for the research project who were female and head of 
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the household, characteristic of Head Start and TANF families in 
Puerto Rico. Lists of females headed households were created for 
the experimental and control groups for Head Start and TANF 
participants. The identification of possible participants provided 
for a start-up date of February 4th for Head Start participants and 
February 10th for TANF participants.

Description of instruments

The following Instruments were developed and used in the 
project: Socio-Economic Questionnaire of Characteristics of the 
Family; Self-report: Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes Towards Fi-
nancial Capabilities Scale; Pre- and Post-test of Workshops about 
Financial Capabilities; Interview Guide for the Coaching Ses-
sions, and a Satisfaction Survey - Formative Evaluation of the 
workshops. The analysis consisted of descriptive statistics for so-
cioeconomic characteristics of family and knowledge and skills 
about financial literacy and inferential statistics in regards to the 
pre- and post- of modules. 

The workshops provided information and tools that can help 
the family plan budget, save and manage money and effectively 
use the income they receive. Promoting financial capability is im-
portant to help families improve their financial well-being and 
meet the goals of the economic program for families and chil-
dren. In addition, financial coaching will make possible an indi-
vidualized follow up about on how the families are applying their 
financial management skills acquired in the workshops. 

The Center for Social Development (2014) of the George War-
ren Brown School of Social Work, University of Washington at 
St. Louis conceptualized Financial Capability and Asset Building 
(FCAB) objectives as: 1) to advance FCAB in social work educa-
tion, practice and research; and 2) strengthen networks FCAB 
academics, educators, professional associations and financiers in 
the field of Social Work. 
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The first three instruments were administered to all participants 
during the first day of workshop activity. The Interview Guide for 
the Coaching sessions was administered to only the participants 
of the experimental groups. The Self-report: Knowledge, Skills, 
and Attitudes Towards Financial Capabilities Scale, and the Pre- 
and Post-test of Workshops about Financial Capabilities were ad-
ministered to all participants at the start of the intervention of 
workshops and at the closure of the workshop period; this usually 
took one more week for the control group participants.

A description of each of the measures used is presented in the 
next section.

•  Socio-Economic Questionnaire of Characteristics
  of the Family

  During the orientation meeting for all project participants, 
all received a self administered instrument to assess their 
socio-economic characteristics. The questionnaire, of mostly 
open-ended questions, collected data that included: gender, 
age, highest academic level achieved other studies, govern-
ment benefits received, and existence of medical conditions 
in the family.

•  Self-report: Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes Towards Fi-
nancial Capabilities Scale

  Self-report of knowledge, skills and attitudes of the financial 
behavior of project participants, utilizing a form print scale 
where 4 is always, 3 is almost always, 2 is sometimes, and 1 
is never. The questionnaire consists of 30 items while mea-
sured participants’ financial management behaviors in sev-
eral domains: consumption, savings, budget management, 
cash management, and spending behavior.



68          

•  Pre- and Post-test of Workshops about
  Financial Capabilities

  The pre- and post-test knowledge test consist of 42 items. 
The questions were aligned to the 7 workshops as follows: 
“Financial Portrait of the average Puerto Rican,” which 
consisted of ten (10) true/false questions which responded 
to workshop content; “focus on Household Finances,” con-
sisting of six (6) items, five (5) were of a true/false nature 
and one (1) was multiple choice, and were consistent with 
content materials; “Earnings and Job Benefits,” comprise 
of five (5) items of a true/false nature aimed at assessing 
knowledge of families in terms of earnings and job ben-
efits, where the items were congruent with the workshops 
objectives. Module 4 content of knowledge relative to how 
to “Secure Financial Records” and included a multiple type 
question with multiple responses, while the other part was 
a three questions true/false test, for a total o four (4) ques-
tions that was congruent with the workshops content. The 
objective of workshop 5 was to appreciate the “Financial 
values, Goals and Decisions” needed for a strong finan-
cial attitude towards the management of the household 
budget. The first part of the pre- post-test is a multiple 
choice question with one correct answer and part two is a 
four point true/false test. Observation of both documents 
concludes that items and workshop content about “Cash 
Management” which consists of eight (8) test items and 
accentuates cash management in families. The test is made 
up of 5 true/false items and 3 multiple choice items with 
only one correct response. Visual assessment of items in-
dicates correspondence between items and the workshops 
as reported by the External Consultant. Workshop 7 con-
cerned itself with “Budgeting and spending plans,” which 
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emphasizes the best practices of budgeting and spending 
plans in needy families. As observed by the external con-
sultant on “Financial Capabilities,” all items were in accord 
to the workshops objectives. In summary, a Face Validity 
analysis concludes that the workshops are well prepared 
with realistic objectiveness and applicable evaluation.

  The consistency of the instrument was tested with the use of 
Cronbach’s alpha and Cronbach’s alpha based on standard-
ized items. The measure of internal consistency by means of 
Cronbach’s alpha determines if all areas within the items will 
correlate with each other, wherein the greater alpha coeffi-
cient, which ranges from 0 to 1, the greater the reliability of 
the instrument. The reliability analysis for the Pre- and Post-
test (42 items) was carried out with the four participating 
groups, Head Start Experimental (N=19), TANF Experi-
mental (N=15), Head Start Control (N=14), TANF Con-
trol (N=12). The overall reliability of the Pre- and Post-Test 
achieved alpha coefficients among the groups between .643 
to .876; the standardized alpha coefficients revealed alphas 
between .581 to .741. According to Hudson (2012), reli-
ability coefficients generally at .60 or greater are considered 
acceptable for research purposes.

•  Interview Guide for the Coaching Sessions

  The qualitative interview instrument was concerned with 
assessing issues that limited the participants in their ability 
to develop their capability to put into practice adequate 
financial management skills and providing feedback to 
enhance sound financial capabilities skills, as well as, be-
havioral changes to maintain a positive management for 
the future. The instrument contains eleven (11) open-
ended questions and a section at the beginning that assess 
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socioeconomic data. The questions aid assessing the fam-
ily’s ability to adequate manage the household budget and 
general spending, with queries related to financial goals in 
the future, confidence to achieve these goals, the general 
feeling (state of mind) in preparing the household budget, 
strengths and weaknesses of this process, how emergencies 
are dealt with and how the budget is affected, saving pat-
terns in relation to meeting household needs, among other 
questions. Each of the questions proves valuable informa-
tion useful for future coaching and the establishment of 
future goals and objectives in order to maintain a healthy 
capacity to manage budgeting and spending.

•  Satisfaction Survey - Formative Evaluation
  of the Workshops

  At the completion of each of the workshops, participants 
from both experimental groups were asked to evaluate their 
satisfaction with each of the workshops utilizing a four (4) 
point Likert Scale where 4 was “Excellent,” 3 was “Good,” 
2 was “Regular,” and 1 was deemed as “Deficient.” The as-
pects evaluated were: clarity of the established objectives of 
the workshops, subject matter development, group partici-
pation, management of time, materials and audiovisual re-
sources, and the importance of the subject matter for you.

Procedures

Intervention model

The research study applied a quasi-experimental design for both 
Head Start and TANF female-head of household families. Two 
groups from each program were recruited to participate in the 
project. One group from each program (Head Start and TANF) 

70          E l i z a b e t h  M i r a n d a  &  Wi l l i a m  B u r g o s



Head Start and TANF: Moving forward           71

identified as the experimental group received the financial liter-
acy workshops, composed of seven (7) workshops, and financial 
coaching during the period from February to May 2016 (40 par-
ticipants), while the other group, established as the control group, 
did not receive the training or coaching experience. The work-
shops provided information and tools that can help the family to 
plan their budget, save and manage money and effectively use the 
income they receive. Promoting financial capability is important 
to help needy families improve their financial well-being.  

During the last week of January and the first week of February 
2016, 20-25 candidates were selected by project staff and agency 
personnel for the experimental and control groups. The experi-
mental groups of both programs were asked to participate in an 
orientation meeting. All the participants were voluntary and will-
ing to participate in the project—once Consent Informed was 
explained to them. The orientation meetings produce an initial 
group of 23 candidates for the Head Start experimental group and 
11 candidates for the TANF experimental group. Sixteen (16) of 
the original 23 participants completed all workshops activities for 
the Head Start group and five (5) of the original 11 participants 
completed the TANF group. Ten (10) candidates from Comerío 
were subsequently recruited to complete the workshops in the 
TANF experimental group, for a total of 15 TANF participants 
completing the workshops. Nineteen (19) participants were re-
cruited from the Head Start list to serve as the control group of 
which fourteen (14) completed all research activities; fifteen (15) 
participants were recruited from the TANF lists to participate as 
control group, wherein twelve (12) completed all research activi-
ties. The nature of the participation was voluntary for both groups.

During the months of December 2015, January and February 
2016, Principal Researchers with the collaboration of Research 
Assistants developed and prepared the seven (7) learning mod-
ules-workshops. The learning modules were implemented in the 
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Head Start group commencing on the 4th of February and com-
pleting on the 7th of April 2016. The first TANF group started on 
the 10th of February and completed all workshops activities on 
the 19th of April 2016. A second TANF group from Comerío was 
subsequently recruited to complete the workshops in the TANF 
experimental group from the 8th to the 19th of April, for a total of 
15 participants, who completed the workshops.

Finally a Satisfaction Formative Evaluation was carried out in 
each of the seven workshops for both Head Start and TANF par-
ticipants. At the completion of each of the workshops, partici-
pants from both groups were asked to evaluate their satisfaction 
with each of the workshops utilizing a four (4) point Likert Scale 
where 4 was “Excellent” and 1 was “Deficient.” Participants in 
the Head Start and TANF experimental groups evaluated the 
workshops with an overall mean of 3.97 and 3.92, respectively, 
indicative of an “excellent” satisfaction in terms of the clarity of 
the established objectives of the workshops, the subject matter 
development, group participation, the management of time, use 
of materials and audiovisual resources and the importance of the 
subject matter for them.

Observations during the workshops activity

The research assistants could observe how each participant re-
sponded naturally to the social environmental, which provided 
the opportunity to interact with the rest of the participants in 
the workshops. Also, upon implementing the workshops, their 
social behaviors skills were observed within the group setting. 
The participants, in general, showed interest in the topics to be 
discussed as well as feeling comfortable with the different ac-
tivities carried out within the first workshop. Head Start partici-
pants seemed focused on the accomplishment of tasks, showing 
satisfaction and ease during the process. They were cooperative 
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and very empathic towards each other during the course of the 
workshops. The workshops concerning the actual status of affairs 
of the Puerto Rican population facilitated the ventilation of the 
current situations in Puerto Rico and as how these affect finan-
cial situation as female heads of households. On the other hand, 
TANF participants were more reserved in their expressions and 
discussions in terms of the first workshop, although, they were 
able to bring examples of their daily lives in relation to the actual 
conditions in Puerto Rico.

During the workshops, expressions of positive affirmation and 
coping with adversities were developed, under the theme of posi-
tive attitudes and knowledge acquisition of financial topics the 
participants could apply according to their needs and specific 
situations. The participants demonstrated a positive and energet-
ic attitude towards the Research Assistants’ within their roles of 
guide and service providers. There was an increase in awareness of 
the importance of how managing revenues, expenses, and plan-
ning a family budget are important. Head Start participants were 
cooperative, interested and their participation was active during 
the cycle of workshops offered. One observed a great disposition 
towards the gaining of knowledge and skills of financial topics 
that were important for the family budget. The participants dem-
onstrated enthusiasm towards the learning process in order to 
achieve a personal transformation in their lives and the lives of 
their family members. 

TANF participants

The TANF participants were integrated in workshops activities 
and in the discussions and the creation of collages for long-term 
financial goals. They showed a great positive disposition and ready 
to listen, learn, and seek alternatives in order to allow them to re-
spond positively to the acquisition of new skills to effectively deal 



74          

with internal and external factors that have affected their emotion-
al well-being due to the financial situations in the home (revenues, 
and savings among others). In general, participants were enthusi-
astic and attempted to transform their financial situations through 
the acquisition of knowledge and financial training provided in 
the workshops by the Research Assistants. It should be noted that 
participation of the TANF participants was lower in comparison 
to the participants in Head Start.

At the conclusion of the training workshops and financial 
“coaching” sessions, participants assessed the skills and tools 
acquired as a result of participation in the modules. All partici-
pants expressed that they had acquired knowledge that could 
put in practice, either in the application of the exercises on the 
family budge, using provided budget sheets, expenses, and cash 
management. Each provided anecdotes of great satisfaction and 
developing new skills to meet the challenges of daily life in the 
financial area. Also, participants requested the continuation of 
the sessions since they considered their effectiveness and impact 
in such a short time (8 weeks). Similarly, it was observed that 
group cohesion and group integration was an essential part of 
the success and acceptance of the financial training workshops.

Results

Socio-Economic Characteristics of Participants

The total sample in the study consisted of 57 participants as 
seen graphically in the following exhibit. The socioeconomic 
data (see Figure 1) reveals that all participants are female-head-
ed households whose average age fluctuates around 29.8 years, 
have between 3 and 4 children and generally possess a High 
School diploma (58%).
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In terms of Benefits received from the government, while there 
is a variety of them included, such as Food Stamps, Government 
Health Plan, TANF, and WIC among others, the data reveals that 
all participants (100%) receive Food Stamps and that the great 
majority (82%) also received the Government sponsored Health 
Plan. In relation to this, there are slightly more Head Start par-
ticipants (84%) as compared to TANF participants (80%) who 
use this benefits.

In general, 78% of participants are employed in service orient-
ed jobs with a slightly higher percentage in TANF participants 
(82%) as compared to Head Start participants (74%). The vast 
majority (45%) work in the Fast Food industry. The socioeco-
nomic data illustrates that the different participants groups are 
generally homogenous (See Figure 1).

Self-report: Knowledge, Skills, and Attitudes towards
Financial Capabilities Scale

The Scale of Financial Behavior assessed the financial behavior 
in regards to knowledge, skills, and attitudes of project partici-
pants

The aspects in the scale were measured on a four point Likert 
scale, where in 4 = always, 3 = almost, 2 = sometimes, and 1 = nev-
er. In general, the data illustrates that aspects of financial behaviors 
that are favorable, such as “paying their bills on time” are perceived 
with a total mean of 3.37, between almost always and always, with 
a tendency towards almost always, which is a favorable financial 
behavior. This appears to be the case for the following items, all 
practices that are deemed favorable towards an adequate manage-
ment of budget and spending: “like to save a little money (3.26),” 
“it worries me to have a lot of debts (3.34),” and “I always check 
how much I owe in my debts (3.11).”
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Along the same lines, the great majority of participants, inde-
pendent of group membership in the present study, demonstrated 
high regard for activities that enhance healthy financial stability. 
As such, participants in general “feel at ease when they pay their 
bills (3.80),” “they buy groceries when they have the money in 
order to meet the needs of the family (3.80),” for them “it is im-
portant to know how to make a household budget (3.79),” and 
tend to “buy merchandise or groceries that are on sale (3.50).”

Finally, the vast majority also “never” participate in activities that 
are detrimental to their financial stability. In regards to this, the par-
ticipants, in general, refrain from “using credit cards for monthly 
expenses (1.04%),” “borrow money from moneylenders (1.13%),” 
“have loans from financial companies (1.28%),” and “buy articles 
that later are not used (1.46%).” The evidence suggests that partici-
pants are aware of practices that enhance o limit financial stability, 
revealing once again the homogeneity among groups.

A Univariate ANOVA was performed to determine if there were 
any significant differences between the eight groups and the depen-
dent variable, mean sum on the “Scale of Financial Behavior of the 
Participants and their Family.” No significant differences were re-
vealed by the ANOVA procedure. In summary, participants groups, 
independent of the nature of the role in the study, Experimental 
versus Control, were homogeneous; even when the instrument was 
administered at the beginning and at the end of the project.

Test of the Hypothesis: Pre- Post-test among Study Groups

A t test of paired samples was performed to evaluate the im-
pact of the intervention model of workshops in the Experimen-
tal group and the Control group for each of the Head Start and 
TANF participants. The t test analysis was focused in ascertaining 
whether there were significant differences in knowledge gain in 
the Head Start and TANF Experimental groups between pre- and 
post-test at time one (1), The beginning of the workshops, versus 
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time two (2) at the end of the workshops, as well as, after each of 
the seven (7) workshops.

It was hypothesized that there would be significant differences 
in knowledge gained after participating in the seven workshops 
for the Head Start and TANF Experimental groups, such that 
the intervention model of workshops would be instrumental in 
increased knowledge. On the other hand, and in reference to the 
Head Start and TANF control groups, who did not receive the 
treatment variable of workshops that no significant difference in 
knowledge would result between the pre- and post-test.

Table 2 illustrates a statistically significant difference in knowl-
edge gained among Head Start Experimental Group participants 
in mean scores of the post-test (M=80.92, SD=6.358) and the pre-
test (M=62.94, SD=7.344, t (15)=10.866, p=.001). The analysis 
among TANF Experimental group participants equally indicates 
statistically significant differences in the mean scores of post-test 
(M=80.73, SD= 18.46) and the pre-test (M=51.20, SD=7.833, t 
(14) =6.722, p=.001). The difference in mean scores among the 
Head Start Experimental group was 18.125 and 29.533 in the 
TANF Experimental group.

Table 3 presents the findings of the Head Start and TANF Control 
groups, who did not participate in the intervention model work-
shops and subsequently it was hypothesized that no significant dif-
ferences would prevail between pre- and post-test. The analysis of 
the statistics for the Head Start Control groups reveals the absence 
of a statistically significant difference in the mean scores of post-test 
(M=62.36, SD=8.482), and the pre-test (M=59.36, SD=9.834, t 
(13) =1.729, p=.107). The analysis in knowledge gained and the 
TANF control group equally indicates no statically significant dif-
ferences in the mean scores of the post-test (M=65.00, SD=7.722) 
and the pre-test (M=60.75, SD=7.557, t (11) =1.370, P=.198). 
The difference in means among the Head Start Control group was 
3.000 and for the TANF Control group was 4.250.
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TABLE 4. 
Oneway ANOVA summary table between group effects of the four 
(4) groups and the dependent variable of knowledge gained (n=57).
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TABLE 5. 
Multiple comparisons and Scheffe post hoc test between group 

effects of the four (4) groups and the dependent variable of 
knowledge gained (n=57).
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Oneway ANOVA

An Oneway ANOVA was performed to determine if there 
were significant differences between four (4) groups and the de-
pendent variable of knowledge gained after participation in the 
training workshops. Significant differences were revealed by the 
ANOVA procedure.

Levene’s test of equal variances indicates homogeneity of vari-
ances among groups in the post-test, F (3, 53) = .059, p= .981, 
while not homogeneous in the pre-test, perhaps because of out-
liers F (3, 53) = 8.946, p= .000. The variability in mean scores 
in the pre- versus the post- scores in the TANF Experimental 
group resulted in significant differences and unequal variances. 
Table 2 (2) indicates significant differences between groups in 
the Pre-test and Post-test. 

The Scheffe post hoc test was conducted to compare all group 
combinations and identify any significant different pairs. (See 
tables.) Results reveal that the Head Start Experimental group 
significantly differs in the post knowledge scores from the Head 
Start Control and TANF Control groups. In a similar fashion, 
the results indicate that the TANF Experimental group signifi-
cantly differs in the post knowledge scores from the Head Start 
Control and TANF Control groups.

Findings of coaching sessions 

A total of nine participants requested an interview after com-
pletion of the workshops: Six from TANF and three from Head 
Start. The participants are between 28-33 years. Four of them 
had a partner at home who was not necessarily the father of 
her children. None was working at the time of the interviews, 
although two of them were two studying. There are a total of 
22 children between the ages of 3-15 years old, 10 male and 12 
female in these nine families. 

Several topics were covered as reflected in the following:
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A.  Financial Goals of the participants

1.  Pay off debts–Two of the participants need to pay debts 
(furniture stores, student loans).

2.  Save money–Three of the participants have savings rang-
ing between $20.00 and $500.00. 

3.  Get a job or build a business–Four of the participants.

4.  Finish building your home–Two participants are inter-
ested in improving their housing.

B.  Confidence in their abilities to achieve their financial goals

1.  Plan to make their own business–Three of the partici-
pants present their plan to develop their businesses. 
They have specific plans for their projects as places to 
establish fast food or gardening. Some others are going 
to give follow up to their job application. 

2.  Savings–Four participants have a plan to achieve savings 
and mention: reducing meals outside the home, talk with 
your children to explain reasons for economic rules, chil-
dren sell chocolates and do home tasks with neighbors.

3.  Continue studying a technical degree–A participant has 
one year left to finish her nursing studies.

C.  How they feel about making a budget, income and ex-
penditure plan to achieve their goals

1.  Leading a budget–Four participants indicate that they 
are carrying a budget, but it is difficult because there are 
always expenses that cannot control.

2.  Workshops are a useful way to work every day with the 
little income they have tooled. Five participants men-
tioned they learned a lot about how to do to control 
their desires of shopping.
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D.  Plans for an unexpected expense: health emergency

1.  Two participants have savings from $200 to $599.

2.  Three participants have between $20.00 to $40.00 
monthly savings.

3.  Four participants have no savings for an unexpected event.

4.  All participants have relatives that help them if there is a 
disease that needs money to deal with it.

E.  Survival of monthly needs with their income 

1.  Their family lends money to meet needs of children, es-
pecially when parents do not get parent´s pension–Two 
participants.

2.  Their current partner solves economically or makes home 
repairs or buy needed home accessories–Two participants.

3.  Ex-husband solves emergency situations with children–
Only one participant.

F.  Expenses of last month, if they were less than the total 
income

1.  Three participants squared their budget regardless of 
their income.

2.  Six participants had more expenses than income explain-
ing that the ending of school year always brings more 
spends for school needs.

G.  Use of knowledge offered in the workshops
Most significant topics: 

1.  How to make a Budget. 

2.  Recognize the difference between need and desire to 
have or buy something.
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3.  Evaluate the items before buying and using discounts 
when buying.

H.  Additional information you want

1.  Six participants want to know how to re-establish their 
damaged credit. They have had different situations that 
has hurt them their ability to borrow.

2.  Some of them mentioned how hard is to develop a busi-
ness, so it requires the government to facilitate permis-
sions for operation. 

Discussion

The present study concerned itself with the following question: 
What are the outcomes of financial literacy training and financial 
coaching for the strength of family budget, savings and coverage 
of their economic needs? A selection was made of two groups 
from each, Head Start program from the Fundación para el Hog-
ar Propio and TANF program of the Department of the Family, 
both from Caguas Region of Puerto Rico. An experimental group 
from each program received financial education and financial 
coaching during the period from January to May 2016, while 
another group, control, did not receive it. This study is based on 
the assumptions that a combination of knowledge, skills, capacity 
and access to financial services is needed for the development of 
effective management of financial resources among needy female-
headed households in Puerto Rico who are participants in the 
Head Start and Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) 
programs and that financial education will improve economic 
performance of these needy female headed families of Head Start 
and TANF. This approach is consistent with policies from the 
Administration of Children and Families (ACF) publication (see 
Financial Capability Brief, March 2015).
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The research methodology consisted of one experimental 
group of female-headed households whose children were at-
tending the Head Start program in the Caguas Region of Puerto 
Rico and another, also of female-headed households who were 
participants of the TANF program in the Caguas Region. These 
groups were offered a series of workshops which provided tools 
that can help needy families plan a budget, save and manage 
money and effectively use the income they receive and used 
seven (7) workshops which use as reference those developed by 
the Center of Social Development (2014) of the George War-
ren Brown School of Social Work of the Washington University 
in Saint Louis, Missouri. (http://csd.wustl.edu/Pages/default.
aspx). In the implementation of workshops and coaching ses-
sions about financial education, the workshops were adapted 
to the educational level of the families within the Puerto Ri-
can cultural context. Two control groups were also included in 
the quasi-experimental design with the participation of female-
headed households similar in socio-demographic characteristics 
of the experimental group. These groups similar to the Head 
Start and TANF experimental groups were not provided with 
the financial capabilities workshops. The research questions 
of interest here was that the participation in the intervention 
workshops would significantly increase the knowledge and skills 
related to financial capabilities in order to strengthen the ability 
of families to plan a budget, save and manage money and effec-
tively use the income they receive to cover the financial needs of 
the family in the experimental group. 

The general hypothesis indicated that financial education 
training and financial coaching has a positive effect on Head 
Start and TANF female-headed families’ abilities to strength-
en the family budget, savings and coverage of their financial 
needs. As such, the research hypothesis stated that “in compari-
son to the participants in the two control groups, Head Start 
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and TANF (female-headed households who did not receive the 
intervention workshops), participants who participated in the 
intervention workshops would score higher in the post-test.”

In terms of the demographic information of the research par-
ticipants, the total sample consisted of 57 participants female 
who were the head of their households which their average age 
was around 29.8 years. Most of them have completed High 
School and have between 3 and 4 children. In terms of Benefits 
received from the government, all the participants receive Food 
Stamps and that the great majority also received the Govern-
ment sponsored Health Plan, which is generally descriptive of 
needy families in Puerto Rico. The majority of participants are 
employed in service oriented jobs with a slightly higher percent-
age in TANF as contrasted with Head Start participants. The 
majority are employed in the Fast Food industry. In general, 
the results illustrates that the different participants groups are 
generally homogenous. According to Nieves-Rosa and Thomas-
Breitfeld (2002), in Puerto Rico more than half (56%) of those 
who are employed are working in jobs that pay the minimum 
wage or less. Thus, a large proportion of both TANF partici-
pants and TANF former participants are not working. Those 
who are working have been primarily employed in the second-
ary labor market, which is characterized by low wages, irregular 
work hours (including working at night), and no benefits – jobs 
that are difficult for single mothers with children and which do 
not enhance possibilities for moving out of poverty. The socio-
economic conditions in Puerto Rico on 2016 are not so differ-
ent when the legislative development for the reauthorization of 
TANF program was held in 2002. 

“Financial behavior is defined as engagement in financial ac-
tivities, and it involves choices that one makes about one’s finan-
cial situation. These choices are based on the individual’s knowl-
edge base, attitudes, and available financial services” (Curley & 
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Robertson, (2014), p 11). The Scale of Financial Behavior in 
the present study assessed the financial behavior in regards to 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes of project participants with a 
four point Likert scale where 4 was always and 1 never.

The results reveal that aspects of financial behaviors were per-
ceived as favorable among participants and considered to be 
generally adequate in terms of the participants’ management of 
budget and spending habits. The vast majority of participants, 
independent of group membership in the present study, dem-
onstrated high regard for activities that enhance healthy finan-
cial stability and also responded as “never” participate in activi-
ties that are detrimental to their financial stability. The evidence 
generally suggests that participants are aware of practices that 
enhance or limit financial stability. All the groups were homo-
geneous in their responses to financial behavior. A Univariate 
ANOVA was performed to determine if there were any signifi-
cant differences between the groups (control and experimental) 
and the dependent variable, mean sum on the “Scale of Finan-
cial Behavior of the Participants and their Family.” The results 
of the ANOVA procedure did not reveal any significant differ-
ences. Several authors has stated that in financial management 
training programs for low-income persons has grown in recent 
years, “the specific training needs of low-income consumers 
have not been well articulated,” these authors described needed 
training content for such audiences, based on review of previous 
research and the authors’ experiences in evaluating the Finan-
cial Links for Low-Income People (FLLIP) program (Anderson, 
Zahn & Scott, 2004). 

Using a t test of paired samples and Analysis of Variance in com-
paring the experimental groups, Head Start and TANF, scored sig-
nificantly higher in the post-test (Hypothesis 1 – Table 2). In terms 
of the two control groups, Head Start and TANF, who did not par-
ticipate in the intervention model workshops, the paired t test did 
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not render any significant differences in the post-test scores. (Hy-
pothesis 2 – Table 3). A ONEWAY ANOVA performed to deter-
mine if there were significant differences between four (4) experi-
mental groups and the dependent variable of knowledge gained 
after participation in the training workshops revealed significant 
differences among the study groups. Results reveal that the Head 
Start Experimental group scored significantly higher in the post 
knowledge scores than the Head Start Control and TANF Control 
groups. In a similar fashion, the results indicate that the TANF 
Experimental group significantly higher in the post knowledge 
scores than the Head Start Control and TANF Control groups. 
These findings are consistent with the Head Start Family Financial 
Capability: 2013-2014 Annual Report of The Asset Project (Cur-
ley & Robertson, 2013-2014) which provided Head Start families 
in the St. Louis area in this research project a combined financial 
education with a savings incentive and one-on-one coaching to 
encourage intervention in the use of new financial knowledge and 
skills. The results after one year of the quantitative data suggest 
that participants’ understanding of core financial concepts in-
creased. Research indicates that financial education interacts with 
other offered incentives to increase savings among participants in 
these types of programs (Baker & Dylla, 2007; Clancy, Grinstein-
Weiss, & Schreiner, 2001). Curley (2010) finds that both hours 
of financial education and the presence of peer-mentoring groups 
have significant effects on saving. In a qualitative study, Parker 
(2013) examines the effects of savings clubs within IDA programs. 
His findings show that the clubs provide support for participants 
but that the personal relationships with the program coordinator 
keep participants accountable. Many asset-building programs of-
fer financial education, savings clubs, credit counselling, financial 
coaching, and other components. This report discusses one such 
effort, the Head Start ASSET (Access, Savings, Support, Educa-
tion, and Training) Project, and an evaluation of the first year of 
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the project’s pilot: the Head Start Family Financial Capability Pi-
lot Project (Curley & Robertson, 2014).

The financial coaching interviews reveal that participants have 
financial goals: mainly to pay off debts, saving or to increase their 
income by several viable means. They are interested in having a 
business or increase their income by diverse activities. Participants 
are using various strategies to control their spending, including 
teaching their children about financial issues. Despite this, the 
money is not enough to meet all the economic demands on them. 
They have plans to get more revenues. Researcher stimulates them 
to continue with their plans. 

They have very little savings, therefore relatives, especially 
parents; resolve them many emergency expenses, especially in 
health. They have debts or economic backwardness in them, so 
they want to know how to improve their credit. Some of them 
have left unpaid bills and their credit is affected. Most of them 
want to receive information to repair their credit. Participants 
are enthusiastic in their goals and researcher observes trust in 
their abilities to do it. A study conducted by the New York De-
partment of Consumer Affairs (2014) identified a model where 
an account was paired with financial education and financial 
coaching, skill building and saving directives. A critical com-
bination of financial knowledge providing financial capabil-
ity services in combination with other programs may have a 
positive impact on these programs’ outcomes as evidence by 
the aforementioned study. Therefore, one of the recommenda-
tions of this research project is to combine several strategies to 
strengthen their financial goals. 

Limitations and future research

The nature of the research topic and research design is rela-
tively new in Puerto Rico and especially in working with needy 
family participants in Head Start and in the TANF programs. 
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This was an exploratory study from the researchers’ perspective 
on the relationship between financial learning and acquisition 
of knowledge for better decision making in terms of budget-
ing, savings and spending. The evaluation strategy was to com-
pare participants at the end of the program against their own 
baseline data as well as to the sample that participated in the 
control group. Due to this strategy which does not use random 
assignment, it is considered a quasi-experimental design with 
four groups. Thus we were not able to randomly assign partici-
pants to this training program versus the control or comparison 
group. One of the limitations of the study relative to external 
validity is the lack of randomization and the relatively low sam-
ple size. The recruitment of participants for the project, both 
in the experimental and in the control groups was especially 
difficult, due to time constraints and availability of subjects. In 
relation to this, differences in the cultural nuances between the 
Head Start (privately run) and the TANF agency (government) 
presented greater difficulties for the participations of subjects 
in the TANF groups. The participation in the workshops for 
all project participants, whether in the experimental or control 
group, was voluntary, limiting the generalization of the findings. 
In regards to future research, further research is needed with a 
larger randomized sample of Head Start and TANF participants 
to verify whether these findings have continued significance and 
can be generalized to the larger population.

Future research could consider extending the observation of fi-
nancial capability for its long-term effectiveness. Future research 
should increase hours of financial education with a combination 
of strategies to buildup skills for financial capacity for example: 
the presence of peer mentoring, incentives as savings clubs, a 
monthly newsletter and workshops couching for credit repair 
and indolent program personnel with a closer relationship with 
participants.
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Conclusions

The ACF Office of Community Services (OCS) has worked 
with the Corporation for Enterprise Development (March 2015) 
to create Building Financial Capability: A Planning Guide for 
Integrated Services. This guide provides organizations with a pro-
cess and a set of tools to develop a plan for integrating financial 
capability services into their existing programs and/or services. 

The Executive Summary of Building Financial Capabilities: A 
Planning Guide for Integrated Services (Corporation for Enter-
prise Development, March 2015) states the following:

Low-income individuals and families experience a great deal 
of financial hardship that impacts virtually every dimension 
of their lives. This chronic financial instability not only im-
poses high degrees of day-to- day stress but may also limit the 
ability to save and invest, constraining prospects for a more 
secure future. Across the country, organizations work to help 
low-income families achieve economic stability and mobility 
through a variety of programs, such as job training, small busi-
ness development, affordable housing, energy assistance, health 
care, and early childhood education and care. But even with a 
wide array of available, high-quality social services, individu-
als with limited financial capability—defined as the capacity, 
based on knowledge, skills, and access, to manage financial 
resources effectively—struggle to succeed in such programs and 
to translate any progress into lasting economic change. (p. 6)

The present study was exploratory in nature in order to evalu-
ate more scientifically the relationship between financial learn-
ing and acquisition of knowledge for better decision making 
in terms of budgeting, savings and spending. Thus, increasing 
knowledge and skills related to financial capabilities would 
strengthen the ability of families to plan a budget, save and 
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manage money, and effectively use the income they receive to 
cover the financial needs of the family. This was the case with 
the present study. The training workshops utilized were essential 
for improving economic performance in needy families receiv-
ing assistance in Head Start and Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) programs. 
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