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About Building Comprehensive Solutions to
Domestic Violence

Comprehensive Solutions to Domest ic Violence require:

• Visions,  policies,  and practices that respond to the current realities facing
bat tered women1 and their families,  especially those l iving in poverty,

• Effective collaboration, and
• A woman-def ined advocacy  approach that respectfully connects women

from different cultures and exper iences to resources relevant to their
needs.

In practice,  women from dif ferent  cultures,  women with financial needs (a
living wage job, housing, income,  child  care,  education, health  care) ,  women
with children affected by domestic violence,  women with parenting issues,  and
women experiencing chemical  dependency or mental health issues,  will all find
respectful and relevant advocacy and resources.

These efforts are supported by an ongoing Ini tiative called Bui lding
Comprehensive Solutions to Domest ic Violence (BCS).   BCS is a project  of the
Nat ional Resource Center on Domestic Violence,  in collaboration with Greater

Hartford Legal Aid,  Inc.  and the University of Iowa School of Social Work.

BCS resources are available on the Internet at www.vawnet.org; “click” on
NRCDV Publications,  and then BCSDV Init iative.   Resources are also available

by calling the NRCDV at 800-537-2238 or  (TTY) 800-553-2508.

                                                  
1 Because t he overwhelming majori ty  of domest ic  violence vi ct ims are women abused
by a male  partner, th is  def ini t ion uses  “bat t ered woman” when referring to  a vict im of
domest ic violence.  All  vic t ims o f domest ic v iolence deserve sa fety and financial
securi ty  includ ing vi ct ims in  same-sex relat i onships  and male v ict ims  abused by
female partners .
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Economic Education Programs for Battered Women:
Lessons Learned from Two Settings

I. Introduction

The Building Comprehensive Solutions to  Domestic Violence (BCS)  Policy and
Practice Paper Series explores the intersection of domest ic violence and
poverty,  and calls for collaborat ion and advocacy to meet  battered women’s
safety,  f inancial,  and other needs.   Recent papers1 discuss how domestic
violence programs can support bat tered women’s financial stabil ity,  and how to
integrate anti-poverty work into advocacy.

This paper discusses economic educat ion ,  sometimes also called,  “f inancial or
economic literacy.”  The discussion describes well-establ ished economic
education programs based in  domestic violence agencies in  Iowa and St .  Louis,
Missouri and explores the effects of di fferent sett ings on program development
and evolution.  The authors also share the lessons learned from these programs’
experiences and key issues to consider when developing economic education
programs for battered women.

II. Economic Education in a Domestic Violence Context

To be safe,  bat tered women need to be f ree from the violence and control of
their par tners and must be able to meet  their  family’s basic human needs.2  For
many battered women, economic advocacy is cri tical to the success of their
safety planning.  Economic advocacy can include a wide range of  activities,
from working with individual women to f ind af fordable housing or a good job,
to working within a community to improve economic opportunities for everyone.
For  example,  an advocate might help a battered woman to qualify  for public
benefits,  educate public housing author ity staff in  order  to reduce the number of
bat tered women evicted from their  homes, or support  living wage policies.

Economic educat ion  is  an important economic advocacy strategy.  Economic
education generally occurs in a group setting,  but can also be integrated into
individual advocacy.  Most economic education curricula include some of the
fol lowing content:

• Economic literacy (understanding the larger economic environment,  such
as how minimum wage laws or  federal interest rate policies might affect a
person’s finances);

• Basic banking, consumer credit,  and budgeting;
• General personal financial assessment and goal planning; and
• Long-term financial planning.
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Curricula vary in approach,  philosophy,  and content .   There are also programs
designed for particular populations,  such as,  youth,  women, Spanish-speaking
persons,  low-income persons,  and those interested in star ting a small  business.

Economic educat ion for battered women may address many of  the same issues
included in more generic programs, but must also be placed in the context of
domestic violence.   For example,  a batterer may keep his partner from working
or going to job training, control  the household finances,  take money from her,  or
do something that ruins her  credi t.   A woman with a violent and controlling
par tner will need financial  information that addresses her real ity.

The next two sections of this paper describe the work conducted in Iowa and St.
Louis to increase the capacity of  domestic violence organizations to provide
economic educat ion to  battered women.

III. Economic Education in Iowa

Iowa is a  rural  state ,  with a population of almost
3 million spread out over 55,000 square miles.
There are 33 community-based domestic violence
programs serving a total of  99 counties.   The
Iowa Coal ition Against Domestic Violence
(ICADV) provides technical assistance and
training to its  members regarding economic
education.  ICADV primarily  uses the Personal
Economic Planning (PEP) curriculum in the
Economic Educat ion Facilitator Training offered
to domest ic violence advocates.   PEP was
developed by staff and battered women at the
Elizabeth Stone House in Boston, MA.  (See
Appendix A.)

Twenty community-based domestic violence
programs have a total  of 54 advocates t rained to
be Personal Economic Planning (PEP)
facilitators.   Economic education has been
offered at domestic violence programs, and in  a
var iety of community settings.   Additionally,
economic educat ion content is routinely provided
to battered women through individual advocacy.

Iowa
A look at  the numbers

Populat ion:  2 .94 mil l ion
Square mi les:   55,869
Persons per sq.  mile:   52.4
Number of  count ies:   99

2.1% Afr ican-American
2.8% Hispanic
93.9% Whi te
1.2  % Other

33 DV Programs
  7  DV Transi t i onal  Housing

Programs

Source:  www.census.gov,
Iowa Quick Fact s
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This sect ion will describe how the ICADV economic education ini tiative began,
the curriculum used, the current program, cul tural issues,  and lessons learned.

A. History

In 1998, ICADV,  BCS, and three community-based domestic violence programs
col laborated on grants from the Iowa Women’s Foundation and the Ms.
Foundation for Women to develop a model  economic advocacy approach.  This
approach included training advocates on the Personal Economic Planning (PEP)
curriculum and then support ing those advocates as they presented PEP courses
to battered women in their programs or in their communities.   In 2000, an initial
group of 20 advocates was t rained.  PEP classes were then held in the following
set tings:   domestic violence transitional housing program, emergency shelter,
welfare-to-work training program,  community college,  and substance abuse
treatment  program.3

In 2001, using VAWA funds,  ICADV created a new posi tion,  Housing and
Economic Justice Coordinator,  to sustain and further develop Iowa’s economic
advocacy with battered women.  ICADV also secured grant funds f rom the Iowa
Women’s Foundat ion and the Iowa Finance Authority to support Personal
Economic Planning Facilitator Training.

B. The Curriculum

In 1999, economic education was considered “new work” for  domestic violence
programs.   Iowa chose PEP because it  was both developed by and used in a
domestic violence shelter and transitional housing setting.   PEP was created
because battered women asked Elizabeth Stone House staff for help with their
financial  issues.   The PEP approach and origins were crit ical to building support
in Iowa’s domestic violence programs.

PEP uses a popular education methodology to teach the course.   The PEP
Curriculum describes popular education as:

…a set of  values and teaching methods that promote learning for
individual and social  transformation.  Popular education asserts
that effective adult educat ion is  most possible when students are
act ive participants as the decision-makers in  their own learning
process.  4

One impor tant aspect of the course is to provide a positive educational
environment for  participants that  will build personal confidence in their ability
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to handle financial i ssues.   This approach responds to the real ity that some
women come to PEP classes having had negative exper iences with formal
education.  Other women may feel “stupid” and believe they can’ t be successful
with what  they consider to be complicated financial  topics.   The PEP curriculum
uti lizes a variety of  learning activities to foster  success and build  confidence,
such as:  large group exercises to illustrate  income inequality ,  working in  pairs
to explore family and work issues before shar ing with the large group, and
drawing instead of wr iting to explore skills and interests.

PEP is a 4 to 6  session course (1.5 to 2.0 hours in  length) that provides an
introduct ion to  financial i ssues.   While there is content  on budgeting and basic
money management,  it  is primarily  a class to increase confidence in the
par ticipant’s ability  to grapple with economic issues,  dream and goal  plan,  and
gain knowledge on big picture economic factors that  affect them.  For  example,
one of the learning activit ies il lustrates income and wealth inequali ty in the
United States.   Many times women working for low wages get frustrated that
they just  can’t  get ahead, and believe that there is something wrong with them.
This exercise explains how larger  economic forces and the true costs of
providing for a  family affect each part icipant’s finances.    This information
allows participants to identify factors that may be out of their control and
explains why they are struggling.   For example,  minimum wage jobs,  the high
cost of housing and childcare,  or  limited public transpor tation make it dif ficult
for  some families to make ends meet.   At the end of  the class,  each participant
leaves with a “personal economic plan” that identif ies:

• Goals for  economic self-determination;
• Internal resources,  skills and experience;
• External resources and needs;
• Action steps and a time-line; and
• One year goal and five year  vision.

C.  Current Program

State-level Efforts

The Iowa effort  to br ing economic education and financial  advocacy to  battered
women is led by the Iowa Coalition Against Domestic  Violence – which
supports a full -time “Housing and Economic Justice Coordinator” dedicated to
this work.  Additionally,  sixteen community-based domestic violence programs
par ticipate on the Housing and Economic Advocacy Task Force to provide
guidance and expertise on the “front line” economic issues battered women face.
The Task Force has raised issues such as,  women’s struggle to receive welfare
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or child suppor t,  problems with public housing authorities,  and lack of funds to
increase the supply of affordable housing.

ICADV also provides PEP Facilitator Training twice a year  at no cost to its
member community-based domestic violence programs.  These are one-day
sessions during which participants learn the general theory behind the PEP
teaching method, experience a select ion of  the learning tasks that  can be used
dur ing group sessions and with individual clients,  and practice facil itating the
learning tasks.   The ICADV Housing and Economic Justice Coordinator provides
fol low-up and responds to requests for help regarding PEP implementat ion.  The
Coordinator is also available as a resource when specific  financial questions or
issues ar ise during a PEP class.  For example,  a par ticipant might have a
question regarding federal housing programs or welfare benefits .

The PEP Facilitator Training – both the teaching method and the content of the
curriculum – resonates with battered women’s advocates.   One domestic
violence advocate said the training, “…helped [me] to focus on economic justice
issues for low income women.  My head kept cl icking throughout the whole
presentat ion how this could be a very important tool for trying to give women
information about the economic process,  the tools they need and resources they
need to develop something long term.”

The teaching method used in  the Facilitator Training mirrors the methodology of
the course.   Participants experience a select ion of  the learning activities
themselves,  and then are asked to  prepare and deliver one of the learning tasks
to the large group.  When asked about the most interesting or valuable part  of
the training, participants shared:

• Learning different activities to facili tate key lessons.
• Being able to be a facilitator of  this group.
• Tools for visualizing budgets,  local resources.   

ICADV supports efforts to bring PEP to targeted populations,  including
Spanish-speaking women and those from the Bosnian community.   This
ini tiative began in 2003 with the translation of the PEP curriculum into Spanish
and Bosnian and the t raining of bi-lingual advocates and peer leaders to
facilitate the course in community organizing groups.

As part of its suppor t of economic education,  and related economic advocacy,
ICADV produces an e-mail newsletter – ICADV Economic Justice Moni tor and a
ser ies of  Domestic Violence Economic Advocacy Briefs.5 The Briefs cover topics
such as,  federal housing and immigration, the Family Violence Option,
budgeting basics,  consumer credit  issues and domest ic violence,  and Iowa
tenant/landlord law.
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Community-based Efforts

PEP classes facilitated by Iowa domestic violence advocates have been offered
to women in domestic violence transitional housing programs and support
groups.   Classes have also been offered in a variety of community set tings,
including substance abuse t reatment,  welfare- to-work programs, and courses at a
community college.   Advocates also use PEP content to assist individual
bat tered women.

PEP facil itators working with transitional housing participants repor t the class
to be successful and powerful.   For example,  after an experient ial exercise on
thinking about work in new ways,  one woman said,  “I  didn’ t know I could be
anything other than a waitress.”  Working in the class together  also produced a
more cohesive and supportive environment within the transitional living facility.
Other comments made by part icipants upon completion of a PEP class included:

• I didn’t know everybody has a dream and goals.   You can make
your goals if  you do one step at a time.

• Other people do care about you and what  you do.  I  learned a lot
about me and who I am.

• I know how to appreciate other people’s ideas and to respect
their opinions.

Training advocates in  PEP facilitation led to  new community col laborations.
For  example,  one PEP trained advocate approached staff of  her local Welfare to
Work Program (WTW) af ter the advocate learned that most of the WTW program
par ticipants were affected by domestic violence.   The WTW staff  person was so
impressed with the advocate and the PEP curriculum that she asked the advocate
to present PEP content during WTW program training sessions.   This
col laboration produced two important benefits .   First,  WTW part icipants were
able to develop a personally satisfying and meaningful Family Investment
Agreement  (the personal plan for self-sufficiency required by Iowa’s welfare
program).   Second, WTW staf f began referring more welfare participants to
Iowa’s Family Violence Option, which assesses the safety of chi ld support
enforcement,  al lows for flexibili ty in prescr ibed work activities,  and may
provide exemptions from the time- limit for assistance.

PEP classes run by domestic  violence advocates have also been offered in
col laboration with a public  housing authority ,  a substance abuse treatment
center and a community college.   Both the PEP facil itator  and group participant
evaluations of the courses being offered in these settings have been positive.   A
public housing resident said,  “It  made me think of my own personal si tuation
economically a lot more and possibly with a l ittle more clarity .”  Participants
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from the substance abuse treatment center provided the following comments
about their PEP exper ience:

• I l iked talking about  what was good/bad with jobs – I learned a
lot  about  other jobs.

• How to deal with things when you feel l ike you don’ t have
power.

• Learned about my own good qualities.

There have been challenges when offering PEP classes to domestic violence
shelter residents,  including the short residency, t ime conflicts with residents
working different shifts or  needing to concentrate on job and housing searches,
and time constraints of PEP trained facilitators who may not regularly work with
shelter clients.   Advocates have adapted PEP to the shelter set ting by presenting
selected PEP learning activities at house meetings,  and preparing a bulletin
board display with PEP content.

Additionally,  most of  the PEP facilitators ut ilize the activities and content of
the curriculum in individual advocacy.  One domestic violence advocate calls
this “PEP work.”  She shares an example of the outcome of  such an advocacy
effort:

I was working with a mother of six children who was trying to decide
a goal for employment .   She was thinking about nursing, but not
because she thought she would enjoy or be good at the work.   I  asked
her to think about what she liked to do, what  she was good at,  where
her passions lie.   She shared that she loved cake decorat ing.  So,  we
started to talk about  her roadblocks to  turning cake-decorating into
her livel ihood.   She shared that she wasn’t very good at market ing
herself.   She started taking business classes at the community
col lege.   She has started her own small -business of  cake decorating
and has contracted wi th a party shop in  her community to have
displays in their window.  Her dream is to open her own shop.  She is
on her way.

Domestic violence advocates repor t that  their  work with individual women
changes after receiving the PEP t raining.  Advocates ask questions in  new ways,
and consider new issues,  such as housing or credit and work history,  when
safety planning with women.   Advocates adapt PEP group activities to their
work with individual women.   For example,  one advocate used a PEP exercise
about “good work” and “bad work” to engage a woman in a discussion about
employment.   This discussion led the woman to  consider volunteering in the
community.   Ult imately,  the woman did volunteer and through that experience
she met someone who helped her to  find a paying job.
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PEP training can also change a domestic  violence program’s community
advocacy.   One Iowa program with PEP trained staff has started to bui ld
relationships with area businesses in order to keep the program’s job posting
bul letin board up-to-date.   Addit ionally,  a connect ion with a local factory
opened the door  for shelter  and t ransit ional housing residents to attend weekly
job training events and led the program staff  to provide transportation to those
events.

D.  Cultural Issues

As ICADV expanded its  economic advocacy, it  a lso added staff and
programming to respond to the issues of  battered immigrant women.  This work
has primarily involved community organizing to foster peer leadership and build
community capacity to  respond to violence and the needs of vict ims/survivors.
Members of the community define the needs and design the responses.

As ICADV became more involved with immigrant communities in cit ies and
towns across Iowa, staff learned more about their specific economic roadblocks,
including no work authorization, language barriers,  workplace discrimination,
and lack of knowledge and distrust of U.S. banking institutions.   As a result,  in
2003, ICADV designed a project to  integrate i ts economic advocacy ini tiative
and immigrant community organizing.  This effort was supported by a grant
from the Iowa Women’s Foundation to translate the PEP training curriculum
into Spanish,  host PEP train the trainer sessions for bi- lingual advocates and
peer leaders,  and provide the funds needed to  conduct the classes.

PEP Peer Leader  Facil itator  Training was provided to Bosnian and Latina
community organizing group members,  who’ve begun to  offer  classes.   After a
Spanish language PEP training, one part icipant wrote that  she now “…had a
bet ter understanding of how economics plays a  very important role in my life,
and how important it  is for  women to take control of their money.”   As part of
the class,  the peer leaders and bi-lingual advocates brainstormed the ways in
which women can financially  support their families,  such as providing quali ty
in-home childcare,  pr ivate cleaning, or  cater ing.  These initial outreach and
community effor ts are generating interest and excitement from advocates and
community members.
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E. Lessons Learned

After three years of providing economic education-specific training and support,
ICADV has learned a great deal about how to operate,  design, and sustain such
efforts.   The following include some of  the key lessons learned:

• Training and technical assistance provided by a state-wide coal ition
must be aligned with the needs of  battered women and the needs of
domestic violence advocates.   To ensure its information and support i s
relevant to advocates,  ICADV:

o Gathers information f rom program directors on a regular basis;
o Gathers information at membership meetings and from the Housing

and Economic Advocacy Task Force;
o Conducts focus groups about  financial needs with women receiving

shelter and transitional housing services;
o Learns from PEP facil itators about the economic needs facing the

women in their shelters and outreach programs; and
o Monitors the types of  information that is requested from domest ic

violence advocates to  help with economic issues.

• Advocates need to know what  state  and local programs, resources,  and
services are available to meet the financial needs of low-income women
and their  famil ies.   ICADV has tr ied to  help fill  this informat ion gap
through i ts ser ies of  Domestic Violence Economic Advocacy Briefs.
Specialized workshops have also been developed on Iowa’s welfare
assistance program and transitional housing program development .

• Domestic violence programs have the creativity and capaci ty to begin
offering services that respond to  economic needs.   Some of the work
already underway in Iowa includes the following:

o PEP classes are held in a variety  of community sett ings.
o A program secured funds to provide “PEP scholarships” to women

completing a PEP course.   Each PEP part icipant was eligible to meet
one-on-one with the facilitator to review her  Personal Economic Plan.
A scholarship was then made available to the participant to meet one
of her goals.   E.g. ,  tuition paid to at tend a class,  or money to fix a car
that the participant needed to get to work or  school.

o A program secured a grant to begin new outreach services that respond
to economic issues.
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o PEP facil itators developed new activities in response to local needs.   A
transitional housing site created a “looking for housing” activity that
included a collage assignment to help participants start thinking about
where they wanted to live and then how they could afford it .

o Programs hold graduat ion ceremonies for  PEP participants and provide
framed certificates.   One program framed the personal mission
statements that  each woman had developed during the class.

o New domestic violence transitional housing programs send staff to PEP
facilitator training to prepare them to provide routine economic
services.

It can be difficult and challenging for  advocates to provide economic education,
par ticularly if  they work in communities that  are economically depressed.
Education alone won’t  meet battered women’s needs i f  there are few jobs or
affordable housing options available.   Since battered women and their  advocates
cannot avoid these harsh realities,  it  is cri tical that state coalitions and local
programs suppor t advocates doing the work and find ways to remove the
economic barriers to battered women’s f inancial stability .   Efforts to address the
underlying community economic needs are critical.   For example,  ICADV is
involved in state-wide movements to increase the supply of affordable housing,
identify new policy advocacy strategies,  and address basic human needs.

IV. Economic Education in St. Louis, MO

St.  Louis is an urban setting,  wi th over 2
mil lion people living in Greater St.
Louis.   Economic education is available
to battered women in 12 locations
throughout Greater St .  Louis.   This
economic educat ion program is steered
by a consortium of domestic  violence
and homeless service providers,  and is
provided by one agency, Redevelopment
Opportuni ties for Women (ROW).  The
curriculum is called “REAP” (Real izing
Your Economic Action Plan),  and is
offered at domestic violence shel ters,
homeless shelters,  community agencies,
and a transitional housing program.

St .  Louis :
A look at  the n umbers

2,6 03,607  people in  the Greater
St.  Louis  Metro politan  Area

St.  Louis  City
51 .20% Af r ican- American
43.85% Wh ite/Caucasian

St.  Louis  County
19.02% Af r ican- American
76.83% Wh ite/Caucasian

5  D omestic Vio lence S helter s
1  D V Tran sition al Hou sing
Pro gram
14 DV Non -resid ential  Serv ice
Pro viders

Source:  www.census.gov
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This sect ion will describe how economic education in St.  Louis began,  the
curriculum used, the current program, cultural issues,  and the lessons learned.

A.  History

In 1999, a graduate student  intern working at  a shelter in St.  Louis was
interested in the connection between women’s experiences with poverty and
domestic violence.   To learn more about  battered women’s needs,  she facilitated
focus groups in  which women said they:

• Wanted to  know more about economic issues; and
• Were concerned about how economic abuse made it more diff icult for

them to leave a violent relationship,  and that even if  they did leave,
economic realit ies would many times force them to return. 6

In order to respond to the needs women identi fied within the focus group,
members of the St.  Louis region of the Missouri Coalition Against Domestic
Violence started the Battered Women’s Economic Development Taskforce
(BWEDT).  The Taskforce set  goals which included providing economic
education to battered women in St .  Louis.   One member of the BWEDT left her
position as director of a domestic violence shelter  and joined another
established women’s organization,  Redevelopment Opportuni ties for Women
(ROW), to  pursue economic advocacy strategies in St .  Louis.   At  that time,
domestic violence and homeless service providers were invited to support
economic development efforts through ROW’s Economic Action Program
(Row’s EAP).7  As a result,  a consortium of agencies (many of which were
already a part of the BWEDT) formed a partnership.   Funding for  the
development,  implementation, and evaluation of an economic education
curriculum was obtained.8  Because key decision makers from the homeless and
domestic violence service providers’ community were deeply involved in
developing the economic act ion program,  they were committed to the economic
advocacy and economic education provided by ROW’s staff.

In 2001, ROW staff members developed the REAP curriculum,  tested the
curriculum with a group of domest ic violence and homelessness advocates,  and
by July of 2001, began REAP economic education classes throughout the
community.

ROW received funding from the Nat ional Endowment for Financial Educat ion
which enabled a formal evaluation of REAP.  A research partnership among
ROW, St.  Louis University,  and Universi ty of Missouri St.  Louis used a
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controlled study to determine the effectiveness of REAP.  Data analysis is
currently  underway.

B.  The Curriculum

The REAP economic education initiative was the first step in St .  Louis’
endeavor towards creating a comprehensive economic advocacy strategy for
bat tered women.   This first  step required finding an economic education
curriculum whose content fi t  the goals of ROW’s EAP consortium,  including the
BWEDT.  ROW staff reviewed several economic l iteracy programs, including
those designed specif ically  for women who had exper ienced domestic violence,
and other  more general curr icula.   Two ROW staff members who developed the
REAP curr iculum were trained to use Personal Economic Planning (PEP) (see
above discussion).   The curriculum designers were committed to PEP’s use of
the adult  learning model,  incorporation of hands-on activities,  and focus on the
connection among poverty,  oppression, and violence.   However,  they were
looking for a class that of fered more in-depth,  concrete financial informat ion.
For  example,  women wanted lessons on how to read a credit  repor t and how to
understand the difference between a savings account  and a money market
account.   None of the curricula reviewed met the stated goal of  providing
comprehensive f inancial information and responding to the specific economic
and safety needs of battered women.

In response,  ROW staf f,  using PEP’s model as a guide,  developed a 4-session
economic educat ion class,  which uses a combination of group and personal
act ivities to learn more about economic issues.   Infused throughout are
discussions about safety issues that may arise for women who have experienced
domestic violence.   An example is  including information about how to safely
order a credit report  without your partner finding out where you live.   Each of
the four classes covers a specific topic:

• Money and Power ;
• Developing a Cost of Living Plan;
• Building and Repairing Credit; and
• Banking and Investing.

C. Current Program

The REAP curriculum is currently taught  at domestic  violence shelters,  a
domestic violence transitional housing program, homeless shelters,  and
community domestic violence outreach centers.   Faci litation at each of these
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set tings has taught ROW staff dif ferent  lessons about providing economic
literacy classes for battered women.  For example,  REAP facilitators must be
flexible and adapt classes to meet the range of women’s needs.

Domestic Violence Shelters

REAP is taught in 4 of the 5 St.  Louis domest ic violence shelters.   Facilitators
say that groups taught in domestic violence shelters tend to be cohesive,  and
that women generally suppor t and understand each other’s experiences of
domestic violence,  including an abusive partner’s impact on a woman’s
finances.   Women who participate in the classes report that they benefit from
both the new knowledge of f inancial issues and support from the facil itator .

However,  fundamental aspects of shelter  life create challenges,  in particular the
relatively shor t shel ter stays that require women to focus their time and energy
on finding safe,  more permanent housing.  These realities require facilitators to
be flexible about scheduling.  For example,  the original REAP schedule required
women to attend weekly classes starting with class 1 and finishing with class 4.
In this format,  very few women completed the classes during their short shelter
stay,  because they needed to attend other scheduled appointments,  go to work,
or search for housing or employment.   ROW staff recognized that  the current
schedule was not working for women and asked the women how the REAP
format could better f it  their needs.   As a result,  ROW facilitators invited women
to participate in any of the four  classes and offered REAP twice a week for  two
consecutive weeks.   Additionally,  instead of focusing on how classes build on
one another,  the curr iculum was changed so that each class could stand alone
and a woman would benefit f rom a class even i f  it  was the only one she
attended.

Another challenge with REAP classes for  women staying in shelter is that they
generally  have very l ittle access to money.  At times,  budgeting or looking at
money issues is  extremely difficult and depressing for women in  shelter,  and for
their advocates.   In addition, some women have no idea about their financial
situation because their par tner exerted so much control over the money.  As a
result,  ROW staff modified the curricula to focus less on exact  numbers and to
pay more attent ion to  planning for the future.   After learning that women have a
lot  of credit i ssues as a result of domestic violence,  the credit section of the
curriculum was also strengthened.   Even with these changes,  a class about
money--that does not actual ly provide money or tangible resources--can feel  like
a waste of time to some women who are understandably focused solely on
quickly f inding housing or a job.
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Transitional Housing Program

REAP is provided at one domestic violence transitional housing program (THP)
in St.  Louis.   Because women have a longer time frame of housing in THP, they
have more time and stability to work on complicated financial i ssues.
Facilitators say that  the women in the THP are actively engaged in classes,  ask
thoughtful and difficult questions,  and call for follow-up advocacy.  Many of
these women go on to participate in ROW’s Individual Development Account
Program.

The THP staff decided to require REAP classes for their participants and
scheduled the REAP classes during mandatory weekly meetings.   While ROW
staff did not all agree about the general pol icy to  mandate some services,  all did
feel strongly that since support groups were mandated and seen as a priority,
then financial educat ion should receive the same at tention and importance.
ROW staff ’s ini tial concerns were reduced somewhat by women’s positive
responses.   One woman said,  “When staff  told me I had to attend these classes,  I
thought,  no way.  But ,  after one class,  I  realized that I  really could learn a lot-
not  just from the [facilitator] but from the other women in the class.   This stuf f
should be taught in high school.”

Homeless Shelters

REAP is also provided in homeless shelters throughout the St.  Louis area.
These classes are open to all of the women in  shelter,  whether or not  the women
identify as being currently  or formerly battered.  Therefore,  the group does not
have the initial cohesion created by the common experience of domestic
violence.   However,  because a majority of women in homeless shelters have
experienced domestic violence at some point in their lives,  ROW staff  use the
REAP curr icula.   To create connection and cohesion in class,  facilitators focus
on women’s common experiences with oppression and i ts connection to
economics.   Women in homeless shelters identi fy readily with economic abuse
and discr iminat ion.  Many women who have not experienced economic abuse
from an intimate partner do repor t economic abuse or exploitation from a fr iend
or family member.   For example,  a  parent may have used a woman’s name for
uti lity bills and then failed to pay the bill ,  an acquaintance may have stolen a
woman’s identity and ruined her credit,  or a family member may have asked a
woman to co-sign a loan and then the woman must pay off the loan.  Women in
homeless shelters,  like women in domest ic violence shelters,  have a very short
time to f ind permanent housing.  Time pressures,  lack of economic resources,
very limited employment opportuni ties,  and meager overall  assistance for
homeless women make f inancial classes difficult and frust rating for some
par ticipants.
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Community Classes

REAP classes are also held throughout the community at various sites and are
open to all women.  General ly,  these classes are of fered at non-residential
domestic violence agencies.   Community classes offer unique opportuni ties and
can also raise challenges for facilitators.   For example,  the classes tend to have
women with a wide range of financial experience and financial skills.   Some
women have years of formal educat ion and first hand knowledge of money
issues,  other women have very low reading levels but a lot of f inancial
experience,  whi le sti ll  others have no experience with money because of a
controlling par tner.   At times,  i t’s di fficul t to balance the needs of the group
and to provide challenging,  new information for everyone without creating
material that i s too difficult or  irrelevant for some in the group.

Another challenge is that many of  the women taking the community classes
currently  live with their partners,  creating different economic issues and
concerns.   For example,  facilitators must help women create dif ferent  economic
strategies,  especially around credit issues.   Since the groups include battered
women the focus on safety remains,  but the classes also include information
relevant to a woman working on economic issues while remaining in her
relationship.   REAP advocates support a  woman’s choice to  be with her  partner,
but  continue to  struggle with questions about  how to safely support women in
these situations.   For example,  how do you talk about economic self-sufficiency
when a woman is economically dependent on an abusive partner?  How do you
help marr ied women work on credit  issues?  How do you plan for situat ions
when increasing a woman’s economic options also increases her partner’s
violence?  And,  how do you add economic secur ity to  women’s safety planning?

D. Cultural Issues

Cultural issues have been at the forefront
of many discussions and decisions
regarding REAP’s development.   Race and
oppression are important factors in
economics.   For  example,  historically,
banks have rest ricted lending practices in
Afr ican-American communities and some
have simply fai led to  provide branches in
predominantly Black neighborhoods.   As a result,  many Afr ican-Americans do
not  trust  banks and know that they may not be given equal  access to f inancial
services.   I t  i s key that facilitators acknowledge these very real barriers,  and
inform women about their rights to receive equal treatment,  how to fi le

REA P Clas s  Stat ist ics

Afr ican-A merican: 84%
Cau casian : 12%
Oth er  eth nic backgrou nd: 4%
No GED or  h igh  school  d ip lo ma: 49 %
Receive f ederal  assis tance:  75%
Homeless:  80%
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complaints,  and how to access financial  services.   For example,  the class also
informs participants that check-cashing services make nearly $8 billion annually
for  the same services that most banks provide free for account holders.9

REAP faci litators find that  it  is  essential to discuss oppression, race,  and power
issues early in  the class,  particularly  if  the faci litator is White.   This open
discussion allows women to share their concerns and provides the White
facilitator the oppor tunity  to acknowledge how her race and life experiences
affect her economic views.  It  also allows the faci litator to talk more generally
about oppression and about the women’s shared exper iences of sexism.  Without
this open dialogue, the remaining discussions of economics do not feel genuine
and do not ring true to women’s l ives.   I t  is  impossible to talk about money
without talking about  the negative impact of discrimination on women’s
financial  lives,  including denial  of loans,  employment,  career advancement,  and
access to  housing.    Whatever women’s experiences,  ultimately facili tators must
be sure to support women’s decisions about money and their lives.

E. Lessons Learned

The process of developing curricula and teaching economic literacy to  battered
women in the St .  Louis area has provided important insights regarding the
content of curr icula,  effective ways to  connect with part icipants,  and key
components to successfully teach classes in outside agencies.   A summary of
these lessons follows.

• Credit is  a central i ssue for women.  Credit impacts women’s ability to
obtain insurance,  employment,  housing, and to  achieve general
financial  stabi lity.   If  economic education does not help women with
credit issues,  it  misses a major component af fecting women’s lives.
The classes provide the fir st step in credit educat ion.  Follow-up
individual advocacy is necessary,  because it  is impossible to work on
very private and intr icate credit  issues in a  group setting.

• Economic educat ion needs to  integrate the realities poor women face
and be sure not  to promise easy answers or simple results .   Many
women in homeless and domestic violence shelters in  St.  Louis have
been in other shelters mult iple t imes.   These women feel hopeless.   I t
is extremely hard for  them to bel ieve that the cycle of homelessness
and pover ty that they exper ience will end.  The women also report that
one financial emergency is often the difference between staying in
their own home and being homeless.
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• Economic educat ion must acknowledge and respond to the economic
barriers raised by discrimination and bias.   Poverty,  race/ethnicity,  and
class are an important context for economic education and planning.

• When facilitat ion is  provided by staff  from an outside agency the
ongoing inter-agency collaboration needs to be nurtured.  The
facilitator must cont inually work with agency staff  to build trust and
ensure ef fective communicat ion.  Suppor t of agency staff is necessary
to schedule classes and ensure that women par ticipate.   Because of
high staf f turnover rates,  the facilitator must provide on-going
information and training regarding class content and the benefi ts for
women who attend.  In  addit ion, for effective economic advocacy to
exist within the agency, staff need to understand how to talk with
women about money and be able to provide options and information
about financial  issues.

Despite the challenges,  outside facilitation can be posit ive for the
par ticipants because outside faci litators do not have decision-making
power about women’s current  housing status.   For example,  if
par ticipants know they can continue to stay in shel ter,  they report
feeling more free to be honest about their financial situation.   This
candor helps the faci litator to provide relevant informat ion and
effective advocacy.

• It is necessary to provide free,  on-site,  quality chi ld care for all women
par ticipating in classes.

• Programs must be flexible when providing economic education and
adapt course content or process when it  is not meet ing the women’s
needs.   For example,  ROW staff changed the policy regarding when
par ticipants were able to start and end classes.   REAP participants
have asked for additional information, and in  response ROW is adding
sections to the REAP curriculum on financial decision making,
consumer rights,  and housing rights.

If  a program is considering whether or not to  mandate classes,  staff
should fi rst carefully consider all the consequences for the women
required to attend.  For example,  some women are al ready skilled and
knowledgeable regarding financial  issues,  some women may need the
class time to accomplish other tasks,  some women may be able to
acquire the information without attending class,  and the message sent
by removing a woman’s oppor tunity  to make her  own decision to
attend the class may outweigh the benef its for some women.  Whatever
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the program’s decision, regularly  checking in  with women about the
impact is  essential.

• It is important  that classes focus on particular aspects of financial
information.  Given the range of financial issues and large amount of
information available,  it  can be difficult to  decide what  should be
included in time-limited classes.   Identifying women’s needs by
gathering information from written evaluations,  focus groups,  and
informal discussions will ensure the curriculum remains relevant and
useful to  women.

V. Considerations for Developing Economic Education Programs
for Battered Women

The economic education programs in Iowa and St.  Louis have similarities and
dif ferences based on available resources,  program location, and program design.
Both programs are successful because they tai lored the program to the resources
available in their specific  locat ion.  Below is a l ist of  key considerations for
advocates to examine when designing an economic education program for  their
community.

A. Identification of Goals and Approach

➢ How might  economic education help battered women in  your program and
reach women you do not currently serve?

➢ What economic advocacy do you currently  provide? How would economic
education be coordinated with that advocacy?

➢ What do you hope to accomplish by providing economic education?

B. Assessment of Current  Capacity

➢ How will staff assess battered women’s safety and economic needs in
order to create a useful and relevant economic education program?

➢ What are the current levels of staff expertise around financial  advocacy
issues,  including economic educat ion? What are the gaps? How will the
gaps be addressed? What training is necessary? What  technical assistance
would help the program?  How will  the program access that  assistance?

➢ How will the agency prepare staff  to respond to cul tural differences
around economic issues?

➢ Who will provide the necessary follow-up economic advocacy with
individual women?

➢ Is there suppor t for economic education in your community? Is there
support in your  agency?  Do you need to  take some steps to strengthen
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that support?  E.g.,  with your board of directors,  agency director,  staf f,
volunteers,  or key community leaders.

➢ How will economic education classes be sustained?

C. Assessment of Community Economic Resources and Conditions

➢ What economic resources are available in the community?
E.g.,  non-profi t credit counseling, job training, subsidized chi ld care,
individual development account (assisted savings) programs, housing
programs.

➢ Do battered women have access to these programs?  Do they need a
specialized response?

➢ How will limited economic resources and oppor tunities in your
community affect how women experience the classes?
E.g.,  lack of affordable housing,  poor educat ion and training
opportuni ties,  high unemployment,  and lack of  affordable quality
chi ldcare.

D. Development of the Education Program

1.  Curricula and Class Model

➢ What learning model will be used?
➢ What curr iculum will be used? What changes are necessary for

par ticular sett ings or part icipant groups?
➢ Will the classes be offered as group or  individual sessions or both?
➢ How will you evaluate the success of the material? How will you

ensure the material remains responsive to women’s changing needs?

2.  Facilitat ion

➢ Who will teach the classes?
E.g.,  one agency provides the classes for all  agencies in  a
community,  each agency trains one advocate to  teach, or all
advocates in an agency are trained.

➢ How will facili tators receive ini tial and on-going training and
information?

➢ How will facili tators receive support when difficul t issues arise?

3.  Cultural Issues

➢ How will economic education content meet the needs of all
par ticipants?
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➢ How will economic education explore the connections between
oppression, power,  and economics? E.g.,  employment and housing
discrimination.

➢ In what languages wil l classes be offered?
➢ Will the program use a cultural consultant for designing the classes

or curriculum content? Will  the consultant be available for fol low-
up suppor t and technical assistance?

➢ How will facili tators be chosen in terms of cultural considerat ions?
If facili tators do not reflect the group being taught,  how will  those
issues be addressed?

4.  Logistics

➢ How will battered women know about the economic education
classes? What outreach is necessary?

➢ Where wil l classes be taught? Only in the domestic violence
program, or in the community as well?
E.g.,  social service agencies,  churches or synagogues,  community
centers,  libraries,  schools,  publ ic housing.

➢ How will women get to  class?
➢ How will child care be provided?
➢ How will women’s privacy be respected and protected?
➢ When will  classes be offered?

E.g.,  evenings,  weekdays,  weekends,  frequency during the week,
length of  classes.

➢ Will food and drink be provided?

VI. Conclusion

The Iowa and St .  Louis economic education programs represent the culmination
of five years of advocacy and capacity-building.  These initiat ives developed
out  of collaborative efforts that  focused on increasing economic opportunit ies
for  battered women.

Designing a successful,  meaningful,  and sustainable program takes time.
Advocates must build suppor t in their own organizat ions,  identi fy the needs of
bat tered women in their community,  and build capaci ty to provide effective
education.  It  is cri tical that the program’s content and design be relevant and
accessible to women f rom different cultures.   The impact of local economic
resources and l imitat ions must also be reflected in  the curriculum and the
fol low-up advocacy.  We know that  economic education can be an important and
useful tool for  battered women, and bel ieve i t  should be part of advocacy efforts
to increase bat tered women’s safety and economic stabili



Eco nomic Educat ion  Programs  for  Battered  Women:  Les sons L earned  from Two Se ttings
Nat ional Resource Cen ter  on  Domes tic Vio lence  800-5 37-223 8  TTY 800-5 53-250 8

Pag e 21  of  25

VII. Appendix A

Information about Personal Economic Planning Curriculum (PEP)
Published by the Elizabeth Stone House,  1997

by Laurie Holmes

What is Personal Economic Planning?

Personal Economic Planning (PEP) is an economic education curriculum that
uses a popular educat ion and adul t learning teaching approach.  It  is  grounded in
an analysis that considers histor ical inequal ity,  poverty,  and oppression.  PEP’s
goals are to: increase economic l iteracy, demystify  economic systems,
strengthen part icipants’ financial skil ls,  and address the power and control
dynamic underlying domestic  violence.   The approach also seeks to foster the
bel ief that individuals can learn and are able to improve their  lives.

PEP provides each par ticipant with:
1.  The information and self-confidence necessary for her to identi fy realistic

economic goals;
2.  Knowledge of her own internal strengths,  as well as external resources in

the community; and
3.  An action-oriented implementation plan for accomplishing her self-

def ined goals.

The PEP curriculum is structured to support,  through a sequential ser ies of
learning tasks,  the accomplishment of these objectives.   The program is highly
par ticipatory,  respects adult learners,  and promotes self -determination for
women, families,  and communities.

What is Popular Education?

Popular education describes a set  of values and teaching methods that  advance
learning for individual and social transformation.  Popular education asser ts that
effective adult  education is most  possible when students are active participants
as the decision-makers in their own learning process.   People learn by doing.
When people act ively pursue learning about issues they identify  as important,
the “generative themes” in their lives,  then educat ion is  liberation.  Paolo Friere,
the Brazi lian educator considered to be the father of popular education, called
this “the pract ice of  freedom.”

Unfortunately,  many adults have had only negative classroom experiences and
have been let down by tradi tional  school systems.  Some of these adul ts are
naturally  skept ical that an educational  program wil l offer anything that wi ll
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improve their l ives,  and may underestimate their own abil ity to  learn.
Additionally,  those who have experienced violence and other forms of
oppression have been on the losing end of power relationships,  and therefore
may be uncomfor table interacting with an authority figure such as a teacher .
PEP facil itators model educational principles and practices designed to
intentionally counter  such negative experiences.   For example,  facili tators share
resources and information, encourage participants,  and provide a framework to
encourage dialogue, but do not set themselves above the group as experts.

Another important aspect of  popular education is that the content and mater ials
are relevant to  participants'  lives.   The education program must be f lexible
enough to  respond to the realities that  participants face and support  them to
name their issues,  take power,  and accomplish change.  The PEP curriculum was
created by a community of low-income women af fected by violence,  racism, and
welfare reform who developed concepts and learning tasks immediately useful  to
themselves,  and to other women with similar circumstances.

How was the PEP curriculum developed? and how does it  help individuals
and communities?

The Elizabeth Stone House staff,  former  residents,  community members,  and
graduates of the Stone House Women's Business Oppor tunity  Program developed
the PEP curriculum.  To begin the process,  open meetings were held to
brainstorm questions such as:

1.  What information helps a woman understand her  current economic
situation and feel empowered and ready to act ively plan for the future?

2.  What process supports adults to t rust their own thinking and analysis
about economic and political conditions?

3.  How can we foster an educat ional environment that facilitates
connections among adult learners?

4.  What product can part icipants take away from this PEP training that they
can use immediately to improve their lives?

Knowing that the first PEP participants would be women af fected by domestic
violence,  mental heal th struggles,  and substance abuse,  the curriculum
development group focused on how to make the program relevant and useful to
women with those experiences.   The real ity that many of the par ticipants would
have no income and would be staying in shelters and transitional housing
programs were also some of the key considerat ions.

Over the years,  PEP has evolved.  PEP has been delivered in many different
communities,  including groups of culturally identif ied communit ies,  high school
students,  and mixed gender tenants.   In  addit ion, as a result of various
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col laborative efforts,  PEP has been incorporated into welfare to work, first time
homebuyer ,  and individual development account  savings (IDA) programs.   In
addition,  PEP encourages participants to “own” the program by building in
leadership opportunit ies.   Whenever possible,  jobs as facilitators and trainers
are created for  past participants.

Integral to PEP’s design is  the commitment to  require every person representing
PEP to complete a Train-the-Trainers Course.   The curriculum is only
distributed to individuals who have completed the Course,  and is not available
onl ine or  through the mail.   This exper iential Course examines principles,  and
offers opportunities to practice teaching in a process that helps to create
excitement for learning.  Facilitators and trainers from a variety of  backgrounds
have benefited from participating in the training.

Once trained, PEP facilitators are free to adapt and change class structure and
materials to make PEP more relevant for  their  communities.   For  example,  in
Chelsea,  Massachusetts,  HarborCOV provides support groups for women l iving
in the community.   A PEP workshop is of fered to the community support  group
once a month,  and focuses on content of  interest to  the group.  HarborCOV’s
Economic Advocate also faci litates PEP workshops at  the local community
col lege,  and for parents at  a day care center .

Ongoing assessment and evaluation are integral to PEP’s success.   Soliciting
comments early and of ten helps to  sustain a dynamic feedback loop among
par ticipants,  facilitators,  support services staff,  and program planners.   This
information is then used to  refine teaching methods and program structure,  and
to develop new content.   Suggestions from a variety  of sources have helped PEP
facilitators to  reach addit ional communities.   Everyone involved with PEP
learns from its  successes and the challenges that remain.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

If you are interested in exploring PEP for your community or organization, get
in touch with Laurie Holmes at laurie@harborcov.org; or at HarborCOV, PO
Box 505754, Chelsea,  MA 02150; 617-884-9799 x132.
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VIII.   Endnotes

                                                  
1 In  particular,  see the fol lowing BCS papers:

Publication #14 - Supporting Battered Women’s Economic Development:
One Community’s Effor t,  by Trish Bonica.

Publication #17 - Integrating Ant i-Poverty Work into Domestic Violence
Advocacy:  Iowa’s Experience,  by Amy Correia and Kat ie M. Ciorba
VonDeLinde.

BCS resources are available on the Internet at www.vawnet.org; “cl ick” on
NRCDV Publications,  and then BCSDV Init iative.   Resources are also available
by calling the NRCDV at 800-537-2238.

2 “New Par tners:  New Solutions,” Jill  Davies keynote address at the BCS
Domestic Violence and Pover ty Conference,  October 9 ,  2002, Chicago, IL.

3 The following BCS resources provide additional background on economic
advocacy efforts in Iowa:

Publication #17 - Integrating Ant i-Poverty Work into Domestic Violence
Advocacy:  Iowa’s Experience,  by Amy Correia and Kat ie M. Ciorba
VonDeLinde.

BCS Newsletter Vol(5)No(1):   Economic Advocacy Capacity Building.

4 Introductory Course Curriculum and Teaching Guide:  Personal Economic
Planning (PEP),  by Laurie Holmes.   Elizabeth Stone House,  Inc. ,  Roxbury, MA.,
1997, rev.  2000.

5 If  you are interested in receiving copies,  please contact  Iowa Coalit ion Against
Domestic Violence at 515-244-8028.

6 For more information, see BCS Publicat ion #14 - Supporting Bat tered
Women’s Economic Development: One Community’s Effor t,  by Trish Bonica.

7 ROW’s Economic Action Program has two components: 1) Real izing Your
Economic Action Plan,  economic education curr iculum; and 2) an Individual
Development Account Program for battered women.
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8 For more information about  the development of the REAP Consort ium, see
Sanders, Cynthia K. & Schnabel, Meg (2004).  Organizing for Economic Empowerment of
Battered Women: Women's Savings Accounts.  Working Paper No. 04-15. St. Louis MO: Center
for Social Development, Washington University in St. Louis.

9 See Financial Services in Distressed Communities:  Framing the Issue,  Finding
Solutions,  by James Carr and Jenny Schultz.   Fannie Mae Foundat ion, August
2001.


