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City, State Orlando, FL

City population estimate 2013 255,483
 1
 

Campus setting City: Midsize

Fall 2013 student enrollment 42,180

Part-time 61%

Female 55%

White 33%

Latino or Hispanic 32%

Black or African American 17%

Other 18%

Pell grants received by full-
time beginning undergraduate 
students

67%

Federal student loans  received 
by full-time beginning under-
graduate students

28%

Source:  U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), 2013–14, 
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/.

Valencia College (formerly Valencia Community College) is located in Central Florida 
and has five campuses — Winter Park (in Winter Park, FL), Osceola (in Kissimmee, FL), 
Lake Nona, East Orlando and West Orlando. Of the 28 two-year public institutions 
granting associate’s degrees in the state, Valencia is the second largest, with a fall 2013 
enrollment of 42,180.
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Area of Need
About 30 students per day sought counseling focused on finances and options for financial 
aid, thus highlighting the magnitude of financial illiteracy among students at the college. 
The Osceola campus coordinator of financial aid observed that aside from the verification 
process, student loans are rather easy to get, have the potential to destroy a student’s credit 
if not managed responsibly, and come with little or no guidance. Despite Valencia’s rela-
tively low tuition rate of $99.06 per credit (approximately $1,188 per full-time semester) 
and the high rate of Pell Grant eligibility among the students at the college, they tended to 
borrow excessively, upwards of $10,500 per year in some cases. Students with poor personal 
financial management skills are at risk of failing to repay these loans, which can severely 
threaten their future financial well-being. The financial aid coordinator was motivated by 
a realization that students needed to be connected to resources that would help position 
them to make informed financial decisions.

Program Description
Valencia’s Financial Learning Ambassador (FLA) Program offers peer-to-peer mento-
ring, workshops, and interactive events. Having three to six trained Financial Learning 
Ambassadors on each of Valencia’s campuses, the program reaches a large cross-section 
of Valencia’s student population. Across the campuses, two main mechanisms are used to 
engage students. 

First, the program has made a deliberate effort to build an internal brand. The FLA men-
tors wear branded and highly visible lime-green-colored shirts, so they are instantly recog-
nizable to students who tend to pass through campus quickly. Collateral materials share 
the same lime-green color and a consistent logo. Students can quickly identify who to 
speak with to receive FLA peer mentoring about personal finances and to learn about 
related activities.

Secondly, while the content and delivery methods may differ on the basis of student or 
cohort need, one consistency in the approach of FLA mentors is a strong emphasis on tai-
lored outreach. These include setting up tables for monthly peer-to-peer events to initiate 
discussions about spending and saving habits, delivering presentations on personal finance 

Summary
Concerned that many student-loan borrowers lack information and guidance sur-
rounding financial decision making, a Valencia College financial aid coordinator 
experimented with ways to fill the gap through peer mentoring. In 2009, the Os-
ceola campus coordinator worked with three work-study students to set up tables 
outside the financial aid office to engage with peers about their financial aid re-
fund checks and offer tips on how to manage and save more of those financial aid 
disbursements each semester. Following an opportunity to apply for grant fund-
ing from USA Funds, Valencia expanded its ad hoc operation into a multicampus 
peer mentoring effort called the Financial Learning Ambassador Program.3 In the 
2012–13 academic year, the program delivered content to at least 5,000 Valencia 
College students.4
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during scheduled class time, or organizing themed events. The FLA mentors are trained 
not only in content but also in proactive and timely engagement techniques. Examples of 
unique outreach tactics include the following:

• Creating haunted houses filled with identity thieves and victims at Halloween in 
October

• Centering activities in November around “Thanksgiving on a Budget”

• Organizing fashion shows, such as “Project Runway to Savings,” that promote tips 
for affordable clothes shopping

• Devising contract agreements that commit students to save from $10 to $20 each 
month in a FLA–provided piggy bank in exchange for a chance to win a gift card 
awarded to the student who saves the most by the time of Financial Literacy Week 

• Intercepting students who are picking up their caps and gowns on graduation day to 
discuss student loan repayment and debt management

• Each month Valencia students encounter different points of engagement with the 
FLA Program. At a minimum within a given month, FLA mentors host one “Skill-
shop,” a workshop designed to offer tips on credit, budgeting, and money manage-
ment. On a less frequent basis, the program may bring in guest speakers who share 
personal accounts, such as an author and mother who shared details from letters she 
had written to her daughter about her own financial experiences including accruing 
student loan debt.

Exploration and Adoption Phases
In 2009, the then director of financial aid at Valencia College had been engaged in conver-
sations with USA Funds about a financial literacy initiative and suitable options for meet-
ing the needs of Valencia students. In the meantime, concerned by the staggering growth 
of student loan debt nationwide and over-borrowing trends among students, Valencia’s 
coordinator of financial aid began experimenting with peer-to-peer financial mentoring 
carried out by three work-study students.

The student workers set up a table outside the financial aid office to intercept students ex-
iting the office after receiving disbursements of financial aid. At the time, a comment such 
as: “Hey, how are you going to use your financial aid refund check?” initiated the dialogue. 
Starting out as an ad hoc operation, the experiment served as a point of leverage when 
Valencia’s financial aid director approached USA Funds about supporting a more robust 
financial capabilities initiative. USA Funds later provided grant funding of $25,000 for an 
expanded peer-to-peer financial literacy initiative. Valencia had the beginnings of a model 
that would eventually be extended to all the college’s five campuses.

In addition to leveraging USA Funds, staff members leading the effort collaborated with 
the college’s student development department, which was in a position to allocate funds to 
student programs such as the FLA Program. 

Implementation Phase
The early experiment, when work-study students began to offer peer mentoring, shared 
some aspects with the later, more robust FLA initiative. The financial aid coordinator, who 
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led the effort, thought that peer mentoring was an ideal way to employ work-study students. 
Dual benefits would accrue by means of strengthening the financial capabilities of both the 
work-study students and their peers. The FLA Program recruited and trained ambassadors 
from the pool of Valencia’s work-study students across the five campuses. Concerns about a 
negative stigma being associated with the label “work-study” prompted the staff members 
who were designing the program to refer to the peer mentors as “ambassadors.” 

The qualifications required to be part of the FLA Program include a desire and the moti-
vation to become a trained peer mentor. The student development department considers 
the applicant pool for Valencia’s Student Leader Program to be a source of students for the 
FLA Program. To engage in active outreach requires an understanding of pertinent mate-
rial and a level of comfort in public speaking. FLA talks are based on USA Funds train-
ing resources and are delivered during scheduled class time. FLA mentors receive content 
training through USA Funds’ Life Skills training program, a 13-module online program, 
as well as from their peers in the FLA Program. This approach has been successful in de-
veloping student competency in peer mentorship and public speaking even among those 
students who initially seemed to be reserved and quiet.

Although a portion of the grant money received from USA Funds was intended to support 
operations and training and to bring in guest speakers, the majority ended up being used 
to support an intentional branding campaign. With six FLA mentors at each of the five 
campuses and with active, ongoing outreach serving as a key component of the program, a 
readily identifiable look and feel for the program were considered necessary. The goal was 
to establish immediate recognition while also building expectations of the FLA Program in 
the wider institutional community as a means of reinforcing the FLA mentors as a symbol 
of financial capability. On campus, many Valencia students know what it means when they 
see peers wearing lime-green shirts.

At Valencia College’s five campuses, financial aid staff serve as co-advisors to the FLAs 
on their respective campuses. The financial aid coordinator on the Osceola campus (who 
played a leadership role in the initial program design and implementation) has advocated 
consistency across the five campuses. Each campus has access to a manual to help support 
consistent implementation.  Detailed notebooks contain descriptions of workshops, events, 
and Skillshops and marketing materials in the form of flyers created by FLAs to promote 
monthly events for almost every month of the year. Operational procedures are thoroughly 
documented in the notebooks in an effort to foster compliance with the guidelines estab-
lished by the USA Funds grant across the campuses.

Utilization and Effectiveness
During the 2012–2013 academic year, FLAs engaged with more than 5,000 students5 at 
various levels of delivery intensity. Tableside meet-and-greet events and one-on-one men-
toring represent the highest degree of touch. Whereas public campaigns, such as promoting 
the dangers of uninformed financial decision making through offerings such as the themat-
ic haunted house at Halloween, represent the lowest degree of touch. 

Valencia College’s leadership hopes the program generates positive financial behaviors and 
informed financial decision making among students. But at this stage, the lone measure 
used as an indicator of program progress is the number of students exposed to FLA Pro-
gram offerings. Level of utilization and outcome tracking is a function of resource capacity 
to collect and analyze data. Currently, the FLA program does not have the capacity to 
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develop and systematically execute a measurement plan needed to track behavioral changes 
and other outcome measures of interest.

One aggregate measure that FLA Program leaders monitor is the institution’s cohort de-
fault rate (CDR), which is an indicator of the percentage of a cohort of student loan bor-
rowers who have defaulted within a set time period. The magnitude of an institution’s CDR 
has implications for its ability to offer federal forms of financial aid.6 It is interesting to note 
that Valencia’s CDR decreased from 18.8% in 2009 to 17.4% and 2010,7 although many 
factors may have influenced Valencia’s CDR rate. At a student-level, the FLA Program 
leaders would like to determine the extent to which exposure to and engagement with the 
program may be contributing to a reduced college CDR. 

Sustainability, Funding, and Challenges
Support from USA Funds was critical for growing the ad hoc tableside meet-and-greet ef-
fort by the initial three work-study students into a multicampus, fully staffed robust effort. 
The 2013–2014 academic year is the last year USA Funds will be supporting the program. 
Valencia’s grants department is looking into establishing connections with a local retail 
bank to assess its interest in funding the effort and providing hands-on training about 
financial capabilities.

While the college hopes to expand and institutionalize the FLA program, current budget 
shortfalls need to be overcome. Some degree of institutional support and buy-in has been 
indicated by providing workspace and capital resources for the FLA Program and by a 
commitment to using work-study resources to maintain the program. At one point, the 
program had been run from the financial aid coordinator’s office on the Osceola campus. 

Advocates and champions within the institution are making the case for a financial literacy 
department, seeing it as the responsibility of the institution to arm students with knowl-
edge about managing personal finances, especially if they’re borrowing money to fund their 
education at Valencia. One staff member is working on building a collaborative system 
across campuses to develop a shared vision among institutional staff. FLA Program staff 
members recognize that the extent to which they’re able to measure knowledge and be-
havioral gains and to follow up with students once they’ve left Valencia to assess long-term 
changes will help improve and generate support for the program.

For institutions considering a peer mentoring model as part of a financial capability effort, 
Valencia College recommends finding a complementary home for the program, such as the 
student development department. Housing the program in Valencia’s financial aid office 
had been a good fit substantively but not operationally. This was largely due to the incom-
patibility of the high-volume transactional nature of financial aid operations at the college 
and the constant activity required by the event planning and coordination efforts of the 
FLA Program. A partnership between financial aid and student development offers a more 
reasonable model for the delivery of this type of program.
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