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MUCKLESHOOTS IMPROVE THEIR FINANCIAL FUTURES WITH “MONEY SKI LLS” CLASS 
 

Mary M. has worked for 15 years for the Muckleshoot Tribe, but never participated in the tribe’s 401(k) program because she didn’t 

understand it. But all that’s changed. As the direct result of some recent financial enlightenment, Mary now contributes generously, 

automatically, and wisely. According to a very conservative estimate, her plan will result in a 401(k) balance of well over $1 million 

by the time she’s 65. When she tells her story of what she’s learned and how it’s changed her life to fellow tribal employees – you 

can hear a pin drop. Her words carry more weight in the community than any financial expert’s could.   

 

A couple of years ago, John B. collected his trust fund payment – and to his credit, he had a much better plan for it than most people 

do. Even so, there’s one part of his plan that he wishes he could do over. He’s experienced some financial enlightenment, too. Now 

he understands that buying a new car instead of a used one – and taking out a loan rather than paying in full up front – has 

unnecessarily put a sizeable dent in his financial position. Like Mary, he’s eager to share what he’s learned with others – ideally 

before they make the same mistake.  

 

What’s going on? Where’s all this financial enlightenment coming from? Mary and John are graduates of “Muckleshoot Money Skills 

for Life,” a class sponsored by the Muckleshoot Housing Authority, and taught by Chris Smith. Chris is a former senior financial 

executive with Hewlett Packard, and more recently a personal finance expert and the author of Securing Your Financial Future. He 

was looking for ways to make a greater impact by teaching the lessons from his book to live classes. Ama Tuato’o, the Housing 

Authority’s Director, was searching for a personal finance education program to improve the stability and financial futures of 

applicants and participants in the tribe’s housing programs. When Chris and Ama were introduced last summer, their creative 

wheels began to turn.  

 

The real key to the effectiveness of the course has been the “role model” approach. Mary and John were two of four role models; 

well-respected members of the community, selected in advance to work with Chris several weeks before the first class. These role 

models taught Chris about their financial world – their real-life financial issues and frustrations, as well as their financial goals and 

dreams. Then, Chris and the role models rolled up their sleeves in a series of group sessions to design the curriculum for the class. 

Some of the most powerful moments from the class have been when the role models themselves share what they’ve learned, and 

how it’s changed their lives.  

 

The format of the class is two six-hour sessions, usually on successive days. The class is a mixture of lecture, group discussions, case 

studies, videos and question-and-answer sessions. The class size is limited to 15 to 30 students to encourage lots of participation and 

questions. Several classes have already been held, and new ones are scheduled roughly once a month.  

 

  
 



The real test of the value of the class is: what do the participants think of it? The response has been overwhelmingly positive. Each 

participant is given a one page feedback form to complete at the conclusion of the course. The bottom line? Over 97% of the 

course’s participants say that they would “definitely” or “probably” recommend the course to others – with the “definitely” 

percentage increasing with each successive class.  

 

Because of the success at the Muckleshoots, Chris is now offering this program to other interested tribes in the Northwest. Since the 

specifics of the financial environment can vary from tribe to tribe, Chris recommends repeating the customization process each time 

– in other words, each tribe selects their own role models to help design that tribe’s version of the class. Chris can be contacted at 

(909) 353-4233, or via e-mail at Chris@MoneySkillsHQ.com.  

 

 


