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When he married Carole, who was debt-free 
with nine children from a previous marriage, 
Master Sgt. Tony Colon had five children of 

his own and $25,000 of debt.

Committed to becoming debt free in two years, the cou-
ple home schooled four of their children and Carole began 
working the night shift at Wal-Mart. And in 22 months, 
the couple was able to become financially independent.
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Financial counselor Alice Lane, talks with Staff Sgt. Thomas Tichy about the classes she teaches at the Soldier and Family 
Assistance Center at Fort Hood, Texas. They include credit management, car and home buying, consumer awareness and ID 
theft, insurance, banking, and budgeting. (Photo by Gloria Montgomery)



Tony and Carole, who have taught financial manage-
ment classes at Fort Campbell, Ky., for Better Opportu-
nities for Single Soldiers retreats, the families of the 5th 
Special Forces Group (Airborne) and for their church, 
now help other Soldiers 
and their families learn 
about the basics of financ-
es and budgeting. Their 
lessons include how to 
save for retirement, pay off 
credit card debt and estab-
lish an emergency fund.

“Creating a budget 
is easy. The hard part is 
execution,” Tony Colon 
said. “Personal finance 
is 80 percent behavior 
and only 20 percent head 
knowledge. It takes at least 
90 days of money planning 
for it to stick and to be-
come a natural occurrence 
each month.”

The Colons teach their 
financial management 
class during a 13-week 
personal finances pro-
gram, but can also give a 
90-minute presentation 
if they’re called upon by 
groups needing a shorter 
time commitment.

Since they started 
teaching the program, 
more than 250 Soldiers 
and their families have 
graduated their person-
al finance program. All 
totaled, they have reported 
a $1.9 million change in 
their monetary positions, 
which includes paying off 
debts and putting addi-
tional money into savings.

In particular, NCOs 
have a responsibility to 
keep their finances in 
order, Colon said, as they 
are expected to lead by 
example when it comes to 
financial readiness.

“As leaders, the most 
important thing an NCO can do when dealing with their 
Soldiers’ finances is to ensure that their own finances are 

good to go,” Colon said. “Leaders have very little author-
ity when it comes to the spending habits of their Soldiers 
until their Soldier gets in trouble for missing payments 
or falling behind on child support. Only then can an 

NCO and his commander 
get involved and mandate 
that the Soldier take care 
of the past due accounts.”

A proactive approach is 
far less costly, Colon said.

“It is far better for 
NCOs and officers to 
ensure that they are living 
within their means, are 
saving for emergencies and 
have a plan for retirement,” 
he said. “Leading by exam-
ple will encourage others 
to do so and only then 
will there be less financial 
stress in the unit.”

Removing financial 
stress from a unit is a tall 
task. Because it affects 
mission readiness, though, 
it’s essential that NCOs 
mentor junior Soldiers on 
how to keep their finances 
under control, Colon said.

“It has been said that 
money is not the most 
important thing in the 
world,” he said. “However, 
it is the only thing that 
touches and affects every 
area of our lives. Having 
your financial house in 
order will enhance your 
overall combat readiness.

“When a Soldier, 
single or married, has an 
emergency fund estab-
lished, savings, invest-
ments and little, or better 
yet, no debt, they are able 
to concentrate on the 
mission at hand.”

For more advice, calcu-
lators and to play the Army 
Financial Literacy Game, 
visit Army OneSource’s 
financial readiness page 

at https://www.myarmyonesource.com/familyprogram-
sandservices/financialreadiness.

Creating a budget
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Warning signs
Below are some signs that you might need to create 

a budget and work toward paying off your debts. They 
can also be red flags as you assess your Soldiers’ financial 
readiness.
•	 20% or more of your take-home pay is used to make 

credit card payments.
•	 Loans: You have one or more loans from a lending 

company that charges 20% or more in interest.
•	 You screen phone calls to avoid debt or bill collectors.

•	 Overdraft protection is constantly being used, de-
pleting your savings.

•	 Frequent past-due bills or bills that you continually 
fail to pay on time.

•	 Paying only the minimum amount on your credit 
cards.

•	 Paycheck advances or payday loans are part of your 
regular budget.

•	 A car loan that is financed at 12% or more interest. 
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