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Ysleta del Sur Pueblo Invests in the Future
New Youth Financial Education Program Prepares Tomorrow’s Leaders

The Ysleta del Sur Pueblo in El Paso, Texas knows that financial literacy is paramount to the economic 
success of their tribal community. They also believe that investing in their youth is essential to the future 
success of their Pueblo. Out of that belief, Tigua Cents, the Pueblo’s youth financial education program, 
was born.

Tigua Cents, led by Linda Austin and Luis Nunez, addresses one of Ysleta del Sur Pueblo’s most challeng-
ing barriers to economic self-sufficiency - a lack of financial education and the struggle to build assets. 
“We’re starting with youth because we can really make more of an impact as far as education and aware-
ness. If you think about it, they really are the future. They will be our tribal leaders,” states Linda Austin, 
Director of Operations of the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo. The Pueblo sees Tigua Cents as an opportunity to plant 
a financial education seed aimed at yielding better financial management skills and practices.

Five high school students of the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo recently completed the first offering of the Tigua 
Cents financial education program. The program, held in March, included four 2-hour sessions covering 
life-stage and culturally appropriate material to educate the youth on critical economic and asset manage-
ment strategies. The sessions utilized the Building Native Communities: Financial Skills for Families cur-
riculum and covered topics such as building a healthy economy, developing a spending plan, working with 
a checking and savings account, and understanding credit. 

The comprehensive approach of the Tigua Cents financial education program not only covers core financial 
concepts, but helps participants open a savings account at a local credit union and facilitates a 3-month 
savings challenge in which participants have the opportunity to receive a cash match of up to $250. Mon-
ies saved during the challenge can only be used towards the participants’ higher education or vocational 
goals. This part of the program incorporates knowledge gained from recent research to initiate change at 
the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo. 

According to reports published by the Jump$tart Coalition for Personal Financial Literacy, Oweesta, and 
the Native Financial Education Coalition, Native youth are less prepared to make informed financial deci-
sions than their non-Native peers. Native students consistently score lower than the national average 
when it comes to financial literacy. However, Native students’ scores are higher when their plans for or 
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expectations about their futures are ambitious – such as planning to attend a 4-year college or university 
or anticipating entering a professional career. By requiring the participants to invest in their education and 
helping them to raise expectations for their futures, Tigua Cents aims to reverse the trends revealed in 
these reports. For more information on this research, visit www.oweesta.org/library/publications.

Tigua Cents is facilitated at the Pueblo’s Empowerment Center, directed by Luis Nunez. The Empowerment 
Center, established in 2007, addresses the education and employment development needs of the Ysleta 
del Sur Pueblo tribal community. The overarching intent is for individuals to take control to improve their 
professional lives and seek out education, resulting in a positive ripple effect for tribal families as well 
as the entire Pueblo community. In addition to Tigua Cents, the Center offers tutoring, basic computer 
classes, social services referrals, technical training, financial aid, tutoring, college preparation, workplace 
literacy, and on-the-job training. Through these various approaches, the Empowerment Center serves as 
the one-stop-shop for tribal members seeking to build capacity, to reach educational goals, and succeed in 
the workforce.

Tigua Cents is launching its second offering this summer. In an extended format, the youth financial 
education program will be incorporated into another summer youth tribal program and will span over ten 
weeks, taking a more hands-on approach. In addition to the financial education and savings challenge 
components initially offered, the summer program will also address skill enhancement training, interview 
preparation, resume development, and facilitate field trips. To further enhance the participants’ experi-
ence, each tribal department of the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo will be responsible for interning a youth in the 
program. This not only provides a coaching experience for the tribal employees, but an actual working 
experience for the students. “This program with a wrap-around approach will better prepare our youth 
for the next phase of their lives as they graduate high school and move on to higher education or into the 
workforce,” declares Luis Nunez. 

Looking back, the group at Ysleta del Sur Pueblo was able to apply lessons learned from the first offer-
ing of Tigua Cents to improve the program as a whole as they move forward. Originally, the program was 
targeted to high school seniors and consisted of four monthly sessions scheduled from November through 
February.  But with low registration for the program, Linda and Luis realized something had to be done. 
They immediately recognized that the scope of their targeted audience and the timing and scheduling of 
the sessions was crucial to the program’s success. Linda Austin advises, “Kids are saturated with activities, 
so time is demanding. Stay away from holiday season and end of year.” The program was opened up to all 
high school students and was rescheduled during spring break when students had more free time. Regis-
trations increased. Not only evaluating the performance and progress of the program, but swiftly making 
adjustments when necessary was key to the program’s success.
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Also key to Tigua Cents’ success was diligent preparation and extensive outreach. The Ysleta del Sur 
Pueblo began laying the foundation for Tigua Cents long before its first session was offered. In June 2008 
Linda and Luis traveled to Oklahoma to attend a 3-day training offered through Oweesta’s Native Financial 
Skills Initiative. As a result, they were both certified as financial education instructors of the Building Na-
tive Communities: Financial Skills for Families curriculum, and received training and technical assistance 
on how to start a financial education program in their community.  In October 2008 they began to develop 
the specifics of Tigua Cents and applied for and received a grant to fund the project. 

With the curriculum developed and funding obtained, Ysleta del Sur Pueblo began outreach efforts for 
Tigua Cents. They sent out flyers and invitations to the targeted audience to attend an informational 
seminar where attendees came to enjoy dinner while learning more about the program, and its goals and 
objectives. In developing excellent working relationships with local schools, Luis was also able to talk with 
classes about Tigua Cents to recruit participants. 

Linda and Luis both agree that they couldn’t have accomplished anything without great teamwork. They 
work closely with the tribe’s Economic Development Department and make sure their efforts fit in with the 
administration’s overall priorities and goals. “We all have come together to develop a program to make 
sure our youth will become a successful workforce for our future,” says Linda. The right staff and a good 
pool of trainers with diverse personalities that can connect with the students is paramount to the impact of 
the program. Luis recounts how a lab assistant, a young male adult that the students knew and looked up 
to, connected to the participants and had a positive impact on the sessions. According to Linda, “Having 
strong staff members can really make a difference.” Keeping the same end result in mind allows the vari-
ous groups and individuals involved in Tigua Cents to work in unison.

Several tribal entities within the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo continue to work together to improve the outlook 
of the community’s economy. The tribal government is seeking to impose a mandatory financial education 
requirement in order for an individual to obtain their per capita distribution. Most tribal members are not 
equipped with the skills to manage a large sum of money at the age of 18. They have put education priori-
ties on the back burner and end up liquidating the cash. This has created concern within the community 
and the tribe feels that financial education will help to address these issues. Knowing that today’s youth 
are the economic future of the tribe, it is imperative to teach them to utilize their resources wisely now, 
so the tribe as a whole can establish a thriving economy.  The Pueblo believes that financial education will 
break the barrier of financial co-dependency and serve as the empowerment mechanism to economic self-
sufficiency and asset building for the community as well as individuals.

Linda envisions that Tigua Cents will, “…get the youth away from debt and help them to become better 
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savers. Ineffective money management is the root of many social problems. Our program desires to coun-
teract that, rebuilding our nation and driving self-sufficiency and independence while complimenting the 
objectives of the tribe and breaking the cycle of dependence.”
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