Ask America’s Ultimate Experts

“Help me raise my credit score!”
Whether you’re looking to sign a rental lease, get a new
credit card or secure a home loan at the best interest rate
possible, our pros share the easy ways to boost your credit score fast!

1 Know where

you stand!

Check your credit wisely!

“Start by going to AnnualCredit
Report.com,” advises personal
finance expert Avery Breyer. “Only
one website is
authorized by
federal law to
provide the free
credit
report
you’re entitled to.
Many of the other
websites that offer
free credit reports
often have strings attached.” Wise
strategy: “Stagger your reports for
each of three major credit bureaus
so you get one free report every
quarter,” says credit repair pro
Claire Tak. Go to AnnualCredit
Report.com in January, to check
Equifax; in May, check Experion; in
October check Trans
Union. That way, you
can keep track of any
mistakes: For example, in January, everything might look great,
but in May, you might
find an inquiry made
on your credit or an
account you didn’t
open. Also check the
accuracy of things
you may take for
granted like your
name, address and Social Security
number, urges credit expert Carolyn
Warren. “If your name is the same
as your mother’s, for example, it’s
not uncommon to have her credit
mistakenly on your report.”
Tip: AnnualCreditReport.com provides a snapshot of your credit history, but not your FICO score, the
three-digit number from 300 to 850
that reflects that history. If you
apply for a loan, the lender will disclose your score. Or you can purchase it for $19.95 at MyFICO.com.

Aim for the 30% rule!

There’s more to good credit than
paying off your balances on time,
reveals Warren. “Often, people
who pay everything on time don’t
have scores in the top-tier range
because they have ‘a high balance
to limit ratio’! If your limit is $300,
and your balance is $295
every month, you’ll
get docked for
that. You want to
use 30% or less
of your allowable
limit. Asking your
credit card company to
raise your limit so you’re
using less available credit will
raise your score fast.”
Tip: Falling behind? “Ask your credit card company to work out a payment plan with you,” says Warren.

Sidestep common mistakes!

Don’t overlook loans you’ve cosigned and joint accounts, says
Breyer. “If you cosign a car loan for
your adult child and they’ve made
some late payments, it could lower
your score!” And be careful who
you hitch your credit to, says Warren. “One of my clients was a user
on both her mom’s and boyfriend’s
accounts, which she thought
helped her credit because their
payments were on time—but it
actually hurt her score because
their cards were maxed out!”

Often people don’t even apply for
a loan if, say, they have old medical bills or piles of parking tickets in
collection. Don’t be discouraged;
you don’t need perfect credit!

2 Stage a credit

comeback!

Get over the perfection myth!

To secure that car or home loan,
you need amazing credit . . . right?
Wrong! “I recently had a client who
secured a loan and closed on a
home—all while she had six collection accounts open and
unpaid,” says Warren. “If collection accounts don’t total more than
$2,000, you’re not required to pay
them off to secure a home loan.”

Earn longevity points!

Lots of people work hard to pare
their balance down to zero, and
then close the card, says Warren.
“That’s a mistake! Don’t shut it.
Let the account lie open so that
you can earn a ‘longevity point’
for holding the account a long
time. Accounts held for three or
more years earn longevity points
that boost your score.”

Our expert panel
Personal finance expert Avery
Breyer is the author of How
to Raise Your Credit Score: Move
to Financial First Class and Have
Lenders Beg for Your Business,
and Turn Your Computer Into
a Money Machine!
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Claire Tak is chief editor and
head of content at Credit
Sesame (CreditSesame.com),
a free website dedicated
helping people find the
best credit cards, mortgage
rates and loans.

Get credit relief
online!

● Check out the
Department of Justice:
“They have great tips on their
website, along with links to
approved counseling agencie
s,”
says Breyer. “Using recommended sources like this is a
great way to get the help you
need while minimizing the risk
of
getting scammed or misled by
bad advice.” Visit Justice.gov/
ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/index.htm.
● Check out the National
Foundation for Credit
Counseling:
“They’re the oldest nonprofit
financial counseling organization in the U.S., with a focus
on providing free or affordably
priced services,” says Breyer.
Visit NFCC.org.
—Kristina Mastrocola

Carolyn Warren—bestselling

author of Repair Your Credit Like the
Pros—teaches home-buying and
credit improvement classes to business groups, and is a senior loan
officer at Envoy Mortgage. Learn
more at AskCarolynWarren.com.
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