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Renting an Apartment:
Know what to look for

How much rent should you pay? How do you find the best deal? What if 
your roommate moves out? Moving to a new apartment can be exciting. 
Finding and renting one takes work. Making good decisions and meeting your 
responsibilities as a tenant can make it easier—and avoid money problems later on.

The Rental Process
Before you begin searching for an apartment, first consider how 
you’ll pay for it. Rent is only the beginning. Tenants usually pay 
for heat, air conditioning, and electricity, and sometimes water 
and garbage pick-up. Many landlords expect the first and last 
months’ rent in advance, plus a security deposit they hold until 
tenants move. If you damage the property, your deposit pays for 
repairs. Any remainder should be returned to you, sometimes 
with interest, depending on local laws. If you own expensive 
items, you may want to add the cost of renter’s insurance. 
Remember: rent plus utilities should generally equal no more 
than one-fourth of your monthly income.

Finding a Home Once you know how much you can afford, 
ask yourself: 
· How close to school or a job do I want to live?
· Will I have roommates?
· How many rooms do I need?
· What else is important to me: Security? Noise level? Storage? 

Laundry facilities?

Begin your search with friends, newspaper ads, 
the Internet, bulletin boards, and/or rental 
agencies. Make appointments to view several 
apartments and be prepared to provide:
· identification
· social security number
·  income amount and employer’s name and 

phone number
·  contact numbers for references (current or 

 previous landlords, teachers, coaches, or em-
ployers) who can vouch for your character
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Signing a Lease 
You’ll be required to sign a lease or a rental agreement. This is 
a binding legal contract, so read it—fine print and all—before 
signing. A lease requires the tenant to pay rent for the number 
of months listed—even if the tenant moves before the lease 
ends. Rental agreements are from month to month. 

The Walk-Through Before signing anything, “walk through” 
the apartment with the landlord and note its condition. To 
safeguard your deposit, make sure any damages are listed on 
the lease. Take dated photos before you move in and when you 
move out.

The Right Roommates If you plan to share an apartment 
with roommates, be sure that they can afford the apartment and 
that they sign the lease to ensure equal legal responsibility. Make 
it clear that if they move before the lease ends, they’re responsible 
for either paying their share of the rent until the lease ends or for 
finding replacement roommates. Agree on house rules up front: 
overnight guests, parties, chores, etc.

Rights and Responsibilities Your apartment is your home, 
but it belongs to the property owner. Landlords must keep it 
structurally safe and sanitary, and provide access to heat, water, 
and electricity. They can enter your apartment only to make 
repairs or show it to prospective tenants. In some states, they 
must give you advance notice. Prospective landlords can check 
references, employment, and credit, but it is against the law to 
discriminate on the basis of race, national origin, religion, gender, 
familial status, or disability. A local tenants’ union can provide 
information and advice.

You’re responsible for paying rent on time, keeping the 
apartment clean and in good condition, following the terms of 
the lease, and being considerate of neighbors. Remember: being 
a responsible tenant makes your new landlord a good reference 
for your next one.

Test Your Financial Fitness

1. Listing What are two reasons for taking good care of a landlord’s 
property?

2. Explaining What are the costs and benefits of renting? How might 
these be different if you owned a home?

3. Applying List four factors that would affect your choice of an 
apartment, in order of importance to you. Then explain why they’re 
important.

WALK-THROUGH
CHECKLIST

❑ Sturdy door and window 
locks

❑ Working smoke and carbon 
 monoxide detectors

❑ Fire exits in front and back

❑ Enough rooms, closets, and 
storage space

❑ Damages such as:
____ broken kitchen 

appliances or 
bathroom fi xtures 

____ stains, loose tiles, or 
large scratches on 
fl oors

____ cracks in windows or 
walls

____ stained or peeling 
 wallpaper, or garish 
paint colors
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