
COLLEGE 101: INTRO TO FINANCE & BUDGETING

Many students rely on their parents for financial assistance throughout college. The first years of college are often a time when 
young adults learn to budget, track spending, pay bills, and manage credit. These areas are not easy to master, but they are 
essential life skills. 

Here are a few ways you can help your student on the path to financial success:

1. Negotiate a budget and help them stick 
to it:
During the summer before your child begins college, spend 
time discussing his or her college budget. You may want to 
take a page from workplace performance reviews and have 
your child formulate a first year budget as a starting point 
for discussion. (You should prepare a budget, too.) When 
you sit down together, compare your documents. Discuss 
similarities, differences, and priorities. 
It is important for parents to enter the discussion knowing 
how much they can afford to spend on college. Do not agree 
to spend more. After all, most parents need to save money for 
other financial goals, too. 
It’s possible budget limitations will mean your child needs to 
find a job on campus. That can be beneficial. Holding down a 
job while going to school requires a student to be organized 
and demonstrates a will to work hard in pursuit of goals. 
Once you’ve agreed on a budget, set up a budget tracker 
– an app on a smart phone, a spreadsheet on a computer, 
or another tool – that will make it easy to record and review 
spending.

2. Choose the right bank or credit union:
It can be helpful for you and your teen to have accounts at 
the same financial institution, preferably one with branches 
on campus. Rob Berger of Forbes suggests this can simplify 
the process of transferring money to your child, and may and 
reduce costs. [1]

Consider financial institutions that offer:

 y No-fee ATMs on campus,

 y Fee-free student accounts with debit cards,

 y Online banking, and

 y Inexpensive electronic funds transfers.

If a bank or credit union offers low-minimum or no-minimum 
balance account options and has low or no fees for checking 
accounts, all the better. (Always read the fine print.) [1]

If there are no attractive options, U.S. News & World Report 
suggests considering an online bank. Again, make sure your 
choice provides easy access to funds without excessive fees.[2]

It’s also important to make sure your student understands 
the rules for any accounts that are set up and any cards in his 
or her wallet. Few things can blow-up a budget faster than 
account overdraft fees or credit card interest and penalties.

3. Have the credit card talk:
Before your teen gains access to a credit card of his or her 
own, it’s important to sit down and talk about how credit 
works. Young people need to understand concepts like 
interest rates and how debt grows when balances are not 
paid in full. 

If you are making your child an authorized user on your card, 
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be very clear about what expenses can and cannot be paid 
using credit. 

Zina Kumok of the Money Under 30 blog recommends giving 
students access to credit cards (and prepaid debit cards) 
before they leave for college. That way, children learn to 
manage credit responsibly by paying for gas, purchasing gifts 
for friends, or shopping for themselves. [3]

Teens should also be responsible for paying the bills. If they 
work, bills can be paid with money earned. If they don’t work, 
a monthly allowance may be needed.

Students who learn to manage credit early may reap great 
benefits, including a strong credit history and a stellar credit 
rating. 

Managing money isn’t easy. High school and college students are likely to make mistakes along the way. When they do, calmly 
discuss what happened and why it occurred. Ask how they plan to resolve the issue, and suggest solutions, as necessary. 

If you’d like help with budgeting, saving for college, or helping your child prepare financially for the future, give us a call.


