
 

Tips and Tools for College Preppers 

By PAFS° 

I. Checking Accounts 

1.  If your teen does not have a checking and savings account, set it up before they go off to 

college.   

 Look for a financial institution that offers low to no fees for these accounts. 

o Many financial institutions offer “free” accounts because they make their 

money off overdrafts fees.  There are ways to lessen overdraft fees which are 

discussed in a bit. 

 Find a financial institution that has shared or co-op branching. 

o Many credit unions are members of the CO-OP Shared Branching network. 

o Some banks are part of a CO-OP.  

o Shared branching allows account holders to withdraw money from ATMs 

without incurring fees.  It also allows account holders to withdraw and 

deposit funds. 

2.  If you think or plan to give your teen money each month for certain purchases, become an 

account holder on their checking account.  Get online access to your checking account if you do 

not already have it.  Important things to know about a shared account: 

 You will be able to access their account, but they will not be able to access your 

account unless they are an account holder on your account. 

 Have the account at the same financial institution if possible.  It will allow you to 

easily transfer money from your account to theirs.  This also prevents checks getting 

lost in the mail, stolen in the mail and opening the door to identity theft, and your 

teen losing the check. 

 Make sure their account does not have “courtesy pay.”  

o Courtesy pay is when the financial institution will cover insufficient funds.  

Fees for each incident is $20 to $30. 

o When courtesy pay is not used, most debit card purchases and ATM 

withdrawals will not make it through the system if there is not enough 

money in the account.  Typically, it’s only during the updating period where a 

transition could go through on an account.  These updates are completed in 

the early morning hours (i.e. 2:30 a.m.).  With this said, you probably don’t 

want your son or daughter without access to money, so there is a way to 

work around this.   

 Quick note, checks can still be overdrawn on an account even if 

Courtesy Pay is turned off. 



 

o To avoid large overdrafts fees and allow your teen to be able to continue to 

make purchases, have their savings account connected to their checking 

account so that any insufficient funds in the checking account are pulled 

from the savings account.  There is usually a small fee for this, typically $2.50 

to $3.00 per incident.  Obviously, make sure there is always sufficient funds 

in the savings account to cover any insufficient funds in the checking 

account; otherwise, the account will incur the hefty overdraft fees.   

 Make sure their account does not pull from any other accounts, other than their 

savings account if there are insufficient funds. 

3.  Make sure your teen has a check or counter check to set up direct deposit for their paycheck 

at a new job.   

 If obtaining counter checks, make sure they are printed with the teen’s name and 

address.   

 Credit unions print counter checks to look exactly like the box of checks you order.  I 

do not know if banks do this.   

 If the financial institution does not print name and address on counter checks, order 

a box of checks.  Send one check with your teen and leave the rest at home unless 

needed. 

4.  Considering having your teen set up remote deposit capture.  It lets them take a picture of 

any checks to deposit them into their checking account. 

 

II. Budgeting 

1.  Have your teen create a budget now, before they go off to college, using historical spending 

and income data.  Have them practice following the budget, making changes as necessary.  

When they get to college, they will have so much going on that learning to following a budget 

will be on the bottom of their list.  They need to form a budget and account management 

habits before they get to college. 

2.  In July, have your teen revise their budget to reflect their transition to college in August. 

o Categories to consider 

 Meals not covered by a meal plan 

 Snacks 

 Entertainment 

 Clubs – Sororities, fraternities, other school or outside clubs like 

karate 

 Books 

 Parking 



 

 Gas 

 Transportation 

 Additional student fees (e.g. events, unclean dorm room fees, library 

fees, parking fees, etc.) 

 School supplies 

 Clothing 

 Auto maintenance such as oil changes 

2.  Have them consider using a budget app, such as Every Dollar 

o Every Dollar lets you enter each receipt and select the budget category it 

goes into, giving real time category balances. 

o Mint.com is another popular budgeting app. 

 

III. Managing Checking Accounts 

1.  Teach your teen how to reconcile their checking account and have them do it monthly.   

 If they are not signed up for online statements, consider having them do that so that 

they can keep their home address for their account, but access their monthly 

statements online. 

2.  Have your teen download the financial institution’s app, so they can log on and stay up-to-

date with their transactions and account balance. 

 This is also beneficial to make sure no one has obtained their debit card number and 

is making fraudulent transactions.   

3.  Have your teen learn how to track their spending by categories.  Tracking by categories leads 

to better budget forecasting as it shows where spending is occurring.  It will allow your teen to 

adjust their spending habits as necessary to maintain a balanced budget. 

 

IV. Spending & Savings 

1.  Have your teen decide on a percentage of their net pay to transfer to their savings account 

with each paycheck.  Are they not interested in doing this?  Here are some reasons they may 

want to consider: 

 They need ample savings to cover any overdrafts in their checking account. 

 One day, sooner than they think, they will want to get an apartment either their 

Junior or Senior year or after they graduate.  They will need a security deposit, 1st 

month’s rent, and possibly last month’s rent. 

 They will need to furnish their apartment. 



 

 When they graduate, they may also need a deposit or money for a vehicle. 

 If they are obtaining any student loans, they will have to begin paying back those 

loans after graduation after the 6-month grace period. 

2.  Teach your teen to cook.   

 Most college dorms have a common area to cook meals.   

 For the busy student, if they like ebooks for their school books, they can listen to 

their textbook while they cook. 

 They can save money by purchasing snacks and bottled/canned drinks from the 

grocery store and having them available in their dorm room.   

 Snack products can be purchased in bulk on Amazon and delivered to their school. 

3.  Rent non-major books or purchase used books on Amazon or other textbook sites. 

4.  Avoid the Bait, Wait 48© -  Teach your teen to: Avoid being baited into impulse buying by 

waiting 48 hours to make unplanned or non-budgeted purchases. 

 Plan for surprise purchases.  Many impulse purchases occur due to emergencies and 

surprise purchases such as a car breaking down, doctor visit due to injury or illness, 

uniform for work, etc.  Planning for unplanned purchases by saving money lessens 

frustration and headaches. 

  

V. Building Credit 

1.  Most college students move into share apartments with their friends their junior or senior of 

college.  Others will move into a rental after graduation.  Do you want to be a guarantor on 

their lease?  If your answer is “no,” then consider these tips: 

 Lessors look for several things when considering an applicant for a lease: 1) credit 

history, 2) job longevity, 3) monthly income, and 4) ability to pay the rental deposit. 

o Credit history – college students can establish a positive credit history.  Once 

they are 18 years of age, they can apply for credit on their own; however, 

almost all will not qualify.  They can usually qualify for a pledged or secure 

$500 credit card if they have $500 to pledge/use as collateral and have job 

history of six months or longer.  Remember these important tips. 

 If you co-sign a pledge card, it will not build their credit the same way 

as them having a card by themselves. 

 They should never have a balance of more than 30% of the credit 

limit.  For example, if their pledge card credit limit is $500, they 

should not have a balance of more than $150. 

 Make sure the credit card being applied for has a payment grace 

period of 30 days. 



 

 The teen should pay the entire balance every month.  My son pays 

the entire balance every two weeks when he gets paid.  If the credit 

card is obtained from the same financial institutions where they have 

their checking account, they can make an online payment by 

transferring money from their checking account to the credit card. 

 Using the same financial institution for the pledged credit card 

establishes a positive relationship if all accounts are managed 

appropriately. 

 If they manage the secured credit card adequately, they may qualify 

for an unsecured credit card after six months.  If they don’t manage 

the secured credit card appropriately, they should not obtain an 

unsecured credit card. 

 

o Job longevity - Teens should work hard to maintain the job they have or only 

move to another company if it’s an upward move (e.g. increase in pay, 

promotion, etc.).  Job hopping is a red flag to creditors. 

o Monthly income – Lessors typically require the gross monthly income to be 

three times the monthly rent.  For example, if the monthly lease rate is $500, 

the lessor will require a monthly gross income of $1,500 or a guarantor on 

the lease.  Of course, if there will be more than one leasee, the lessor will 

combine the incomes. 

o Security deposit – As mentioned earlier, lessors will expect a security deposit, 

1st month’s rent, and possibly last month’s rent. 

 

VI. Medical 

1.  Send a set of health insurance cards to college with your teen. 

2.  While students can utilize the school’s medical services, they may be referred to a doctor 

outside of the school; therefore, check the Preferred Provider List for your health insurance 

company and identify the doctors in your network. 

3.  Check the school website regarding any required physicals, vaccinations, etc., that your teen 

will need to attend their selected college and get those done at home and send them with the 

documents.  This information is usually available on the college website or in the welcome 

packet your teen received. 

 

 

 



 

VII. Identity Theft 

1.  If your teen is at least 18 years of age, have them pull their credit report now using a free 

website such as www.creditkarma.com or one of the credit bureaus.  The reason? Checking for 

identity theft.  At 18 years old, aside from a possible student loan, a person should not have any 

credit transactions on their credit report. 

 Children and deceased individuals are the number one targets for identity theft.  It is 

better to recognize identity theft before your teen goes off to college as it takes 

several months to clear a credit report of fraud. 

 Everyone should obtain a copy of their credit report on an annual basis.  It’s free! 

2.  Devise a plan for your teen to protect their personal information. 

 Have your teen use the home address for as many things as possible such as doctor 

bills, checking/savings account, etc. 

 Have them secure the material (e.g. social security card, birth certificate, etc.) they 

brought to college to use for school or their job. 

3.  Don’t flash your cash!   

 If a person can easily steal your cash, they will probably have access to your driver’s 

license, debit card, student ID card, and more.   

 Don’t give others a reason to go hunting in your things.   

 Carrying cash should be limited to small amounts.   

 Carrying large sums of cash attracts sticky fingers.   

 Use an app to manage your budget and to monitor your checking account.   

 

VIII.  PAFS Resources 

PAFS offers a personal finance course (both paperback and online) for teens that teaches these 

topics along with many other key financial principles and concepts.  We also started a new 

podcast, Financial Beeswax, which answers submitted finance questions and shares submitted 

tips and tricks from listeners.  Our website is www.p-afs.com   

 

 


