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Life After College
Get Ready for the Big Transition

The transition from college life to the working world can be 
an exciting experience.  As a college graduate, you’ll face new 
challenges as you search for jobs, evaluate job offers, budget 
your income, and understand the importance of savings, 
student loan repayment and insurance.
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The Iowa College Access Network® (ICAN) helps individuals attain their 
educational and career goals.  The ICAN College Planning Centers provide 
free information and support to students and their families to help plan for 
and succeed in postsecondary education.

Take Advantage of ICAN’s Free Services

 Explore  ` www.ICANsucceed.org for advice and information on 
succeeding with your education, finances and life after college.

 Get `  one-on-one assistance with your financial aid forms.

 Register for ICAN’s `  monthly e-newsletter.

 Request free money management `  publications.
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Evaluate a Job Offer

Once an employer offers you a job, several personal and professional factors 
need to be considered before you accept the position.  Ask yourself if this is a 
job that you’ll be happy with.  You should also make certain that you’re being 
competitively compensated.  Ask yourself these additional questions to help you 
determine if the job is right for you:

Do I understand the job duties? `

Will I have an opportunity to advance within the company? `

Do I see a future with the company? `

Does the employer offer benefits? `

Research salaries for both your field and the geographic area you’ll be living in 
to make sure your salary is in line with what others receive and covers your living 
expenses.  The career services office on your campus may offer information about 
salaries in specific fields.  You can also research salaries on Web sites such as 
www.salary.com or www.cbsalary.com.

Resume, Cover Letter 
And Interview Tips

For tips on creating a resume 
and cover letter, preparing 
for a job interview, and 
other life-after-college tips, 
visit your college’s career 
services office or go to 
www.ICANsucceed.org.

A college education is a major investment in your future.  You worked hard to earn 
your education, which will enable you to succeed in your chosen field after you 
graduate.  Before you can enter the working world, you need to search and apply 
for jobs.  Although many jobs require specific skills, expertise and experience, 
most employers want a few additional qualities in employees.

Highlight Your Skills

When you create your resume and write your cover letter, showcase your 
skills.  Several important skills and characteristics that employers seek in 
potential employees are listed below.  In interviews, provide specific examples 
to complement your resume and cover letter to increase your chance of being 
offered the job.

Key Skills

 Communication. `   Give specific examples of your speaking and 
writing abilities.

 Motivation.  `  Explain what motivates you to be a successful student 
and employee.

 Leadership and teamwork.  `  Describe how you took on leadership roles 
and worked with others on projects.

 Problem-solving.  `  Give examples of how you recognized problems and 
solved them.

Flexibility. `   Offer examples of how you adapted to change in the past.

 Professionalism. `   Dress neatly and appropriately for the interview, and pay 
attention to your personal grooming.
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Evaluate a Benefits Package

Most employers offer benefits to attract and retain employees, but they don’t 
have to.  If your potential employer offers benefits, they may pay only a portion 
or none of the costs.  Before accepting a job offer, you should know what types of 
benefits your prospective employer offers and how much of the cost you may be 
asked to cover out of your paychecks.

  ` Health insurance helps cover the cost of your medical expenses.  Two 
common health care plans include a health maintenance organization 
(HMO) and a preferred provider organization (PPO).  Employers may also 
offer vision, dental and prescription coverage.

  ` Disability insurance assists you if an injury or 
sickness prevents you from being able to work.  
Disability insurance, which is available in both 
short-term and long-term coverage options, 
will replace a percentage of your income while 
you’re unable to work, typically for a set period 
of time.

  ` Life insurance helps with expenses for your 
family in the event of your untimely death.  
Generally, employers who provide life insurance 
offer coverage equal to one to two times your 
annual salary.  Depending on your personal 
circumstances, it may be a good idea to 
have coverage that equals between five 
to 10 times your annual salary, which 
means you may need to obtain additional 
life insurance coverage on your own.  This 
benefit is paid to your beneficiary.

Take Advantage of Your Employer’s 401(k) Plan

If you contribute 6% of your salary from each paycheck and 
your employer matches 50% of your contributions, the 3% from 
your employer is free money offered to you as an incentive to 
contribute to your retirement savings.  This adds up to a total 
contribution of 9% of your annual salary.

Your Annual Salary:  $30,000

6% Contribution from You: $1,800

3% Employer Match (Free Money!): $900

Total Annual Contribution: $2,700

  ` Retirement benefits, such as a 401(k) plan or its equivalent, allow you 
to contribute a pretax portion of each paycheck to retirement savings.  
Employers may match a portion of your contributions up to a certain 
percentage of your salary, though many have vesting schedules that 
require you to work a certain amount of time before you receive the 
maximum match.

 If your employer offers a 401(k) plan, start contributing as soon as  –
possible, especially if your employer will match your contribution.  Often, 
employers will contribute 50 cents or more for each dollar (up to a set 
limit) you contribute to your retirement account.

  ` Vacation and sick time are usually earned based on the amount of 
hours or days worked in a pay period.  Other employers offer vacation 
time based on the number of months or years an employee has worked 
for the company.

 Other perks `  may also be available, such as day care programs, education 
reimbursement, fitness facilities, professional association memberships, 
employee discounts and much more.
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As you prepare for life after college, you may be overwhelmed thinking about how 
you’re going to manage your monthly rent, student loan payment, car payment, 
credit card debt and other expenses.

Create a Budget

To help put your mind at ease, create a budget.  You can use the sample budget 
to the right to get started.

Identify your income.1.   Estimate all your income sources.

 2. Track your expenses.  Determine how you’ll spend your money.  Record 
all your monthly expenses, which may include housing, groceries, car 
payment, utilities, entertainment and other bills.

 Check out the result.3.   Add up your monthly income.  Then add up your 
monthly expenses.  Subtract your total expenses from your total income.

 If you earn more than you spend, you may want to apply extra money to  `
your debts and ramp up your savings plan.

 If you spend more than you earn, think of ways you can reduce  `
expenses.  Make sure you live within your means.  To cut back, start 
thinking of your expenses as needs or wants.  A need is essential for 
survival, such as food and shelter.  A want is something you could live 
without, like cable TV.

Manage Your Income

Create a plan for managing your new income.  Remember that your 
take-home pay will be less than your actual salary due to:

Federal, state, Social Security and Medicare taxes. `

Insurance benefits, which are typically deducted pretax. `

Retirement plan contributions, which are also usually deducted pretax. `
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Budget Work Sheet

Monthly Income Your Budget

Monthly Income $

Monthly Health Benefits – $

Monthly Retirement Contributions – $

Pretax Income $

(Adjust for Estimated 25% Tax Rate) x $0.75

Total Monthly Income = $

Monthly Expenses

Rent or House Payment $

Utilities (Water, Electricity, Gas, Garbage) $

Meals and Groceries $

Phone, Internet and Cable $

Transportation (Payment, Insurance, Gas, 
Maintenance)

$

Clothing and Personal Expenses $

Entertainment $

Savings $

Credit Card Payment $

Student Loan Payment $

Other $

Total Monthly Expenses = $

Net Income $

Total Monthly Expenses – $

Balance = $

Monthly Life After College Budget Work Sheet

Use this work sheet to create your budget.  If an item doesn’t apply to you, leave 
it blank.



Easy Ways to Save

Limit the number of 
times you dine out, eat 
fast food or drink expensive 
coffee each week to make 
your hard-earned dollars 
go further.

Monitor Your Spending

A budget is a financial tool that can last a lifetime.  Review and adjust your budget 
to make sure it continues to work for you as your income and expenses change.

Little Changes Add Up to Big Savings

If you’re thinking of ways to cut back on your spending, you can take many small 
steps to save a little each month.

 Carpool with friends or coworkers, or check out public transportation, to  `
save on vehicle costs.  You’ll also be doing something good for the planet!

Take a bag lunch to work instead of dining out. `

Rent DVDs instead of going to the movie theater. `

 Make cell phone, credit card and other payments on time to avoid costly  `
late fees and keep your credit history on the right track.

Use coupons and buy nonperishable products in bulk. `

Avoid using credit cards to pay for living expenses. `

When it comes to paying back your student loans, remember that you alone 
are responsible.  Repaying your student loans is a serious legal and financial 
obligation, so you need to set aside enough money in your budget each month 
to make your student loan payment on time and in full.

Know Your Monthly Payment Amount

To use this chart, find the amount in the first column that best represents 
your federal student loan debt.  Follow the row across to the column that best 
approximates your loan’s interest rate.

Note:  This chart is intended to show only the amount of monthly payments required at various debt 
and interest rate levels under the 10-Year Standard Repayment Plan (120 monthly payments).  The 
Amount Owed represents the total balance outstanding at the time of repayment.  The final payment 
may be more or less than the amount indicated.

Federal Student Loan Repayment Chart
Total Monthly Payment at Various Interest Rates

Amount Owed 4.50% 5.60% 6.00% 6.80%

$1,000 $50 $50 $50 $50

$5,500 $57 $60 $61 $63

$8,500 $88 $93 $94 $98

$10,000 $104 $109 $111 $115

$13,500 $140 $147 $150 $155

$15,000 $155 $164 $167 $173

$17,000 $176 $185 $189 $196

$18,500 $192 $202 $205 $213

$20,000 $207 $218 $222 $230

$25,500 $264 $278 $283 $293

$30,000 $311 $327 $333 $345

$40,000 $415 $436 $444 $460

$50,000 $518 $545 $555 $575
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Repayment Assistance Options

When you took out your student loans, you agreed to repay them on time and 
in full.  If you have trouble making your monthly student loan payments, it’s your 
responsibility to contact your lender or servicer immediately to discuss your 
repayment assistance options.

Deferment and Forbearance

Under certain circumstances, you may have the right to postpone or reduce your 
payments by using a deferment or forbearance.

Deferment postpones your loan payments, and for federal student loans, 
deferment is an entitlement for specific circumstances.  During deferment, the 
federal government pays the interest charges for Subsidized Stafford Loans, but 
you are responsible for the interest charges on 
Unsubsidized Stafford Loans.

If you don’t pay the interest charges during the 
deferment period, the interest will be capitalized, 
which increases the total amount owed on your 
loan.  You should make payments that at least 
cover your accrued interest to avoid increases in 
your loan balance.  You can’t receive a deferment if 
your loan is in default.

If you plan to attend graduate school, you may 
qualify for an in-school deferment if you attend on 
at least a half-time basis.

Forbearance is a temporary postponement of payments to the principal allowed 
by your lender or servicer.  Forbearances are usually granted at the lender’s 
discretion, typically if you have extreme financial hardship or other unusual 
circumstances and don’t qualify for a deferment.  Specific situations allow you a 
mandatory forbearance for your federal student loans.  A mandatory forbearance 
may be granted if you:

Perform military service or are involved in a military mobilization. `

 Have exceeded the maximum 24 months of internship/residency deferment. `

 Can show that repayment of your loan(s) would constitute a hardship under  `
your current economic situation.

 Reside in a geographic area that has been designated a disaster area by the  `
president of the United States or Mexico, the prime minister of Canada or the 
governor of a state.

You are responsible for interest charges for both Subsidized and Unsubsidized 
Stafford Loans during a forbearance period.  You may not be required to make 
interest payments during forbearance, but any interest that accrues will capitalize 
and increase the total amount you must repay over time.  By making monthly 
payments that cover at least the interest, you will keep the amount you owe from 
increasing while using a forbearance.  You can’t receive a forbearance if your loan is 
in default.

Consolidation

Another option for repayment is Federal Student Loan Consolidation.  When you 
consolidate, your existing federal student loans are combined into one new loan, 
allowing you to make one payment each month to one lender.  Consolidating your 
loans is one way to lower your monthly payment amount, but it may also increase 
the length of the repayment period.  Extending the repayment term means you will 
pay more in interest charges over the life of the loan.



Contact Your Insurance Agent

For more information on the types of insurance available to you and what may 
be required by law, contact a local insurance agent.  Find out if you can save 
money by purchasing your auto and renter’s insurance from the same agent or 
insurance company.

Prepare for the Unexpected

Whether it’s a car accident, serious illness or losing a job, unexpected things can 
happen in life, and it’s necessary to be prepared just in case.  Part of being a good 
money manager means being financially prepared for the unexpected.

Get Insured

Renter’s insurance can protect your belongings in an apartment or rental 
property against fire, vandalism, theft and certain natural disasters.  Renter’s 
insurance may also offer liability coverage in case someone is injured on your 
property.  Renter’s insurance is usually inexpensive and could save you from 
having to pay out-of-pocket to replace all your belongings.

Auto insurance policies contain different types of coverage, some of which 
are required by state law.  Auto insurance policies may include a deductible 
amount that you pay before the insurance company will cover the remainder 
of the damages.
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You’re just graduating from college, so retirement is probably a distant concept.  
If you fail to start preparing for retirement now, though, you may be making a 
costly mistake.  Your budget should include regular savings.  By starting now, 
you’ll be able to save your money and watch it grow.

Pay Yourself First

One way to get into the habit of paying yourself first is to put money directly into 
your savings account before you have the chance to spend 
it.  Some employers will direct-deposit your paycheck 
and at your direction split your income into 
your checking and savings accounts.  Your bank may 
do this if your employer doesn’t.  With the money 
placed directly into your savings account, it’s easy to 
pay yourself first.

Create an Emergency Fund

Set aside money each month for emergency situations.  
Experts recommend keeping cash equal to at least 
three to six months of your average living expenses 
in a savings account that you can easily access in 
case of an emergency.  Without an emergency 
fund, you might feel forced to use a credit card, 
which could take years to pay off.  Having cash set 
aside will help you stay within your budget if an 
emergency occurs.
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