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You should save money for col-
lege expenses if you possibly can.
And if you’re worried about how
that savings might hurt your child’s
financial aid eligibility, then you’re
thinking about it wrong.

There is a persistent and mostly
mistaken belief that goes like this:
If we save, the colleges will just take
it. And if we don’t, we will qualify for
more help.

While there is a tiny germ of
truth to this supposed financial aid
penalty, the consequences of up-
per-middle-class people not saving
much are evident in the presiden-
tial campaign financial disclosures.
Martin O’Malley and Marco Rubio
each have four children. Two of Mr.
O’Malley’s children have finished
college, and he and his wife owe
roughly $340,000 for their tuition.
The Rubios have put away tens of
thousands of dollars, and their el-
dest is three years from starting
college.

Every family lucky enough to
have some spare money and sav-
ings options does what it does for
its own reasons. But no one should
choose not to save out of ignorance
of how the system actually works.

So let’s start here: The awarding
of financial aid is a mix of science
and art. It is enormously complicat-

ed, and it’s not your fault if you don’t
understand it. While it’s true that
families with ever-higher incomes
are qualifying for some financial
aid purely on the basis of what they
can afford to pay, those with healthy
earnings probably won’t qualify
for a lot of need-based grants and
scholarships — the free money that
you don’t have to pay back — unless
they have more than one child in
college at the same time.

The process begins with filling
out the Free Application for Feder-
al Student Aid, otherwise known as
Fafsa. Then the federal government
determines your Expected Family

Contribution, or E.F.C. The gov-
ernment gives away money in the
form of Pell and other grants, but
most people who have the ability
to save a decent amount for college
probably earn too much to qualify
for those. So that means you will be
seeking grant money from the col-
lege itself.

The E.F.C. formula is intricate,
but the things it emphasizes are
clear. Your income matters much
more than your savings. The E.F.C.
will suggest that you should devote
a sliding amount up to 47 percent of

your income to college expenses in
any given year, though it will count
only up to 5.64 percent of parents’
assets, like those in a 529 college
savings plan.

Ann Garcia, a financial planner at
Beacon Rock Partners in Portland,
Ore., says she hears about the sav-
ings penalty myth so much that she
recently tried to explain it on her
blog. By her calculations, the E.F.C.
for a typical family with two chil-
dren and $41,000 in college savings
would rise by $1,322 because of that
savings. That’s a nominal amount,
given the considerable balance.
“Not saving for college penalizes
you a whole lot more,” she said.

But perhaps you just don’t have the
money. Or, you are tempted to favor
retirement saving over putting six
figures aside for college. Can’t you
count on these expensive colleges to
help you out with grant money once
your child is ready to enroll? Don’t
bet on it. Sure, you can assume that
your numbers will make you needy
enough to receive those grants. But
that’s only the beginning.

Choosing not to save is also a big
bet on the college — that it will ad-
mit students regardless of what their
E.F.C. says they need, that it will
meet every cent of that need, and
that it will do so with grants and not
by telling you to borrow it. According
to 2013-14 estimates from the College
Board, students and their families
borrowed $106 billion in that period,

compared with the
$48 billion that
schools gave
away in grant
money.

Your child
will then need
to win admis-
sion to the
college even
to have a
shot at getting
grants. Many
colleges award
something called
“merit aid” to stu-
dents who raise the
profile of the entering
class.

The financial aid rules could
change, too. You, however, are try-
ing to make financial plans right
now. And when your child is 8 years
old, you know little about his or
her aptitude. Choosing not to save
because you hope to win the merit
lottery a decade hence seems like a
big wager, not just on your offspring
but on colleges that can be fickle in
their choices.

“It’s as if you submitted your tax
return to five different countries,”
as Kalman A. Chany puts it in the
2016 edition of “Paying for College
Without Going Broke.”

In theory, not saving also puts
your family at risk of picking the col-
lege that is the best financial choice
and not the one that has the best

shot at helping your child thrive.
Or, you could be like the O’Malleys.
They paid Catholic school tuition,
too, and didn’t have a lot of college
savings. But they chose to borrow a
lot of money, banking on their abil-
ity to earn more later and pay it all
back.

In most every instance, saving
can only help. Kenneth F. Robinson,
a financial planner in Cleveland,
looks at the Fafsa and E.F.C. for-
mulas and doesn’t think it’s a close
call. “If you saved $1,000 less, you’d
generally have $56 more in finan-
cial need,” he said. “So would you
rather have the extra $944? I know
I would.”
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Q & A

¶How can I make sure a doctor
I am seeing is in my health
plan’s network?
Your plan should provide a di-
rectory, either in print or online.
But such lists may be outdated,
so you should always call your
insurer and your doctor and
double-check before you arrive
for care, said Lisa Gill, a deputy
editor at Consumer Reports.

¶What if I can’t afford a medical
bill?
Compare the bill with the ex-
planation of benefits provided
by your insurer, to make sure
you actually owe for all of the
charges, said Erin Singleton of
the Patient Advocate Founda-
tion. Contact your provider to
discuss discounts or payment
plans. Patients with certain
conditions may qualify for help
for some drugs and treatments
from the foundation’s co-pay re-
lief program.

Save Now for College. It Pays.

Medical
Expenses
Go Higher

Animal House Moves Next Door

To Get at the Roots of Spending, Pay Attention

AUSTIN, Tex. — The houses
are often among the nicest on the
block, or at least the biggest. Then
the telltale signs appear, includ-
ing an electronic touch pad on the
door that makes it easy for people
to get in without a key. The ads on
HomeAway or Airbnb confirm it: A
party house has come to the neigh-
borhood.

Some neighbors have warmed in
recent years to travelers dragging
suitcases through their residential
neighborhoods. But when prof-
it-seeking entrepreneurs furnish
homes they do not live in to make
them attractive to big groups and
then rent out those houses, parties
and noise are inevitable.

And so it goes here in Austin,
where a group of enraged residents
have taken their complaints to the
city. Austin made rules in 2012 that
were meant to keep short-term
rentals under control, but the neigh-
bors argue that many of the rules
are unenforceable.

In October, I rented one of the

most notorious party houses in Aus-
tin and invited the neighbors over
for a chat. Where do the rights of
property owners to rent out their
homes end, and those of quiet-loving
neighbors begin? Do all home shop-
pers now need to be on the lookout
for nearby problem properties? And
if so, what might happen to home
values when revelers can bunk up
next door on any given night?

These are not new questions.
What’s new is how easy it has be-
come for people to make money
by listing rooms or homes for rent.
This is particularly true in good-
time destinations like Austin.

When Austin tried to bring some
order to the proceedings, it limited

the number of unrelated people who
could stay in one place at one time
to six. Nevertheless, listings began
appearing all over the city advertis-
ing beds for 10 or 15 people, or more.
Austin has become a popular bach-
elor party destination, and the web-
site Thrillist described one Airbnb
listing as “the perfect place to bed
down for a bonkers bachelor party,
as it’s a short bike ride from down-
town, just the right blend of weird &
huge, and not at all unaccustomed
to rowdy entertainment.”

Emmy Jodoin lives next door to
that house with her family. “It is
loud, and there is live music and
karaoke stuff, and it’s all done out-
side because of the pool,” she said.
“They’re out in front at 4 in the af-
ternoon waiting for their Uber to
come, drunk on the front lawn.”

Homeowners had other com-
plaints, including trash bins over-
flowing with beer cans, public uri-
nation, catcalling, foul language,
racist remarks and the appearance
of a rainbow-colored painted pony.
Many of the complaints result when
there are well over six people stay-
ing at these houses. “Determining
how many are occupying versus

just visiting is almost impossible,”
said Carl Smart of Austin’s code de-
partment.

At HomeAway, which is based in
Austin and also owns Vrbo.com, ex-
ecutives did not want a ban and said
that renting out one’s home on a
short-term basis was a fundamental
right. Nor do they think that it is a
commercial activity. “It’s a residen-
tial use of the property,” said Matt
Curtis, who runs its governmental
relations efforts. “It’s no more a
business than someone renting it
out long-term would be a business.”

The house where I stayed has re-
ceived 15 complaints, and the city
has suspended its license once. Ja-
son Martin, a part owner, sends a list
of house rules to guests urging them
not to disturb the neighbors. “It is ex-
tremely professionally run,” he said.

The neighbors I invited over were
especially concerned about their
property values. Jessie Neufeld put
it most bluntly. “They are leverag-
ing our neighborhood for their prof-
it, telling people to come stay in this
beautiful place where you would
like to pretend that you live,” she
said. “And they are making people
miserable.”

Despite recent gains in the num-
ber of Americans who have health
insurance, many are still faced with
paying for care out of pocket be-
cause of high deductibles.

A new analysis from the Kai-
ser Family Foundation found that
while health care premiums were
growing modestly, employers were
continuing to shift costs to workers
in the form of higher deductibles —
the amount patients must pay be-
fore their insurance kicks in. More
workers have annual deductibles,
and the average this year is more
than $1,300 for a single person, Kai-
ser found.

Insurers and employers say that
the idea is that if people are respon-
sible for more of the cost of their
care, they will be more careful about
how much they spend. But many
Americans continue to be surprised
by big bills for medical care they
thought their health plan would
cover, according to research from
Consumer Reports.

In addition, patients are often
tripped up by charges for out-of-
network care. Most health plans
negotiate a discounted rate for care
within an approved network of doc-
tors and hospitals. But if patients go
outside the sanctioned list — even
unwittingly — they will pay more.
Professionals working in a hospital
that’s in your plan don’t necessarily
belong to it themselves.

It’s important to be familiar with
the details of your health plan,
health care experts say.

As you weigh changes to your
coverage, you may want to consider
paying a higher monthly premium
to lower your deductible, said Mark
Rukavina, a health care consultant
near Boston.

“It’s tempting to go with the low-
er-premium plan,” he said. “But the
important question to ask is: ‘Can
I come up with that $2,000, or that
$5,000, if I had to?’”

In personal finance, most advice
seems to focus on playing defense.
We’re always looking for ways to
build bigger and better walls to pro-
tect ourselves from bad behavior:
Cut up the credit cards. Pay only
with cash. Stick to a budget.

There is certainly value in defen-
sive measures that help make good
behavior automatic. But they seem
to fall short when it comes to our
spending. We’ve all tried sticking
to a budget through sheer grit and
willpower. It seems to work fantas-
tically — until it doesn’t.

A recent experience makes me
wonder if there might be a differ-
ent way. It started with a trip to the
sandwich chain Jimmy John’s.

I love the No. 9 Unwich (it’s a wrap
with lettuce instead of bread). Over
the last few years, I’ve probably or-
dered it for lunch more than 50 times.
One day, I realized that I didn’t know
how much one cost. On my next trip,
I made a point to pay attention. In

Park City, Utah, a No. 9
Unwich costs $7.50.

Days later, as I drove
toward Jimmy John’s,
I thought about how
lunch was going to cost
$7.50. I then remem-
bered the leftovers at
home. I went home for
lunch. Noticing what
the No. 9 cost one day
changed my behav-
ior on another. As my
friend Scott Kelley, a life
coach, likes to say, “One
day nothing changed,

but everything was different.”
There is something to this pro-

cess. After all, the defensive mea-
sures we have relied on are like
hacking at the branches of an over-
grown tree. The tree looks good for
a bit, and then it doesn’t again. Sure,

trimming a tree is important, but
the roots are far more important for
long-term health. Similarly, this fo-
cus on tips and tricks to control our
spending might be important, but
what is far more important is the in-
ner work we can do by paying atten-
tion to what we do with our money.

What if spending without notic-
ing what we’re doing is at the root
of our problem with overspending?
If that’s true, then the simple act of
noticing what we’re doing is at the
root of the solution. Why not test my
theory?

To be clear, noticing isn’t judging.
Noticing is about gathering infor-
mation to help us better align our
choices and our values. Only then
can we come out from behind our
walls and stop worrying that we’re
going to ruin our financial futures
with one bad decision.
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PARTY CENTRAL This
house in Austin, Tex.,
which has rules against
parties, includes a
game foyer on the
second-floor landing.
It has been the subject
of 15 complaints about
those who have rented
it.
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