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Unit 8 - Weeks 11-12
College, Career & Independence

Higher education, student loans, job offers, and financial independence

LESSON 8.1

The True Cost of College

¢ Distinguish sticker price from net price and explain which actually determines affordability
e Use the ROI framework to evaluate a specific degree
o Identify at least three alternatives to a traditional 4-year degree

¢ Explain what the Net Price Calculator does and how to use it

College is often described as an investment — and it can be. But like any investment, it has to be evaluated
based on what you put in versus what you get out. The "cost of college" is not just tuition. It's the full four-
year financial commitment, including opportunity costs, and it varies enormously depending on the
school, the degree, and whether you finish on time. Understanding the real numbers before you commit

is one of the highest-value financial decisions a teenager can make.

The sticker price is the published cost of attendance — tuition, fees, room and board — and it is almost
never what you actually pay. Four-year private universities average around $55,000-$60,000 per year
in sticker price. Four-year public universities average $25,000—-$30,000 for in-state students. But net
price — what you pay after grants and scholarships — is often dramatically lower, especially at private
schools with large endowments. A $70,000/year private university that offers you a $40,000 annual
grant costs you $30,000 — potentially less than a public school with a smaller aid package. Always

calculate net price, never sticker price, when comparing schools.

Financial aid comes in three forms with very different implications. Grants and scholarships are
free money — they don't need to be repaid. Federal grants (Pell Grant, up to $7,395/year for low-income
students), institutional grants (from the college itself), and private scholarships all fall here. Grants and
scholarships are the goal — maximize these first. Work-study is federally subsidized part-time
employment, typically on campus, that you earn and spend — it's income, not a gift. Loans must be
repaid with interest and should be taken only after exhausting all grant and scholarship options. A
financial aid package that's mostly loans isn't generous — it's debt dressed up as opportunity.The
completion rate is the most underappreciated college statistic. Only about 60% of four-year college

students complete their degree in six years. Students who don't finish leave with debt but without the
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credential — the worst financial outcome. A college with a 45% graduation rate is not a bargain at any
price. When evaluating schools, look up the 6-year graduation rate (available at College Scorecard at
collegescorecard.ed.gov). Also look up the median earnings of graduates 10 years after enrollment — this

data is available at the same source and gives you a reality check on return on investment.

Degree and career alignment is the other side of the ROI equation. A degree in a field with strong
employment prospects and meaningful salary growth is a different financial proposition than a degree in
a field with limited job openings. This isn't an argument against any particular field of study — it's an
argument for being clear-eyed about the financial trade-offs. If you want to pursue a lower-paying field,
you can manage the investment by minimizing debt (community college, in-state school, scholarships),
supplementing with skills that increase employability, and being realistic about lifestyle expectations

early in your career.

Community college as a financial strategy is dramatically underutilized. Completing your first two
years at a community college ($3,000—$5,000/year) and transferring to a four-year university to finish
saves $30,000—$60,000 with the same degree at the end. Many states have guaranteed transfer
agreements between community colleges and state universities. The degree you receive says the four-year
institution on it — not "community college transfer." For students uncertain about their major, two years

of lower-cost exploration before committing to an expensive four-year school is financially prudent.

The loan-to-salary rule is the most actionable guideline for college borrowing: your total student loan
debt at graduation should not exceed your expected first-year salary. If you're entering a field paying
$45,000 to start, borrowing $45,000 or less is manageable. Borrowing $90,000 is a serious financial
strain. Borrowing $120,000 to enter a $40,000/year field is a near-certain path to financial difficulty.
Look up entry-level salaries in your intended field at bls.gov before committing to a borrowing level —

not after you've signed for the loans.

College decision framework: Calculate net price (not sticker price) at each school. Compare
financial aid packages carefully — grants vs. loans matters enormously. Look up 6-year
graduation rates and post-graduation earnings at collegescorecard.ed.gov. Apply the loan-to-
salary rule to any borrowing. Consider community college for years 1—2. Apply for every
scholarship you can find — free money doesn't run out unless you don't apply for it. The right
college is affordable, has a strong completion rate, and leads to a career that justifies the

investment.
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Term Definition

Sticker price The published cost of attendance — tuition, fees, room, and board

— before any grants or scholarships are applied

Net price The actual cost you pay after subtracting all grants and scholarships

— often dramatically lower than sticker price

Net Price Calculator A tool required on every college website that estimates your actual

cost based on family finances — use before applying

ROI Return on Investment — for college: comparing lifetime earnings

with the degree vs. without it, minus total cost and foregone wages

1x salary rule The guideline that total student loan debt should not exceed your

expected first-year salary after graduation

Community college Completing two years at a community college then transferring to a
pathway four-year university — same degree, dramatically lower total cost
Opportunity cost The value of what you give up — four years of potential full-time

earnings is a major hidden cost of a traditional college degree

Credential A degree, certificate, or license that formally validates competency

in a field — the ultimate deliverable of any educational investment
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LESSON 8.2
Financial Aid & FAFSA

e Explain the FAFSA process and what the SAI determines
¢ Distinguish between grants, scholarships, work-study, and loans
e Decode a sample financial aid award letter to identify free vs. borrowed money

¢ Identify three strategies to maximize financial aid

The FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) is a form that determines your eligibility for
federal financial aid — grants, work-study, and federal loans. It also serves as the application for most
state aid programs and is required by the majority of colleges to award their own institutional aid. Filing
the FAFSA is not optional if you want financial help paying for college. And yet millions of eligible
students don't file it every year — leaving billions of dollars in free aid unclaimed simply because they

didn't know to apply or assumed they wouldn't qualify.

The FAFSA opens on October 1 for the following academic year. Earlier is better — some aid is first-
come, first-served, and state aid programs in particular can run out. The form is available at
studentaid.gov and takes most families 30—60 minutes to complete. You'll need tax information (the
FAFSA now pulls directly from the IRS in most cases, simplifying this significantly), Social Security
numbers, and information about assets. You can list up to 20 schools to receive your information

simultaneously — you don't have to decide where you're going first.

The FAFSA calculates your Student Aid Index (SAI) — a number that represents your family's
expected financial contribution toward college costs. This replaced the older "Expected Family
Contribution" formula in 2024. A lower SAI means more need-based aid eligibility. An SAI of zero or
negative indicates maximum eligibility for need-based grants. Your SAI doesn't determine exactly how
much aid you get — each college uses it as an input to build your specific aid package, which varies

between schools. The same SAI can result in very different aid packages at different institutions.

Types of federal aid the FAFSA unlocks: The Pell Grant is the foundational federal grant for low-to-
moderate income students — up to $7,395/year (2024-25), free money that doesn't require repayment.
Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants (FSEOG) provide additional grant
funds at participating schools, up to $4,000/year, for students with exceptional financial need. Federal

Work-Study provides part-time job opportunities, typically on campus or with nonprofits, to earn
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money for educational expenses. And federal student loans — subsidized and unsubsidized — with

fixed rates, income-driven repayment options, and more protections than private loans.

Scholarships are the other major source of free aid and require active searching and application. Your
school's guidance counselor is a resource. Websites like Scholarships.com, Fastweb, and Bold.org
aggregate thousands of scholarships by eligibility criteria. Local organizations — community foundations,
civic groups, employers in your area — often offer scholarships with fewer applicants than national ones,
improving your odds. Merit scholarships from colleges (awarded for academic achievement, artistic
talent, or other factors) can be substantial — some cover full tuition. Apply broadly and early; scholarship

deadlines often fall in December—February for the following fall.

Understanding your financial aid award letter requires careful reading. Colleges present aid
packages in their own formats, making direct comparison difficult. Always break down the award into:
total grants and scholarships (free money), work-study (earned income), and loans (debt). Two schools
may list identical "total aid" but one package may be 70% grants and one may be 70% loans — radically
different financial situations. Calculate your actual net cost at each school: total cost of attendance minus

free money (grants and scholarships) only. Do not subtract loans from the cost — you'll be paying those
back.

Appealing your aid package is possible and more common than people realize. If your financial
circumstances have changed (job loss, medical expenses, family changes), or if a competing school offered
significantly better aid, you can contact the financial aid office and request a review. Bring
documentation. Be professional and specific. Not every appeal succeeds, but many do — schools want to
enroll students and have some flexibility in their aid packages. The worst they can say is no, and you'll be

in the same position as before you asked.

FAFSA action plan: Create your StudentAid.gov account now (even before senior year) and
gather the documents you'll need. File your FAFSA as early as possible after October 1 of your
senior year. Apply to at least one financial safety school where you're confident of acceptance and
strong aid. Compare award letters carefully — separate free money from loans. Apply for at
least 5—10 scholarships. And remember: financial aid packages are renewable annually but not

guaranteed — maintain the GPA and enrollment requirements that come with your awards.
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Term Definition

FAFSA Free Application for Federal Student Aid — required to access federal

grants, loans, and work-study; available October 1 each year

Student Aid Index A number calculated from your FAFSA data estimating your family's
expected contribution — schools use it to determine need-based aid
eligibility

Grant Free money for college that never needs to be repaid — awarded based on

financial need (Pell Grant) or by the institution

Scholarship Free money for college that never needs to be repaid — awarded based on

merit, talent, community membership, or financial need

Work-study A federally subsidized part-time campus job — the money is earned

through work, not gifted or borrowed

Subsidized loan A federal student loan where the government pays the interest while you're

in school at least half-time — balance doesn't grow during enrollment

Unsubsidized loan A federal student loan that accrues interest from the day it is disbursed —

balance grows during school years unless you pay the interest

Award letter A school's formal financial aid offer — lists all aid types together, requiring

you to separate free money from loans yourself
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LESSON 8.3
Student Loans — Borrow Smart

Apply the "borrow no more than first-year salary" rule to a real scenario

Explain how interest capitalization increases loan balance

Compare standard vs. income-driven repayment plans

Distinguish federal from private student loans and explain why federal comes first

You've already covered how student loans work mechanically. This lesson focuses on the strategic
decisions — how much to borrow, which loans to take, and how to repay them in a way that doesn't define
your financial life for the next decade. The stakes are real: the average borrower takes 10—-20 years to
repay student loans, and high debt loads are consistently linked to delayed home-ownership, delayed
family formation, and reduced retirement savings. Borrowing smart is one of the most consequential

financial decisions you'll ever make.

Borrow only what you need — not what you're offered. Loan offers in your financial aid package
represent the maximum you can borrow, not a recommendation. Students who borrow the maximum
often spend the excess on lifestyle rather than education, arriving at graduation with more debt than their
education required. Before accepting any loan, subtract your grants, scholarships, work-study earnings,
and family contributions from your total cost of attendance. The remainder is your real loan need. If that

number feels high, consider whether there are ways to reduce costs before borrowing more.

Federal loans first, always. Exhaust your federal loan eligibility before considering private loans.
Federal Direct Subsidized Loans (the best option) don't accrue interest while you're in school. Federal
Direct Unsubsidized Loans accrue interest but offer income-driven repayment and forgiveness
options private loans never will. Federal loan limits are capped — $27,000 total for dependent
undergraduates over four years — which provides some natural protection against over borrowing. If
you've hit federal limits and still need more, that's a signal to reconsider the school's affordability, not an

automatic reason to take out private loans.

Interest during school matters more than people realize. On an unsubsidized loan, interest
begins accruing immediately. If you can afford to make small interest payments while in school — even
$25—-$50/month — you prevent that interest from capitalizing (being added to your principal) at

graduation. A $5,500 unsubsidized freshman loan at 6.5% accrues about $358 in interest per year. Over

Teen Money Independence - Educational use only - Not financial advice



TEEN MONEY INDEPENDENCE  Unit 8: College, Career & Independence - Unit Guide

four years, that's $1,432 added to your balance if unpaid. Making even partial interest payments is one of

the highest-return financial moves available to college students with any income at all.

Repayment plan options are one of the strongest arguments for federal loans. The standard
repayment plan pays off your loans in 10 years with fixed monthly payments. Income-Driven
Repayment (IDR) plans cap your monthly payment at 5-10% of discretionary income — meaning if
you're earning little, you pay little, and the payment adjusts as your income changes. After 10—25 years
of qualifying payments (depending on the plan), remaining balances are forgiven. Public Service Loan
Forgiveness (PSLF) forgives remaining federal loan balances after 10 years of payments while working
for a government or nonprofit employer. These options don't exist for private loans, which is why federal

loans are worth prioritizing.

Refinancing and consolidation are options after graduation. Federal loan consolidation
combines multiple federal loans into one, potentially simplifying repayment but sometimes extending
the term (and total interest). Refinancing replaces your existing loans (federal or private) with a new
private loan — potentially at a lower interest rate if your credit score and income have improved since
graduation. The critical warning: refinancing federal loans into a private loan permanently eliminates
your access to income-driven repayment, deferment options, and loan forgiveness. Only refinance
federal loans if you have a stable, high income, are ineligible for forgiveness programs, and will save
significant money on interest. Otherwise, the flexibility of federal loans is worth more than a slightly

lower rate.

The psychological weight of student debt is worth acknowledging. Research consistently shows
that student loan debt — beyond its direct financial cost — reduces graduates' career flexibility, increases
financial stress, and affects major life decisions. This isn't an argument against borrowing for education
that genuinely improves your earning power and career satisfaction. It's an argument for borrowing the
minimum necessary, choosing a school whose cost aligns with its career outcomes, and having a clear

repayment plan before you take the first dollar.

Before you sign any loan: Calculate your projected monthly payment at studentaid.gov/loan-
simulator. Compare it to your projected starting salary (look up your intended field at bls.gov).
If the payment exceeds 10% of your estimated monthly net income, you're likely over borrowing.
Apply the loan-to-salary rule: total borrowing at graduation should not exceed expected first-
year salary. Know your repayment plan options before you need them. And borrow the least

amount that gets you to your degree — not the most you're offered.
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Interest capitalization When unpaid interest is added to your loan principal — future

interest then accrues on the larger balance, increasing total debt

Subsidized loan A federal loan where the government pays the interest while
you're enrolled at least half-time — balance doesn't grow during

school

Unsubsidized loan A federal loan that accrues interest from day one of

disbursement, whether or not you're enrolled

Income-Driven Repayment A federal repayment plan capping payments at 5-10% of
discretionary income — remaining balance forgiven after 20—25

years

PSLF Public Service Loan Forgiveness — federal loan forgiveness after
10 years of qualifying payments while working for government or

nonprofits

Grace period The 6-month window after graduation before federal loan
repayment begins — interest may accrue during this period on

unsubsidized loans

Default Failing to make loan payments for 270+ days — triggers severe
consequences including credit damage, wage garnishment, and

tax refund seizure

Deferment A temporary pause in required loan payments — interest may

still accrue on unsubsidized loans during deferment
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LESSON 8.4
Reading Your First Job Offer

e C(Calculate total compensation for two competing offers
¢ Identify the three most financially significant non-salary benefits
e Explain what a non-compete clause is and when to be concerned

e Describe what "at-will employment" means and its implications

Getting a job offer feels exciting — and it is. It also requires clear thinking at exactly the moment when
excitement makes clear thinking hardest. A job offer is a financial and legal agreement, and the salary
number on the offer letter is only one component of its total value. Understanding how to read, evaluate,
and — when appropriate — negotiate a job offer is a skill that can be worth tens of thousands of dollars
over your career. Most people never learn it, which means they leave real money on the table from their

very first job.

Base salary is the foundation of the offer — your annual or hourly compensation before taxes and
deductions. But the first number isn't necessarily the final number. Salary ranges exist for almost every
position, and employers typically offer somewhere in the middle, leaving room to negotiate. Research the
market rate for the role before receiving an offer — sites like Glassdoor, LinkedIn Salary, and the Bureau
of Labor Statistics (bls.gov) provide salary data by job title, industry, and location. Knowing the range
means you can evaluate whether the offer is at market, below market, or above market — and respond

accordingly.

Benefits are the second component of compensation, and their value can easily match or exceed your
salary in dollar terms. Health insurance: does the employer cover premiums, and how much?
Employer-sponsored health insurance can be worth $5,000—$15,000/year. Retirement plan: does the
employer offer a 401(k) or 403(b), and do they match contributions? A 3% employer match on a $40,000
salary is $1,200 in free money annually — only available if you contribute. Always contribute at least
enough to get the full employer match. Paid time off (PTO): how many vacation and sick days do you
get? 10 days vs. 20 days of PTO on a $40,000 salary is worth about $1,500 in compensated time. Other
benefits may include dental and vision insurance, life insurance, disability insurance, tuition
reimbursement, remote work options, flexible hours, and professional development budgets.

Calculating your true take-home pay from an offer is the next step. A $40,000 annual salary sounds
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concrete until you calculate net pay. Subtract federal income tax (roughly 12—22% depending on your
total income and deductions), FICA (7.65%), and state income tax if applicable. Then subtract your share
of health insurance premiums and any retirement contributions. On a $40,000 salary in a mid-tax state
with moderate benefits deductions, you might take home $28,000—$31,000 annually — about $2,300

—$2,600/month. Build your budget from that number, not the $40,000 headline.

Real numbers: Job A pays $62,000 with no benefits. Job B pays $57,000 but includes a
$600/month employer health premium and a 4% 401(k) match. Job B's true value: $57,000 +
$7,200 (health) + $2,280 (match) = $66,480. Job B is worth $4,480 more despite the lower salary.
This is why total compensation — not base salary — is the only number that matters when

comparing offers.

Term Definition

Base salary The fixed annual pay stated in the offer — before benefits, bonuses, or

other compensation elements are added

Total compensation The full economic value of an offer — base salary plus the monetary value

of all benefits, retirement contributions, PTO, and bonuses

401(k) match Free money your employer adds to your retirement account when you

contribute — always contribute enough to capture the full match

Vesting schedule The timeline for employer retirement contributions to fully become yours

— leaving before the schedule completes means forfeiting unvested funds

PTO Paid Time Off — vacation and sick days paid at your full salary rate; 15 days
of PTO on a $55,000 salary is worth approximately $3,175

Non-compete clause A contract term limiting your ability to work for competitors in a specific

area for a defined period after leaving the employer

Signing bonus A one-time payment offered to attract candidates — often subject to

clawback if you leave within 12—24 months of your start date

At-will employment Either party can end the employment relationship at any time for any legal

reason — standard in most US states
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LESSON 8.5
Negotiating Your Salary

e C(Calculate the 10-year compounding impact of a higher starting salary
e Research market rate for a specific role using at least two sources
e Practice the two key negotiation scripts

e Explain what to negotiate when base salary is non-negotiable

Salary negotiation is the highest-return activity available to most professionals — and also the most
avoided. Research consistently shows that fewer than 40% of workers negotiate their first job offer, yet
employers routinely make initial offers below their maximum authorized range specifically because they
expect negotiation. The people who negotiate earn more — not just at that job, but over their entire
careers, because future raises and offers are often calculated as percentages of your current salary.

Starting higher has permanent compounding effects. Not negotiating has permanent compounding costs.

Why people don't negotiate is worth understanding before you can overcome it. Fear of rejection —
the worry that asking will make you seem greedy or that the offer will be withdrawn. Lack of information
— not knowing what the market rate is, so you can't make a confident case. Social discomfort —
negotiating feels confrontational in a way that feels inconsistent with starting a positive relationship. And
a belief that the first number is fixed when it almost never is. Each of these is understandable and wrong.
Employers expect negotiation. Offers are almost never rescinded because a candidate negotiated

professionally. And being compensated fairly is not greedy — it's appropriate.

Research before you negotiate. Your leverage in a negotiation comes from knowing the market rate
for the role, location, and your experience level. Use multiple sources: Glassdoor (employee-reported
salaries by company and role), LinkedIn Salary (data from millions of LinkedIn members), Levels.fyi (for
tech roles), the Bureau of Labor Statistics (bls.gov — comprehensive industry and occupation data), and
professional associations in your field (many publish annual salary surveys). Get a sense of the range —

not just a single number — so you can anchor your ask at the upper portion of what's defensible.
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Think about it: If you accept $50,000 instead of negotiating to $53,000, and every future raise is
3% annually, you will earn roughly $34,000 less over ten years — from a single five-minute
conversation you avoided having. Negotiating is not aggressive. It is professional. Employers
expect it, budget for it, and often respect candidates more for doing it. The only guaranteed way to

lose a negotiation is to not have it.

Term Definition

Market rate The typical salary paid for a given role in a specific location — determined

by researching BLS, Glassdoor, and LinkedIn Salary data

Counter-offer Your response to an employer's initial offer — typically a specific number

higher than their offer, backed by market research

BATNA Best Alternative To a Negotiated Agreement — knowing your alternatives

strengthens your negotiating position

Anchor The first number stated in a negotiation — anchors the discussion and

influences the final outcome

Signing bonus A one-time payment offered at hire — often negotiable when base salary

isn't, and may be subject to repayment if you leave early

Exploding offer An offer with an artificially short deadline designed to prevent you from

comparing alternatives — a pressure tactic; always ask for reasonable time

Total compensation The complete economic value of a job offer including salary, benefits, PTO,

bonus, equity, and retirement contributions

Leverage Factors that strengthen your negotiating position — competing offers,

specialized skills, employer urgency, and strong market demand
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LESSON 8.6
Financial Independence Capstone — Your Complete
Roadmap

Calculate a personal net worth statement

Write three SMART financial goals with specific timelines

Articulate personal financial values in written form

e Compose a letter to their future self committing to specific financial habits

This is the final lesson of the entire curriculum. You've covered every major area of personal finance: how
money works, budgeting, saving, credit, taxes, investing, housing, insurance, college, and careers. The
goal of this capstone is not to summarize what you've learned — it's to build a complete, written financial
roadmap that takes you from where you are now to financial independence. Financial independence
doesn't mean being rich. It means having enough — enough savings, enough income, enough control over

your time — that work becomes a choice rather than a requirement.

The financial independence framework rests on one fundamental ratio: how much you spend vs.
how much you save and invest. The savings rate — the percentage of your income you save and invest
— is the single most powerful variable in your financial life. It determines both how fast you accumulate
wealth and how little you need to sustain your lifestyle. Someone saving 10% of income reaches financial
independence in roughly 40 years. Someone saving 25% gets there in about 30 years. Someone saving
50% can reach it in 17 years. The math doesn't lie: spending less and saving more compresses the timeline

dramatically, regardless of income level.

Your financial independence number is the amount of invested assets you need to live indefinitely
without working. The standard calculation uses the 4% rule: multiply your annual expenses by 25. If you
spend $40,000/year, your financial independence number is $1,000,000. If you spend $30,000/year,
it's $750,000. If you spend $60,000/year, it's $1,500,000. The 4% rule comes from research showing
that a diversified portfolio can sustain a 4% annual withdrawal rate indefinitely with high historical
probability. Knowing your number is motivating — it transforms an abstract aspiration into a concrete,

calculable goal with a specific milestone.

The financial independence roadmap has clear stages most people move through sequentially.

Stage 1 — Foundation: Get your first job, build an emergency fund of 3—6 months of expenses, pay
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off any high-interest debt, open a Roth IRA and start contributing. Stage 2 — Momentum: Maximize
retirement account contributions (Roth IRA + 401k if available), build savings for medium-term goals
(car, housing down payment), grow your income through skills and career advancement. Stage 3 —
Acceleration: Income has grown enough that significant savings is possible; taxable investment
accounts supplement retirement accounts; debt is minimal or eliminated. Stage 4 — Independence:

Investment portfolio reaches your financial independence number; work becomes optional.

Income growth is the accelerant that makes everything else easier. The most effective financial lever at
your age isn't cutting expenses more aggressively — it's increasing your earning capacity. Every skill
developed, credential earned, professional relationship built, and career risk taken wisely compounds
into higher income over time. Frugality without income growth has a ceiling. Income growth without
frugality generates lifestyle inflation. The combination — earning more and keeping your lifestyle growth
below your income growth — is what creates genuine financial independence, not just a comfortable

income.

The role of habits over math is something most financial education under emphasizes. The decisions
that determine your financial future aren't the big ones — they're the small ones made consistently over
decades. Automating savings so it happens without willpower. Reviewing your budget monthly so drift
gets caught early. Increasing your retirement contribution with every raise before lifestyle adjusts. Not
financing consumer goods on credit. Comparing insurance rates annually. These habits don't feel
dramatic, but compounded over 20—-30 years, they're worth hundreds of thousands of dollars in

outcomes.

The conversation you'll have for the rest of your life is about trade-offs: present consumption vs.
future security, lifestyle today vs. options tomorrow, spending certainty vs. saving uncertainty. There is
no universally correct answer. Someone who spends joyfully and saves modestly, having crafted a life of
deep experiences, has made a legitimate trade-off. Someone who saves aggressively and achieves financial
independence at 45 has made a different legitimate trade-off. What this curriculum has given you is the
knowledge to make those trade-offs deliberately — with clear eyes, accurate math, and an understanding

of where each path leads.
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Your final assignment: Write your financial independence number (annual expenses x 25).
Write your current net worth. Write your current savings rate. Write one thing you'll change in
the next 30 days to move toward your number. One change. Not ten — one. The people who
achieve financial independence aren't the ones with the most elaborate plans. They re the ones
who take one consistent action, then another, then another, over many years. You now know

enough to start. Start.

Term Definition

Financial The point at which passive income covers living expenses and work
independence becomes optional — the long-term destination this entire curriculum

points toward

Net worth statement A personal financial snapshot: total assets minus total liabilities — the

clearest measure of overall financial health, updated annually

Adulting checklist A list of concrete financial accounts, documents, and decisions that every

financially independent adult needs in place

SMART goal Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound — the format that

converts financial wishes into actionable plans

Emergency fund 3—-6 months of essential expenses in liquid savings — the financial

foundation everything else is built on

Roth IRA The most powerful retirement tool available to young earners — tax-free

growth on after-tax contributions, for decades

401(k) match Free retirement money from your employer — an immediate 100% return

you should capture from your very first paycheck

Letter to Future Me A written commitment to yourself about financial goals, habits, and

decisions — sealed and dated to open in 5 years
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