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Kids are Expensive: A Guide to Spending and 
Saving for Parents of School-aged Children 

 As parents with 
school-aged children, by 
now you realize that kids are 
expensive –and the cost only 
increases as they age. This 
guide starts by providing 
general spending prioritization 
guidelines that will help you 
keep child-related spending in 
the proper context with your 
overall spending. Then, you’ll 
learn practical tips for 
managing the key spending 
and savings decisions during 
two specific life stages for 
school-aged children.  

General Spending Prioritization 
 There are a few foundational items you should have in place by now: life insurance, 
disability insurance, and estate planning documents (even if you don’t have significant 
assets, you still need to make provisions for the care of your children if you both die). 
Start with these essential items if you have not yet. Once you take care of them, other 
key long-term or discretionary expenses will include:

• Saving for retirement

• Saving for college

• Long-term house maintenance

• A new car purchase fund

• Vacation, children’s activities, other interests 
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Retirement Savings is Essential 

 Although it will be difficult with all the other demands, prioritizing retirement 
savings and meeting that need first will serve you well throughout your life. 
Saving more and saving earlier significantly reduces what you need to contribute later, 
which leaves more money for other expenses. This is illustrated in the charts below. 

 Some of these (e.g. car purchases, house roof replacement) are irregular, variable, or 
non-routine expenses that people have difficulty anticipating. The amount you need 
to set aside for such items could easily be $500 to $1,000 per month depending on 
your circumstances.  If you can leave margin in your budget for such contingencies it 
will help you stay on track. 

 Cost of Waiting Ten Years: This chart assumes $200 monthly payments starting 
at either age 25 or 35, with 7 percent annual returns.  
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 Increasing Contributions Each Year: This chart compares the effect of level $200 
monthly contributions starting at age 25 with contributions that increase 5 percent per 
year, again with a 7 percent rate of return.  

 In each case you can essentially double what you accumulate when you choose 
to start sooner or save more. Unfortunately employer sponsored pensions have 
basically gone away, so the onus to save is on you. If you can, contribute the 
maximum allowed ($19,000 in 2019 for those under age 50). You may be able to 
reduce contributions later as you will have built up a solid fund. But if you cannot 
contribute fully, do what you can.
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Tools to Save for College 

 If you have a number of years until college, using a tax-free Section 529 plan can 
be a good choice for saving some of the college funds. Check with your state first 
to see if there are any particular tax advantages to using your state’s plan. Then, 
compare your state’s plan to others. Pick the one that best fits you.
  
 When you consider how much to contribute to fund a 529 Plan, be aware that 
funding all your college costs with 529 plan money may leave you with less flexibility 
and potential overfunding. Your child may get a scholarship or decide to go to a less 
expensive school. While you can transfer extra money to another child, or potentially 
a grandchild someday, you have other spending you need to do that will be tied up if 
you have surplus 529 plan funds. You have to balance education spending with other 
priorities.

Now for the Balancing Act 

 Once your retirement saving is set, it becomes a balancing act for the other three 
items above. There is some flexibility in timing of house maintenance and car 
purchases, and vacation or activity expenditures can be varied. But college expenses 
are (a somewhat) known entity to plan for and fund. Numerous calculators exist that 
help you decide how much to fund depending on variables such as: type of school, 
how much of the expense you will cover and your child’s anticipated start date.
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 The key thing to remember 
about these years is that 
contrary to what you may 
think, or hope, they are not 
less expensive than the begin-
ning stage of parenthood from 
birth through age 5. In fact, 
this stage can be considerably 
more expensive. Children will  
increasingly become involved 
in after-school sports or other 
extra-curricular activities, and 
will have distinct tastes in 
clothing and wishes for items 
like the latest phone.  

The Earlier Years  – Ages 6 through 14

If your school district has a full array of sponsored activities it can be a bit less 
expensive. When a child decides to go into a club sport or other non-school district 
sponsored activity, more of the cost will be on you. In addition to equipment, field 
time, and more, heavy travel and hotel expenses may be involved. 

 To be mentally and financially prepared for these years, plan in advance on 
converting any spending for “baby” expenses (diapers, clothing toys, nursery 
furnishings, daycare and the like) to expenses associated with ages 6 through 14, 
rather than trying to save these funds. Otherwise you will experience frustration as 
the savings you hoped for after the baby stage don’t materialize. Fortunately, this may 
also be the time when the second spouse decides to go back to work –full or 
part-time, and/or the primary earner starts reaching a higher earning stage of their 
career, so income may also increase.  
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Retirement Savings is Still a Priority

 Beyond this, use the general spending prioritization guidelines early in this 
document to help make smart decisions now. If you have not been able to keep up 
with retirement savings, now is the time to do it. You may be able to step this up 
without significant difficulty, especially if a second income kicks in; if not, one 
strategy is to allocate part of a raise (if you get one) to increased savings.

 For example, if you get a 3 or 4 percent raise, allocate half of that to an increased 
percentage contribution to your retirement plan. You have been living on your 
current income and you can continue to do so or have a smaller increase. If the new 
money doesn’t find its way into your current paycheck it is easier not to miss it. 
Once you get the retirement savings rate back to where it should be, you can start to 
increase contributions to the college savings plans and then to the additional spending 
that may result from more active children.  

Teaching Your Children About Money 

 At this stage your children are going to start to become aware of spending patterns, 
and that some parents can afford more than others. It will be difficult, but to the 
extent you can, set expectations early on, involve them in spending discussions (you 
still get the final say!), and learn to say no and stick to it (this is very hard!). You will not 
only help your current spending, but will start to instill good spending habits in your 
children. These are the times you can start to discuss what is meaningful in life to you 
and your family; in the process you may learn more about that yourself.  
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A couple of other considerations in these years:

 Your car(s): One of the big expenses will be a car suitable for carrying the people 
and things associated with a family. Although they are not as “cool” or popular as 
SUVs, minivans offer far more value in terms of cost per cubic foot of space, as well 
as fuel economy. Second, purchasing a car a year or two old and keeping it for a long 
time is often the most economical way to make the purchase.

 Your home: If you have not traded up to a bigger house by now, it may be tempting 
to do so if you have the added income. Think carefully about this choice. Depending 
on how old your kids are, you may need that house for only ten years or so. After that, 
people sometimes find that the large house becomes an expensive albatross, mainte-
nance headache, or just not a fit. It may be better to just stand pat where you are.  

 On the other hand, some families have holiday gatherings at the parents’ big house 
and that becomes a tradition that is valued through the years. The important thing is 
to think about your needs and wants and not make a reflexive decision.
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The most strategic thing you can do in this period is research schools and 
finalize your plans and the schools your child will apply to. It is important to think 
about school selection from a number of perspectives, such as:

• Desired course of study, or a large selection if your child is not sure

• Large or small college or university

• Urban or rural

• Distance from home

• Composition of student body and student life

• Reputation, and ease of transition to graduate studies, if desired

 Net cost and potential financial aid is also a key consideration here, and one that 
takes time to research. Different schools may have similar “price tags” but vastly 
different financial aid capabilities and priorities. You will find that many schools meet 
your other criteria above. A careful winnowing of schools based on cost and 
financial aid will help you find the institution that meets both your and your child’s 
ideals cost-effectively.

 The key focus in these 
years will be finalizing 
post-graduation plans, 
whether your child plans 
to go to college, trade or 
vocational school, or start 
working. Because of the 
complexities of financing 
college, the focus here is 
on college planning. This 
planning process can start 
in Freshman or Sophomore 
year of high school.  

The Later Years – 15 through 21

C.B. Bond Financial Planning, Inc | A Guide to Spending and Saving for Parents of School-aged Children | Pg. 8



 Two other steps will help in this process:

 1. Create a budget Coming up with a parental college budget early on in the 
process and having a family discussion about it with the student. It is easy to get 
carried away once you start selecting schools and getting offers. The parental 
budget keeps this in check, at least on your side. Your child can choose a more 
expensive school, but needs to understand that you will fund a certain amount and 
they will be responsible for the rest, through work or student loans.

 2. Consider community college: Although parents are sometimes loathe to 
consider it, going to a community college for two years is an excellent way to reduce 
college costs. This has to be done strategically though.  

 First, community college quality and programs vary widely. It is important to 
research  and select one that has a high quality program in the area you want. Look 
for a school with a  stellar reputation for its students successfully transitioning to a 
4-year college to finish up.  

 Second, consider community colleges outside your immediate community as well 
as within it. Even if your child has to live away from home, a couple of years of 
community college will likely be considerably less expensive than the same time at a 
4-year school.  

 
Don’t Overlook Merit-Based Aid

 Finally, your child has a big part to play in this process which you should emphasize 
early on.  Need-based financial aid can be limited, but merit-based aid is more flexible 
and the schools have a wide degree of latitude in awarding it.  Selecting a school that 
is trying to build a strong program in an area your child is interested in may increase 
chances for financial aid. The best way to broaden financial aid possibilities is for your 
child to build as strong an academic record as possible.  While it is difficult for children 
to make the connection to something that seems so far away and “fuzzy”, to the 
extent you can instill the message, it will help both you and your child.
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 Once your children 
graduate from college and are 
“launched”, some expenses end 
(think of the food savings!), but 
others will start to loom. The 
most typical of these is 
wedding expenses. You will 
likely want to help with these, 
but still it is important to keep 
control of the process. Have a 
figure in mind for what you will 
contribute and stick to it. Your 
children will likely have jobs and 
can fund the more extravagant 
extras on their own, if they are 
important enough.  

Congratulations! You’re Not Done Yet

 You may want to help with a purchase of a first new car, or a house down payment, 
or starting a college fund for grandchildren. Again, those will be your decisions and 
you can decide how much you help here.

 Finally, families scatter and you will likely have travel expenses (domestic or interna-
tional) to build in. All these are fun, rewarding types of expenses, and if you have done 
your planning well, you will be prepared to meet them and enjoy the fruits of all your 
child raising years.
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Figuring out your spending strategies 
on your own can be challenging. 

If you want help, please schedule a 
complimentary get-acquainted meeting 

to talk through your situation.  

Schedule an Appointment

 Brad Bond is an independent 
financial planner and a father, 
with over 20 years of experience 
helping clients navigate financial 
decisions throughout the 
various life stages. He works 
with clients throughout the 
United States. Visit his bio to 
learn more about Brad and his 
financial planning practice.
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