
 
 

 

Keep this for future use when you look for an apartment, apply, interview and move in! 
Copied from RENTPROV.COM and edited by Learning Life Company  

 

 

WHAT TO CONSIDER BEFORE SIGNING A RENTAL AGREEMENT 
 

When looking for an apartment there are many things to consider. The following are 

some of the most important things to think about before you start your search:  

 The location that you want. Real estate is all about the three L’s location, 

location, location. 

 The amount of money that you can afford for rent as well as utilities. 

 The amount of money that you can afford for the deposits that are going to be required (ie. first 

month’s rent, last month’s rent, security deposit) 

 The number of bedrooms and bathrooms that you want 

 The type of rental that you would like such as a complex, single family house, duplex, or first 

floor. 

 What type of lease you are looking for? If you need a month to month lease, only look at places 

that will allow month to month tenancy. 

 Access to public transportation, stores, medical facilities or anything else that you may deem 

important to your living situation. 

 The condition of the unit that you are going to rent. 

 The safety and appearance of the neighborhood 

 Any other special requirements that you or your family members may have such as handicap 

access, pets allowed, specifically no pets allowed, or availability of a public pool, gym or party 

room to rent. 

 

 

 

RENTING 
This is Your Checklist for Get.in.the.Game Projects 



 
 

Helpful tips to secure exactly what you are looking for: 

 Approach your rental search like you would a job search. Be organized, serious, professional, to 

help make sure that you stand out as the most qualified for the unit that you want. It will help to 

prepare a renters resume to really stand out, and be taken more seriously. 

 Know exactly what you want! Be prepared to make a decision when you see what you want and 

to leave a deposit and/or credit check fee. 

 Be more prepared then the other prospective tenants. Check the latest listings first thing every 

day, and call perspective places early.  

 When you call make sure that you speak clearly and slowly and make sure that you repeat your 

name and number. If you can make yourself stand out you will help assure yourself a return 

phone call, and an appointment. If you have a great job and excellent credit don’t be afraid to 

share that on your message. Be available to accept or return calls, or let them know when you 

will be available, and that you would like to set up an appointment to view the property. When 

possible give them your cell phone number and have it on you while looking at other places. 

 Make sure that your credit is kept in good standing. Before you start your search you may want 

to get a copy of your credit report and correct any errors. Make sure that what you say on your 

application is consistent with what landlords will see on your credit report. 

 Be prepared with all of the information that you will need for your application such as prior 

addresses, and landlords, references and credit information. An incomplete application will only 

hurt your chances of securing a great space.  

 Also be prepared to show pay stubs, a copy of your driver’s license and a bank statement. 

 Always contact your references before you use them and let them know that you will be using 

them as a reference. 

 Always try and make as good an impression as you can. Show that you will be a good keeper of 

the landlord’s property. 

 If you can prepare a renters resume do so. It will make you stand out above the other applicants 

for that really great place. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

HOW TO INTERVIEW YOUR PROSPECTIVE LANDLORD 

When you start looking at places you will have a chance to ask questions to the landlord directly or a 

leasing agent. The following is a list of recommended questions for the prepared tenant.  

Lease and Money 

 What is the monthly rent? 

 What is the total amount that I will need to move in? 

 What is the deposit that I will have to leave to secure the place and is it refundable? 

 Can I sublet the place? 

 Can I have roommates or additional roommates? 

 Do you have a penalty for late rent and if so what is it? 

 If I need to move is there a penalty if I break my lease? 

 When is the rent due? 

 If I decide to stay what are the terms for renewing the lease? 

 Do you offer 1 year/ month to month leases? 

Unit availability 

 When is the apartment available? 

 When can I move in? 

 Is the unit currently occupied? 

Pets, Utilities, and Amenities 

 Do you allow pets? 

 Do your charge a pet deposit and if so is it refundable? 

 Are there limitations on my pet? 

 Are any utilities included? 

 Which of the utilities am I responsible for? 

 Am I going to be responsible for any maintenance? 

 Is there parking and is it included in the rent? 



 
 

 How many spaces will I get and are they assigned? 

 Is there anywhere for guests to park? 

 Is there laundry on the premises? 

 How is trash removal handled? 

 Are there any community rules regarding overnight guests, parties, or quiet hours? 

Additional questions you may want to ask: 

 What modifications am I allowed to make to the apartment? (Painting, wall papering, installing 

shelves, hanging pictures, etc.)? 

 24-hour number for maintenance emergencies? How fast can I expect for someone to respond 

to a maintenance problem? 

 What is the current tenant mix and can I speak with them? 

The following is a profile of someone that is a successful apartment hunter:  

 Has a realistic budget and expectations 

 Is gainfully employed or has a guarantor 

 Knows what they are looking for and what they don’t want, so they don’t waste their own time 

or the time of others 

 Knows the neighborhood and community that they want to live in 

 Knows what they want in terms of bedrooms, closets, bathrooms, size of kitchen, etc. 

 Knows the terms of the lease that they need 

 Know what they want in terms of flooring, heating type, oil/gas, appliances, fireplace, air 

conditioning, washer/dryer, dishwasher, storage, deck, security system 

 Knows the proximity to public transport, schools, shopping, work/school, park and recreation 

facilities 

 Has a copy of their credit report in hand ready to give it to a landlord if they see a place they 

like. 

 Is prepared to give either a check or cash for an initial deposit if they like a place 

 Is prepared to give previous landlord references, references, or anything else that will make 

them look great 



 
 

 Is dressed to impress (you don’t need to wear a three piece suit, but try not to look like an 

absolute slob either) 

 

 

MAKING SURE YOUR PLACE IS UP TO PAR 

Before you actually take possession of your apartment you are going to want to do a walk through with 

your landlord or real estate agent. When performing your walk through, it is important to make sure 

that your unit has been well maintained. You should make sure that before you take possession that 

both you and your landlord sign it so that when you move out there won’t be any discrepancies with 

regard to your security deposit.  

When you perform your walk through, make sure that you look for the following problems.  

 Make sure that the place is clean and free of debris 

 Signs of insects, vermin, or rodents 

 Signs of leaking or water damage in the floor, walls, or ceilings 

 Leaks in the bathroom or kitchen fixtures 

 Cracks or excessive holes in the walls, floors, or ceilings 

 Lack of hot water 

 Inadequate lighting or insufficient electrical outlets 

 Signs of rust in the water from the taps 

 Inadequate heating 

 Defects in the fixtures  

 Make sure that there aren’t offensive odors and that there is adequate ventilation 

 Damaged flooring 

 Make sure that there are adequate trash and garbage receptacles 

 Make sure that there is not chipping paint (especially in older buildings). In the tenant 

information there is a link to information on how to protect your family from lead. You can also 

get additional information by calling 1-800-424-LEAD 



 
 

 Make sure that there isn’t crumbling asbestos in the apartment. Asbestos particles can cause 

serious problems if inhaled and are often used to insulate pipes, as siding, or flooring tiles. Make 

sure that if it is used that it is in good condition 

The quality of rental units varies from unit to unit. Make sure that you look at everything when 

considering if the place is what you are looking for, and whether the rent is reasonable. Make sure that 

you look at the common areas, such as the hallways, laundry area, and yard. Is it clean? How does the 

exterior of the building look? If there is a yard, make sure that you find out who is responsible for taking 

care of it. If it will be you, make sure to ask if the landlord will supply the necessary equipment, such as a 

lawn mower, and a hose.  

During this initial walk through, you will have the best opportunity to see how your potential landlord 

will react to your concerns. It is also important because it will show the landlord how you react to 

potential problems that may arise. How you get along on this walk through will be very important to 

help both of you decide whether or not you will become a tenant.  

If you do find problems like the ones listed above, discuss them with the landlord. You can check which 

problems are required by law to be fixed by looking over the landlord tenant handbook for the state 

that you are looking to live. Make sure that you find out when the landlord intends to make the repairs 

that you discuss. If you do decide to rent the unit it is a good idea to get these promises in writing, 

including a date that these repairs will be fixed. It is also a good idea to take photographs 

or a video of the problems to accompany the signed move in inspection report. Your 

signed, written description as well as the photos or video will document that the 

problems were there when you moved in, and can help avoid disagreement later about 

your responsibility for the problems.  

 

Finally, you should either walk or drive around the neighborhood during the day and 

again in the evening. If you can, ask neighbors how they like living in the area, and 

whether or not they are concerned about safety. If the apartment is in a multi-family home, you can also 

ask some of the other tenants how they get along with the landlord and how they like living there. Just 

make sure that you cover all of your bases because if you sign a one year lease you will be living there 

for one whole year! 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

THE APPLICATION PROCESS 

Before renting to you, most landlords will ask you to fill out a written rental application. This is not a 

lease and is similar to a job or credit application. The landlord will use this application to help them 

decide whether or not to rent to you or not. The landlord may also charge you a fee to cover the costs of 

them obtaining information about you such as checking your references as well as obtaining a credit 

report. Make sure that you ask the landlord whether or not the fee is refundable, and if not whether or 

not that fee will be applied to your rent if you are accepted for the apartment.  

If they do charge you an application screening fee, ask the landlord the following questions about it.  

 Is the fee refundable if you are not accepted for the unit 

 How long will it take the landlord to get a copy of your credit report? 

 How long will it take the landlord to review the credit report and decide whether or not to rent 

to you? 

 If you already have a copy of your credit report, will the landlord accept it and either reduce the 

fee or not charge it at all? 

 What are the criteria that the landlord uses to screen perspective tenants? 

If you don’t like the landlord’s application screening fee or the process you may want to look for another 

unit. If you do decide to pay the fee, make sure that any agreement regarding a refund be in writing.  

The rental application usually asks for the following information:  

 The names, addresses, and phone numbers of your current and past employers 

 The names, addresses, and phone numbers of your current and past landlords 

 The names, addresses, and phone numbers of people whom you want to use as references 

 Your current address 

 How much money you currently make 

 Your social security number 

 Your bank account numbers 

Social Security Number: Be sure you keep your social security number in a very safe place. If 

you write it down and bring it to the leasing office, make sure you know where it is at all 

times…do not accidentally leave this piece of paper – or your actual social security card – 

anywhere out of your site. It is a free pass for a criminal to steal your identity. You should 

always keep a photo copy of it in a safe place too. 



 
 

 

The application will usually also contain an authorization for the landlord to obtain a copy of your credit 

report which will show them how you have handled your financial obligations in the past. Credit 

reporting agencies keep records of people’s credit histories, called “credit reports.” Credit reports state 

whether or not you have been reported being late in paying bills.  

The landlord may ask you what kind of job you have, your monthly income, and other information that 

shows your ability to pay the rent. They may also ask how many people that you plan on living in the 

unit. It is practical for a landlord to find out how many people will occupy their unit. The landlord cannot 

use overcrowding for refusing to rent to children if they would rent the unit to the same number of 

adults. It is illegal for them to ask questions about your race, color, national origin ancestry, religion, or 

sexual orientation. It is also illegal for them to ask whether or not you are married, or if you have a 

disability.  

Landlords prefer to rent to people who have a history of paying their rent and other bills on time. They 

may also use tenant screening services to see whether or not you have been someone that pays their 

bills on time. These services collect and sell information on tenants, such as whether they pay their rent 

on time and whether they have been the subject of an eviction lawsuit. A landlord usually doesn’t have 

to give you a reason for refusing to rent to you. However, if the decision is based partially or entirely on 

negative information on your credit report, you should request to see that report. If there is erroneous 

information on your report you should contact those agencies and see if you can get it removed as it 

may also cause other landlords to refuse to rent to you. Also, if you know what your credit report says, 

you may be able to explain any problems when you fill out the rental application. For example, if you 

know that you paid a bill and the credit report says that you didn’t you can provide a copy of the 

canceled check to show that you did pay it.  

 

QUALIFYING FOR AN APARTMENT 

Please read the following information and then fill out the corresponding worksheet to assist you in 

understanding your financial situation as it pertains to qualifying for an apartment. 

 

What you need to know: 

 Your monthly rent 

 Your total annual rent 

 Your annual rent as a percentage of your gross annual income 

 Income needed to meet the expense of this apartment 

 

 

 



 
 

EXAMPLE 

 

John’s Income to Rent Ratio: 

Monthly rent    $900 

Annual rent    $900 x 12 months = $10,800 

Monthly income   $1,700 

Annual income   $1,700 x 12 months = $20,400 

Rent’s % of income  10,800/20,400 = 0.529 

 

This means the annual rent is 53% of John’s annual income. 

This number is high. A good range to stay in is 25-30%. In other words, it’s wise to have your rent be no 

more than 30% of your gross (before taxes) income. 

 

John either needs to make more money, find a less expensive apartment, or find roommates to help 

share the costs.  

 

If John finds a roommate, that person will need to be on the lease for a couple reasons. One, the leasing 

agency needs to see both applicants’ incomes to verify they can pay the rent for the term of the lease. 

Secondly, it’s wise to make sure a roommate is also legally bound to the rental contract. If you were to 

sign a lease and your roommate did not, they could leave you high and dry to pay the rent and you’d be 

held legally responsible if you were the only person on the lease. 

 

Let’s say John likes his job and doesn’t want to quit, so he decides to find an apartment that is less 

expensive – it may need to be a studio apartment. A studio means there is only one room for you to use 

as both living space and a bedroom. The kitchen might be in a separate room, or it might also be a part 

of the one main room. The bathroom will be a separate room.  

 

John finds an apartment that is $650 a month: 

 

John’s Income to Rent Ratio: 

 

Monthly rent    $500 

Annual rent    $500 x 12 months = $6,000 

Monthly income   $1,700 

Annual income   $1,700 x 12 months = $20,400 

Rent’s % of income  6,000/20,400 = 0.294 

 

The annual rent is 29% of John’s gross annual income. This is a good number! 

 

 



 
 

SECURING YOUR APARTMENT WITH A DEPOSIT 

Sometimes the tenant and the landlord will agree that the tenant will rent the unit, but the tenant 

cannot move in immediately. In this situation, the landlord may ask the tenant for a deposit to hold the 

place. This is a deposit to hold the rental unit for a stated period of time until the tenant pays the first 

month’s rent and any security deposit. During this period, the landlord agrees not to rent the unit to 

anyone else. If the tenant changes his or her mind about moving in, the landlord may keep all, or at least 

some of the deposit.  

Ask the following questions before you give a deposit to hold an apartment:  

 Will the deposit be applied to the first month’s rent? If so, ask the landlord for a deposit receipt 

stating this. Applying the deposit to the fires month’s rent is a common practice. 

 Is any part of the holding deposit refundable if you change your mind about renting? As a 

general rule, if you change your mind, the landlord can keep some- and perhaps all- of your 

holding deposit. 

Make sure that when you give a landlord or an agency a holding deposit that you are sure that you are 

100% sure that you want the place that you are putting the deposit on. You may lose your deposit even 

if the reason you can’t rent it is not your fault. For example, if you lose your job and become unable to 

afford the rental unit, you would still lose your deposit. On the flip side if you give the landlord a holding 

deposit when you submit the rental application, and are denied the apartment, the landlord must return 

your entire deposit. Just make sure that if you and the landlord agree that all or part of the deposit will 

be refunded to you in the event that you change your mind or can’t move in, that it is clearly stated on 

your written receipt. Make sure that you read the fine print on the receipt, and again before you give 

the deposit just make sure that you are 100% sure that you want the place and are prepared to move.  

What a holding deposit does is guarantee that the landlord will not rent the unit to another person for a 

stated period of time. The deposit doesn’t give the tenant the right to move in to the unit. The tenant 

must first sign their lease and pay the agreed upon rent, and all other required deposits within the 

holding period. If the tenant doesn’t come up with the money within the agreed upon time, it gives the 

landlord the right to rent the unit to another person and keep all or part of the deposit.  

Conversely, if the landlord rents to someone else during the period for which you’ve paid a deposit, you 

have rights. If you are still willing and able to move in the landlord should, at a minimum, return the 

entire holding deposit to you. You may also want to talk with an attorney, legal aid organization, or 

housing authority about whether or not the landlord may also be responsible for other costs that you 

may incur because of the loss of the rental unit. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

SIGNING THE LEASE 

Before you move in most landlords will require you to sign a lease. The lease is a document that states 

the terms of your tenancy as well as the length of time that you will occupy the unit. The most 

important part of signing the lease is to read it thoroughly.  

The most important things to look for in a lease  

 Is the lease is month to month or for a specified period of time? 

 When is the rent due every month? 

 Are the utilities included and if so which ones? 

 Are pets allowed and if so how many and what types of pets are allowed? 

 Can I sublet the apartment if I move? 

 How many people can occupy the property? 

 Can I paint or alter the apartment in any way? 

 How many parking spaces come with the apartment and are they assigned? 

 Who is responsible for maintenance and rubbish removal? 

 Is there an early termination fee if you have to break the lease?  

 Are there specific rules for this apartment such as noise rules, or any other rule which is specific 

to this place? 

 What are the landlord rights to enter your place? 

 Is there additional storage with the place? 

 Are there rules about moving in or out? 

 Are there late fees with regard to the rent payments if they are not paid on time, and if so what 

are the fees? 

 If you want to extend your tenancy, is there a specific time frame that you must notify the 

landlord? 

 If you are not going to renew your lease, what kind of time frame must the landlord give you to 

show the place when you are there? 



 
 

The bottom line with regards to the lease is to make sure that you read every part of the document 

before you sign it. The lease is a contract between you and the landlord and not only protects their 

rights but yours as well. You need to understand that when you sign the contract that both you and the 

landlord agree to abide by what is on the lease, so you need to make sure that what you have agreed 

upon is in writing on that document.  

Also understand that if you are signing the lease with roommates that you are not signing a fractional 

piece of the lease. Every name that is on the document is fully responsible for all of the terms of the 

lease. If one of your roommates moves, your rent will not go down unless the landlord agrees to lower 

the rent, at which time you should have a new lease drawn up. If one of your roommate’s moves and 

you get another roommate, make sure that you get that roommate to sign a new lease with the landlord 

to alleviate confusion if there is a problem.  

Make sure that you get a copy of the lease when signed, and that when you get that lease that it has 

been signed by either the landlord or a licensed agent of the landlord. The lease must be signed by both 

the tenants as well as the landlord before it is fully executed. Keep that lease in a safe place with your 

important documents in case you ever need to reference it.  

Random Bonus Information: Remember whatever you say when signing most any contract, becomes a 

part of your credit report. This means the Internal Revenue Service will have access. Designating a 

‘mailing or permanent address’ has consequences. 

Here’s a true story: Imagine you are working on a fishing boat in Alaskan waters. You are on the boat 

without housing expenses for 6 – 10 months at a time. You decide to have your car loan and your cell 

phone bills sent to your parents’ house. So your parents’ house is your permanent address but you are 

living at whatever address the boating / fishing company gives you for correspondence mail. 

Well, in some states you will owe taxes based on the laws of the state you call your ‘permanent address’ 

not where you are physically sleeping.  

Know your tax obligations! 

 


