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“I don’t think we can afford for you to go back to school.” 

 
That is what my fiancé said when I told him I wanted to take the pre-requisites for the Occupational 
Therapy program at Midwestern University.  As a mother of a son with cognitive disabilities, I had 
decided that it was my dream to help individuals work towards their full potential. I wanted to change 
lives.  I knew it was going to take some sacrifices and a lot of planning. Budgeting as a grown woman 
with a family would be a totally different experience than when I was twenty and single. 

 
Fortunately, I was able to work full-time while taking the 16 credits I needed to apply for the program. I 
was exhausted, but this proved to my fiancé that I was serious about pursuing this dream, and I was 
willing to keep up my financial end in our household to the best of my ability. The day I found out I was 
accepted into the program at Midwestern brought up a whole new set of issues. How would we pay our 
bills for the next two years without two incomes?  What sacrifices would we be willing to make?  What 
could I personally do to make sure that we were taking out the bare minimum amount of loans? 

 
Having paid for my own undergrad, I am no stranger to the world of loans and interest.   My goal was to 
take out only the loans needed for tuition and books – or at least as close to this as possible. Together, my 
fiancé and I made a list of our “fixed” monthly bills (student loans, utilities, rent, car payment), as well as 
“variable” expenses (food, clothing, entertainment, unexpected expenses like car repairs). Even if we 
kept the variable expenses at a minimal, it was apparent that we would need more than what his income 
allowed for, especially while supporting a fast-growing 11-year-old boy. 

 
We decided that we were willing to give up weekend trips, vacations, and restaurants. We made an 
inventory of the wonderful, inexpensive/free things available to us: hiking trails, the fitness center and 
pool in our complex, and Netflix movies.  Coupons, clearances, and thrift shopping didn’t sound enticing, 
but now they are second nature. It is the lifestyle we live that determines our budget, I found; the choices 
we make from day to day. Surprisingly, it didn’t take long to adjust. Now, if we do go out for dinner, it is 
actually a meaningful novelty. 

 
One value that we were unwilling to give up was healthy, fresh food. That’s when I decided that I was 
willing to sacrifice something very dear to me – my down time – in order to minimize our debt and keep 
good food on our table. Against recommendations of my advisor, I have continued working 20 hours a 
week (note: this amount of time is not for everyone) to cover food and variable costs associated with 
raising a child.  I call it “budgeting time.” 

 
Looking at the cost of insurance for the year, my fiancé and I made one final decision; we quietly got our 
marriage license and legally tied the knot in order for me to go on his plan.  Although this was not the 
romantic wedding I had envisioned, it was a great financial decision to begin the rest of my life with this 
wonderful man sooner.  I have never felt closer to him as we begin our married lives together, knowing 
that we are able live modestly and happily in the best interest of both my career and our financial future. 


