
“I’m a (Student Loan) Survivor!” 

A few months ago, I attended my first “Manage Your Loan Portfolio” meeting 
and subsequently had what felt like my first heart attack!  This was the first time I had 
actually seen how much debt I had accrued since starting occupational therapy school.  In 
the back of my mind, I knew just how deep of a financial hole I was digging myself, but 
it didn’t really hit me until I saw that five-digit number glaring at me from my computer 
screen.  From that moment on, I have been diligently pursuing every avenue I can to 
reduce my student loan amount. 

My first line of attack was to develop a budget.  I dreaded this process for two 
reasons: crunching numbers and crunching numbers!  I am definitely not a math person, 
but I found that once I took the time to sort through all of my expenses, I felt less 
overwhelmed about the loan burden I was taking on.  After developing a budget, I now 
feel like I’m the one in control of my debt, rather than some faceless corporation that 
only cares about compound interest and consolidation.   

Once I knew how much money I was spending each quarter, I decided that getting 
a job could help give me a financial boost.  Because my schedule is so busy, I knew that I 
couldn’t work more than a few hours a week, but I calculated that the amount I earned 
would be enough for me to pay off my interest every quarter.  One strategy that was 
discussed at the Loan Portfolio meeting was how paying off loan interest during school 
can reduce your debt significantly and allow you to focus your monthly payment on the 
principal amount.     

My final defense against student loan burden is simple: I borrow as little as I can.  
The recommended amount for me to take out my first year was near $60,000 – with the 
help of the savings that I had from my undergraduate career, I ended up taking out a little 
over $40,000.  While this amount is still greater than the price of a new car, I am thankful 
that I’m not accruing interest on that extra twenty thousand dollars!   

Graduate school debt can feel like a lifelong burden for students, but I absolutely 
believe that it doesn’t have to be.  It seems like a lot of students feel helpless to do 
anything to reduce their debt, when in reality, we have the power to take control of our 
finances!  Budgeting, working part-time, and borrowing as little as possible are just a few 
sensible strategies that can empower students to not feel overwhelmed by debt and to 
make a commitment to living frugally.   


