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The single most important thing that you can do 

for your money is to stop seeing it as an obstacle. 

Something that you have to do. Something that 

you’re not great at. And something that will get 

in the way of living your best life. 

Want to change careers? Money can help you 

get there. 

Want to travel the world? Money will get your 

ticket. 

Instead of thinking, “I can’t change careers, take 

a few months off, or travel the world because I 

don’t have the money”, start asking, “how can I 

use money to change careers, take a few months 

off, or travel the world.” 

You have options if you focus on what is possible 

rather than what isn’t. 

You can spend smarter (i.e., don’t buy sh*t you 

don’t need) and you can make more (e.g., 

negotiating a raise, starting a side hustle, or 

investing for the long term). You never have to 

stay stuck. 

Plain and simple: money is a tool you can use to do 
the big and exciting things you want to do in life or 
it can be an obstacle keeping you from things you 
wish you could have. 

Use it to pay for a great life.  

START HERE & 

THINK DIFFERENT
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Byeeeeee debt

Hi there friend! 

I know dealing with student debt can feel like...well...a lot. I've been there, I get it.  

As much as we want to ignore it and pretend that it doesn't exist, it can really keep you 

from living your best life. It did for me. I spent too long feeling stuck in a career that 

wasn't right for me because I was trapped by my massive loan payments. When I got 

married to my debt free husband, it weighed on our relationship.  

I did a few things to get myself out of debt: I spent in line with my values, I negotiated for 

raises and fair pay, and I refinanced. 

I have guides on spending and negotiation but didn't think to offer any support in the 

refinance area. I'm not an expert in refinancing - I did a lot of research, I made a great 

decision, and I learned a lot from the process. But as more people started asking for 

suggestions, I realized that there weren't that many places to turn for good, relatable 

information.  

As with everything on this site, this isn’t personalized financial information. I can’t take a 

look at your loan and your situation and tell you what to do - that’s not my job and not my 

goal. I want to arm you with the best information I have so you can make the most 

informed decision for you. But I can lay out explanations and things for you to consider so 

you can set yourself up for the best success.  

So here is my research, my lessons, and my story. All laid out to help you make the best 

decision for you. 
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1. Refi-what?

Before we get into the nitty-gritty of whether refinancing is right for you and how to shop 

around for the best refinancing options, let’s pause to clear up a couple of words: refinancing 

and consolidation. 

These are often used interchangeably, but they’re not the same thing. At all. But when people 

talk about them they sometimes sound the same. 

Consolidation: 
Loan consolidation takes all of the federal student loans that you have and lets you pool them 

together to just have one loan. Rather than making multiple payments you just need to make 

one. But the drawback here is that your interest rate won’t go down - it might even go up ever 

so slightly. You often have to consolidate if you want to change your loan payment options: if 

you want to extend the loan term past 10 years, if you want to use income-based repayment 

options (where you pay a percentage of your income to your loan balance). 

Refinancing: 
With refinancing you’ll ditch your current loans for a new loan, usually from a new lender, that 

in theory will have a lower interest rate. If you have both federal and private loans you can 

combine them with refinancing (though you may lose some federal benefits, which we’ll get to 

later). The goal of refinancing is to get you a better interest rate on your loan. That’s where it’s 

whole benefit lives. 
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2. How much does the rate really matter?

Oh man. Let me put it plainly: a lot. 

I’ll use myself as an example. I had grad school loans, which come with the worst interest 

rate. They were government loans so my rates were between 6.8% and 7.9% (I had 

multiple levels of loans. That’s what happens when you need six figures of loan help to 

put yourself through grad school). That’s really high considering that at the time 

mortgage rates were around 3.5%. 

But when I graduated I had the opportunity to refinance my loans into one loan with a 

rate of 5%. I got busy and decided to not refinance. I’d do it later. 

Later turned into 18 months. And I only ended up refinancing then at the insistence of 

my sweet husband - who would literally ask me every day if I’d refinanced yet. I get it, my 

debt was affecting him too. 

I didn’t really think that refinancing to 5% would make a huge difference, but I did it 

anyway. Here’s what happened: 

My monthly payment on a 10-year repayment schedule dropped $180 a month (it went 

from roughly $1,450 to $1,270 a month). Each month that I didn’t refinance I was 

basically burning $180 (because I was paying that $180 in interest). 

For the 18 months that I didn’t refinance, I ended up spending an extra $3,240 on interest 
payments. Ugh. That could have been an amazing vacation somewhere. 

With my original loans the total interest I would pay after 10 years would be $52,000 

With the new loan my total interest after 10 years would be $32,000 

A savings of $18,000 immediately 

If I refinanced but kept paying my original monthly payment of $1,450, I would have 
finished paying my loans 1.5 years faster. 

I could go on, but I think you get it. The interest rate matters. A lot.  
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3. What should I ask myself before refinancing?

Are you a good candidate? 
You’ll need to apply and be approved to refinance a loan. The lender will look at a few 

things, including your income and your credit score. With a good income and a strong 

credit score (usually 700+) If those check out, you’re likely a good candidate. 

What will I be giving up? 

Are there federal loan protections that you’ll be giving up if you refinance? For example, 

do you use an income-based repayment option that caps your monthly payment based 

on your income level? 

Or are you a candidate for loan forgiveness? Check out the public service loan 

forgiveness program and the teacher loan forgiveness program. Don't refinance if you're 

going to be giving up a federal program that could forgive your loan balance! 

How stable is my income? 

Is your job less than stable? Federal loans offer deferment programs (where you can 

defer loan payments in the case of illness or loss of job). Not all private loans offer that 

same protection. 

Have I heard of any good companies to refinance with? 

Often your best source of information will come from friends experiences. That’s how I 

ultimately decided to go with Sofi. I had a lot of friends who had great experiences with 

them and I wanted that experience too. 
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4. What should I ask a lender before refinancing?

What happens if you're laid off? 
How long will they let you defer a loan? 

What if you go back to school? 

Will they put your loans into deferment if you go back to school? 

What if I become ill and can no longer make my payments? 

Again, do they allow you to defer because of a serious illness? If so, for how long? 

Do they offer fixed or variable rates? 

Get a good look at their rates and whether you want one that is fixed for the life of the 

loan or one that adjusts when interest rates rise. 

Are there any prepayment fees? 

If you want to pay off your loan early, you don’t want to be penalized for that. 

Do they charge any loan origination fees? 

Most don't.  

How much will my monthly payment change? 

Because, you know, refinancing is all about saving money. 

How is their customer support? 

You can likely tell this just from talking with them. Don't put up with bad customer 

support. This is likely going to be a long-term relationship. 

What other benefits do they offer? 

For example, Sofi offers career counseling, member discounts, and meetups.  
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5. What do you need before refinancing?

I told you it took me 18 months to refinance my loans. What I didn’t mention was I filled 

out the application months before I actually refinanced.  

Why?  

I was able to fill out the application based on memory (my pay, my loan balances, etc). 

But once I was conditionally approved they needed the documents to verify everything. 

I’m kind of a mess with documents. So I put this off until my conditional pre-approval ran 

out and I had to reapply all over again.  

Don’t make my same messy mistake. Here’s a short list of what to have on hand when 

you apply: 

Remember: they want to see that you have stable income and a good credit score 

(usually this means 700+).  

Most recent pay stubs 

Recent w-2 or last tax return 

A listing of all current loans and their interest rate 

Your credit score 
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6. My experience with Sofi

Like I’ve mentioned, I waited a good 18 months before refinancing. Because apparently, I 

like to overpay. 

But once I decided to refinance I asked a few people from business school for 

recommendations. This was 5 years ago and a new-ish company had just emerged: Sofi. 
They offered really competitive rates, great perks, and a social mission that I could get 

behind. I honestly didn’t look at many other companies. 

I submit an application online, which required me to have a few details about my loans 

balance and income. The application itself took less than 10 minutes (and 5 of those 

minutes were probably spent on me trying to determine if I wanted a 10 year of 5-year 

loan). I received an approval decision back very shortly after and an email asking me to 

submit my income verification documents within 30 days. 

Yeah, I procrastinated and didn’t do that. A few months later I went back and started the 

process again. I submit my documents immediately and my new loan was funded in just a 

few days. 

During the time I had a loan with them the loan servicer did change a few times, but it 

was a really smooth transition. I just had to create a new loan payment account with my 

new loan servicer. It couldn’t have been easier. 
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7. My experience with Sofi

Customer support: to be honest, Sofi was the only lender I looked at. Once I contacted 

them I was really impressed with the human touch - I didn’t wait on hold forever and 

when I emailed I received really quick responses. 

Speed: 10 minutes to fill out the application and less than a week to fund the loan. I 

couldn’t have been happier. 

Savings: this helped to not only lower my monthly payments but incentivize me to pay it 

off faster. 

Benefits: once you become a Sofi member, they have a lot of benefits that you can take 

advantage of. These include career coaching, unemployment protection, member 

discounts, community events, and a program to help entrepreneurs. I kind of bought into 

this club idea, which is impressive because they’re a lender. When was the last time you 

got this excited about a lender? 

To be honest, not much. I’ve heard a few other people say that they can be a little 

selective, but I’m not sure how true this is anymore. When they started the rolled out 

their refinancing program to a select number of schools (luckily Duke was one of them). 

They now no longer restrict eligibility based on school so I doubt they’re any more 

selective than any other refinancer. 

They also had a scandal last year where their CEO was ousted by the board for sexual 

harassment allegations. I know that’s not a financial consideration, but it might be a 

consideration for you, nonetheless. 

We almost did. We looked at refinancing our house, and Sofi was our first pick for a 

lender. Not only did we get a preferential rate because I paid off my loan with them 

(member discount perk), they also offered the best rate, lowest fees, and great customer 

service. I don’t know - for some reason they just made me trust them more than any 

other financial institution I’ve had. 

We ended up not refinancing our house - for different financial considerations - but the 

next time I’m shopping around for a lender, they’ll be my first stop. 

What I liked about Sofi

What I didn't like

Would I use them again?
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8. Now what?

If refinancing is for you...

Don't let the party stop there...
Refinancing is just the beginning. Get it paid off. 

Once you're done refinancing, or if you decide refinancing isn't right for you, read this 

article for 3 of the tactics I used to pay off $120k in student loan debt in 3.5 years.

Click here to visit Sofi to learn more. 

This is an affiliate link, which doesn't change your application, your rate, or your cost. It 

also in no way affects what I recommend. I used Sofi, I loved it, and I recommend what I've 

used and loved. 
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I’m a financial writer, educator, and creator of The Worth Project; 

a site aimed at sharing easy, realistic money information to help 

you live a life you love.  

Prior to this venture, I earned my financial stripes working as a 

CPA for PwC, I worked in marketing at P&G, and then combined 

them both as a freelance strategy consultant. 

Want more street cred? I have a degree in economics from UC Santa 

Barbara and have my MBA from Duke University. It was at Duke 

where I took my first behavioral economics class and realized that 

there was more to money than just numbers. And it was at Duke 

where I also picked up $120k of crushing student loan debt, which 

I managed to pay off in under 4 years. 

I’m originally from California, but I’ve spent the last 4 years living 

in London and exploring Europe with my husband, Jordan, and our 

sweet little rescue pup, Hattie.  

I love hearing your questions and comments - you can email me 

anytime at: erica@theworthproject.co

Hi there. I'm Erica.

All of the links in here are to products I use and love. Some of the links are affiliate links, but that in no 

way affects what I recommend and why. For more information on affiliates, see this disclaimer. 
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