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Why My Topic Chose Me

As I webbed my universe, I discovered that the one recent change that seems to be central to my life is that my husband got a job in Athens that he is very happy with, and we are now planning to live in this area for several years.  The plan had always been to move back to North West Georgia when I graduated so that we would be closer to our families, but this plan was altered when his job changed from a miserable one in Gainesville to an enjoyable one in Athens.  I am very happy with this situation, but it presents several questions and decisions for my husband and I to ponder and make.  How will our families react?  Where should we live?  Where will I be able to find a job?  The most immediate of these questions led me to my topic.  I knew that Trey and I had to make a decision about purchasing a house, and this decision was constantly at the forefront of our minds.  As this decision increasingly consumed our attention, it quickly became the obvious topic for my I-Search.  My essential question became “How will we find the home we want?”  Using this question as an overarching theme, I explored which kind of home we want, which steps we will go through to purchase our first home, how we will begin the looking process, and why we want to buy a home. 

This topic is important to me because it will have a direct impact on the decisions that I will make in the near future.  Buying a house will affect my life in many ways.  I think it will give me a true sense of growing up.  I also think it will make me proud of our accomplishments as a married couple.  It will affect our financial situation and that of the future.  Of course, it will affect our living arrangements by providing us with more space, a yard to call our own, and privacy from our neighbors.  As I considered our new plans for living in Athens and how that plan would affect our lives, my topic chose me by being the most immediate of the decisions that Trey and I would have to make. 

The Story of My Search


When I began my I-Search, I knew very little about the home buying process and was not even sure about what we wanted in a home.  Through the pre-notetaking sheet, I was able to articulate the few things that I did know about my topic and identify many things that I did not know.  Looking at the middle column of what I did not know helped me develop questions that I wanted to answer throughout my search.  I continuously refined these questions as new information came to light and my understanding of this process grew.  


After developing some initial questions to begin my search, I started skimming through books written about the home buying process.  I learned a great deal from these books and began to understand the vastness of my topic and the process that I was exploring.  Reflecting on these readings in my journal helped me pick out the important information and eliminate that which was less significant to my search.  It also forced me to focus my questions further and personalize them to my own situation.


After doing the initial reading, my husband and I became very excited about buying a home and began to look through local real estate pamphlets to see what is on the market.  We quickly realized that this was an impractical method since we had not narrowed our search to certain features and price ranges.  I interviewed Trey to create a list of must-have features, extremely important qualities, preferences, and dream house desires.  We also pre-qualified for a loan with our current financial information to develop an approximate price range to use when looking for houses.  With this additional information, I began to look more closely in the real estate pamphlets and circled houses of interest that met our requirements.


During the third week of my search, I was reminded of how vital my discoveries would be and how they would directly impact decisions that would have to be made very soon.  On that Sunday morning my topic and its significance to my universe was once again brought to the forefront of my mind.  There was a reminder in our door that our lease will be up in May and that we must give a sixty day notice to vacate.  This meant we had to make a decision about purchasing a home by the end of March.  The notice also made it pretty clear that staying in our apartment on a month to month basis is not a feasible option.  The price goes up by a large margin.  I had new motivation to focus my efforts on finding a home that would meet our needs and that we could afford.

On Saturday of the fourth week of this project, we took our search from books and pamphlets to the actual world of real estate.  We began looking at houses in new subdivisions of Athens and continued about fifteen minutes out of town.  We spoke to a few on-site real estate agents and looked through several different styles of homes.  Trey and I found one floor plan that we particularly liked and felt that we could be happy with for several years.  It even fit into our estimated budget, although it was on the higher end of our limits.  

My first thoughts after finding this home were that everything was perfect and my search was more or less over.  I would just need to look at those final steps in the home buying process and make some decisions about a lender and type of loan.  I thought I would have pictures of my new home for my final product and to share with my classmates.  I had gone beyond my goal of creating a list of possible homes for us to view from the Athens Real Estate Book and actually found a home that we were considering purchasing.  I was so excited!  But like all good things, our search and my excitement came to an abrupt end when we considered reality.


We started asking ourselves several questions such as:  “Does it make sense to buy in any certain area before Amy has a job?”, “Are we positive that Amy will have her assistantship next year?”, “Without this certainty, are we really in a position to make this big of a financial commitment?”, “Do we want to settle for a smaller house that will not meet our needs in a few years but fits our current budget?”, “Do we want to spend most of our savings on a down payment when we really do not have financial security?”, and “Are we unhappy at High Ridge?”  Since the answer to all of these questions was “No”, we decided that the most logical and responsible thing to do was rent for another year, save the difference between renting and a mortgage for a down payment, and purchase a home next year near the school where I will be working.  Now I know that we probably should have decided this earlier, but a big part of us wanted a house and felt that we were ready for it.  

I knew this new decision would certainly have an effect on my I-Search, but I was still happy with my topic and felt that the information would be relevant to the decisions that we would make next year when purchasing a home.  My product would change from a list of houses that were possibilities for us, and I no longer planned to actually have a house by the end of the semester.  However, it would still be of utmost importance for me to explore the process of purchasing a home as well as the criteria that we have for the kind of home that we want.  Although my I-Search product had become slightly less immediate to my universe, I would definitely need the information next year.  I realized that it will actually be easier to use then because I will have a good understanding of it and not be rushed.

The final weeks of my I-Search were devoted to digging deeper into the home buying process and refining our criteria for a home.  I did this through reading books, searching websites, interviewing a mortgage loan officer, and discussing criteria with Trey.  I put this information into double entry drafts to filter out the less significant material and personalize the important data.  I eliminated exploring any specifics concerning finances and location since these will likely change.  This allowed me to focus my efforts towards revealing the most useful information.

My search made several drastic turns throughout the I-Search process, but I guess that is only natural when a topic is so central to your universe.  My topic had to change as circumstances in my life changed, but I feel that my search was a fruitful and eye-opening experience.  

What I Learned

First of all, I learned a great deal about Trey and myself through this process.  I learned that we want to buy a home for reasons that go far beyond building equity.  Buying a house will confirm that our home is in Athens and that we are our own family, separate from our parents.  It will also provide us with privacy, control over noise level, a sense of ownership and pride, more space, and a higher quality of life.  

Through interviews with Trey and actual house searching, I found that our criteria for a home include the following features: Must haves:  3 bedrooms, 2 bathrooms, all electric, single family home, 30 minutes or less drive to work, dishwasher, stove; Extremely Important:  basement, 2 car garage, spacious, large closets, separate dining room, refrigerator; Preferences:  brick, fireplace; Dream house:  pool, jacuzzi, putting green.  During the search, it also became evident that we were not yet ready to buy a home but plan to do so next spring.  The I-Search was so valuable because I was able to include my husband, who would be helping make the decisions, in the process.  

In addition to discovering why we wanted to buy a home and which kind of home we wanted, I learned a great deal about the home buying process and the steps that must be taken to buy a house.  Each time I learned something new about this process, it generated another question to pursue in my research.  There is an infinite amount of information on this process, so I decided to focus my efforts on creating a timeline of events for a spring-summer move, exploring financial options, and planning how to begin the looking process.  Even with this focus, I uncovered immeasurable amounts of information.

Frank Cook devotes a chapter of his book entitled, You’re Not Going to Buy That House Are You?, to exploring the calendar for a spring-summer move.  This is the time of year that Trey and I plan to move, so I found this source extremely useful.  The first eight steps of his timeline are actions to take to prepare for buying a home and include such things as saving money, considering your current living situation, creating a list of criteria, and talking with homeowners.  Trey and I have already begun these steps and will continue them throughout the coming year.

In his next step, he suggests determining the neighborhood where we want to live by Mid-January.  I am not sure if we will be certain of this by January, but I plan to begin looking in real estate pamphlets for neighborhoods of interest by this time.  He then emphasizes the importance of pre-qualifying for a loan in early February and being pre-approved by the end of the month.  From Century 21 Guide to Buying a Home, I learned the difference between pre-qualifying for a loan and pre-approval.  It says, “With the first, the lending institution gives you the same sort of estimate about what you could borrow as a real estate agent has probably already furnished.  With actual pre-approval, however, the lender has verified your qualifications and furnished you with a definite commitment to lend you a certain sum, assuming the property that you want to purchase passes the appraisal process” (1996).  Using Cook’s calendar, we will begin looking for houses in early March with the hope of making an offer by Mid-April.  We will negotiate the purchase in late April, attend the inspection in early May, and prepare for closing at the end of May.  Cook explains that, “The real estate industry typically considers the months of March, April, May, and June as the home-buying season”, and with the help of this book I learned when each step of the home buying process is taken during this peak season (2004).  

     Although I did not explore the specifics of our financial situation, I did feel that it was important to look at what a lender requires and expects from a potential borrower.  I used general questions to explore the mortgage loan process and the paperwork that goes with it.  I conducted a phone interview with Brandi Cabe of Southland Mortgage to answer these questions.  She explained to me that the first thing borrowers do when they come in is fill out an application.  The application asks for general information such as name, address, social security number, etc, but it also asks more specific questions about your employment and rental history.  They expect you to have been in the same line of work for two years, and if you are currently renting, they prefer that you pay your rent by check.  The application also asks for a list of your assets as well as your debts.  To supplement the application, the lender requests an income document, bank statements, and a copy of your driver’s license.  They also run a credit report and review your scores.  Trey and I learned that we have excellent credit, which will give us an edge in the lending process.  Your application, supplemental materials, and credit report are submitted to the lender for a rate.  Ms. Cabe said that the process takes two to three weeks if you already know which property you are planning to buy.  After this interview, I felt prepared to complete this process and better understood exactly what goes into it.

Since I had the knowledge of the process, I decided to dig further into the kinds of loans available and special offers for first time buyers.  I discovered several helpful things about FHA loans.  Janet Wickell’s article explained that FHA loans allow you to purchase with only 3% down payment.  This is especially helpful to Trey and I because it is unlikely that we will be able to save a great deal of money this year to be used as a down payment.  She also helped me understand that we will need to find a lender who offers FHA loans because FHA does not lend; it simply insures loans.  FHA loans also have a more lenient debt to income ratio: 29/41 vs. 28/36, which may be important to us since we are paying my husband’s student loans and car payment and expect to have to buy me a car relatively soon (Wickell, 2005).  Another website revealed that the FHA lending limit in the Athens area is $176,605 for single-family homes, which confirms that Trey and I would be eligible for this type of loan since we do not expect to spend that much on a home (Go Mortgage.com, 2005).  I also found out that there are non-profit organizations that will give down payment gifts to home buyers.  This site also explained mortgage insurance, and I now understand that if we choose a FHA loan, we will have to pay a 1.5% premium up front and an additional .5% premium annually until the loan to value ratio equals 78%.  I learned a great deal about FHA loans from these two websites and will definitely consider this kind of loan when we begin the buying process.

I also explored the Fannie Mae Foundation and found out that it is the largest source of home mortgage loans in America.  It is a non-profit organization that offers over 35 different kinds of home loans.  It offers special kinds of loans for first time buyers, some of which include 100% financing (Fannie Mae, 2005). 

The last section of my topic that I learned a great deal about was how to begin the looking process.  This information is relevant to any time that we begin this process and should be very helpful next spring.  Many of the books suggest that home buyers should hire their own buyer’s agent to begin the process because it will save them time and provide them with professional help in negotiating the best deal.  However, Julie Garton-Good helped me understand that this may not be the best solution for Trey and I when she said, “The key to making the right decision lies in part in your buying personality.  Just as in department store shopping, some buyers want the salesperson to lead them to the product, demonstrate it, and point out selection alternatives, while other buyers want to walk into the store and be left alone” (1997).   

In addition to learning the advantages and disadvantages of having a buyer’s agent, I looked at what to actually do to begin our search.  Sue Beck makes a suggestion in her book that I had not thought of.  She recommends working with a map of the area you are considering.  She suggests marking your place of work, shopping centers, schools, and other special interest places.  Then mark out the areas that you want to avoid.  I think this is an excellent way to get an idea of the neighborhood(s) where we would like to live.  Beck also says to place each home you visit in order of preference from first choice to third choice.  If it is not in the top three, it should no longer be considered (1993).  David Myers also offers some helpful suggestions in his book when he says, “First you have to target the two or three most promising neighborhoods, then visit all the properties for sale in those areas, and finally zero in on the two or three homes that are truly outstanding buys” (1999).  Before my I-Search I probably would have looked everywhere within a thirty mile radius for houses, but I now understand the importance of limiting our search. 

I became aware of why Trey and I wanted a home, what kind of home we wanted, and why we were not yet ready to buy a home during my search.  Through a vast amount of information, I came to understand several steps of the home buying process including a timeline of events, mortgage loan options, and how to begin the home hunt.     
How I will Apply it to my Problem


My discoveries throughout the I-Search have helped me solve my problem in many ways.  The most significant decision that I made during my search is that my husband and I are not yet ready to purchase a house.  After learning more about the process and considering our personal finances, we came to the conclusion that we will wait and buy a home next spring or summer.  This helped me answer the immediate question of whether or not we would renew our lease for an additional year, and of course we decided to do so.


Knowing the criteria that Trey and I have for a home will help us create a list of possibilities when the time comes to begin the house hunt.  We will use this information to both eliminate and highlight potential houses as we look through real estate pamphlets and browse through neighborhoods beginning next February.  We will also consider these criteria when ranking houses from one to three and marking off those that do not make it in the top three.


I found Frank Cook’s timeline for a spring-summer move to be very helpful in understanding what goes into each step of the process and when each step should occur.  We will use it as a general guideline as we move through the home buying process.  His first eight steps have already influenced our decisions about waiting to buy a home, saving money to purchase a home, creating a list of criteria, and discussing the process with other homeowners.  We will use his suggestions of beginning the search for a home in March and set a goal of finding a home by the middle of April.


My discoveries concerning what lenders expect from potential buyers will help us make sure that our finances are in order.  We will be sure to keep documentation of our incomes and check our credit record to make sure that it is error free.  Knowing our many options for financing will help us choose the one that meets our needs when the time comes.  Being aware of how many different types of loans are offered will allow us to keep our options open and not be limited by any one lender.


Finally, based on the expert advice of Julie Garton-Good concerning how to choose whether or not to hire a buyer’s agent and our own buyer personalities, we have decided to look on our own.  This will make it very important for us to map out the areas we are interested in and choose a few neighborhoods that are of the greatest interest as suggested by Beck and Myers.  We will prioritize the houses in these neighborhoods to find the one that will fulfill our needs. 


I feel that I have answered the question “How do we find the home we want?” through exploring our needs and desires for a home as well as coming to an understanding of the home buying process.  
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