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About the Author

Monica Samuels is a Real Estate Broker serving Miami-Dade, Broward, and Palm 
Beach Counties with more than 23 years of experience helping buyers, sellers, 
investors, and families achieve their real estate goals through MAS Realty & 
Investments. Monica Samuels is also a licensed Life, Health and Annuity Agent in 
Florida.

Monica believes education creates confident buyers, and that informed clients 
make better long-term financial decisions. Her mission is to simplify the 
homebuying process through practical education, transparency, and exceptional 
service — and to help the next generation build lasting wealth through real estate.

Disclaimer

This workbook is provided for general educational purposes only and does not 
constitute legal, tax, financial, insurance, or lending advice. Information about loan 
programs, assistance programs, tax exemptions, and related topics is based on 
general principles that are subject to change and may vary by lender, program 
administrator, county, or individual circumstance.

Always verify current rules, eligibility requirements, rates, and figures directly with 
the appropriate licensed professional or official program administrator — including 
but not limited to your mortgage lender, real estate attorney, tax professional, 
licensed insurance agent, and the relevant federal, state, or county agency — 
before making any financial or legal decision.

Monica Samuels is a licensed Real Estate Broker and a licensed Life, Health and 
Annuity Agent in Florida. Nothing in this workbook should be interpreted as a 
guarantee of loan approval, program eligibility, property value, or any specific 
financial outcome.

This workbook does not create a brokerage relationship between you and Monica 
Samuels or MAS Realty & Investments. Any such relationship begins only upon 
execution of the appropriate Florida brokerage agreement.
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PART I: PREPARING FOR HOMEOWNERSHIP

Welcome

If you are holding this workbook, you are probably somewhere on the path toward 
buying your first home. Maybe you just started thinking about it last week. Maybe 
you have been saving for three years and you are finally ready to take the next 
step. Wherever you are, you are in the right place.

I wrote this workbook because I have spent more than twenty-three years helping 
people buy homes across Miami-Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach counties, and I 
have noticed something true every single time: the buyers who feel calm and 
confident on closing day are almost always the ones who understood the process 
before they started. The buyers who feel anxious and overwhelmed are almost 
always the ones who jumped in without a roadmap.

This workbook is your roadmap.

It will not tell you which neighborhood to choose or which lender offers the best 
rate this month, because those answers are personal to you and they change over 
time. What it will do is teach you how the entire homebuying process works, step 
by step, so that when you sit down with a lender or a real estate agent, you already 
understand the conversation. You will know what questions to ask. You will know 
what red flags to watch for. You will know what is normal and what is not.

Buying a home is one of the largest financial decisions most people ever make. It 
deserves more than a five-minute internet search. It deserves real preparation. 
That is what we are going to do together in these pages.

How to Use This Workbook

This workbook is built to be used, not just read. Keep a pen nearby.

Each chapter follows the same structure. You will find educational sections that 
explain a topic in plain language, a "Monica's Pro Tip" box with insight from my 
years in the field, a "Common Mistakes" section so you can avoid the pitfalls I have 
seen trip up other buyers, a workbook exercise where you apply what you just 
learned, reflection questions to help the information sink in, and action steps you 
can take immediately.

You do not have to complete this workbook in one sitting. Most readers spend a few 
weeks working through it, often alongside their actual homebuying timeline. Some 
chapters you may read in ten minutes. Others, especially the financial chapters, 
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may take you a full evening because you will want to pull out your bank statements 
and actually fill in the worksheets.

There is no wrong pace. The only wrong way to use this workbook is to skip the 
exercises. Reading about budgeting is not the same as building your own budget. 
Reading about credit scores is not the same as checking your own credit report. 
The value here comes from doing the work, not just absorbing the information.

At the back of the workbook, you will find a full set of bonus tools: budget 
worksheets, a debt tracker, a savings planner, checklists for showings and 
inspections and closing day, a 90-day action plan, and a glossary of nearly 150 real 
estate and mortgage terms explained in plain English. Feel free to flip back and 
forth between the chapters and the tools as needed.

QUICK TIP

Photocopy or scan the blank worksheets before you fill them in, especially if 
you are sharing this workbook with a partner or family member who is also 
buying with you. That way you each have your own copy to complete 
separately, and then compare notes.

Is Homeownership Right for You?

Before we go any further, let's pause on a question that does not get asked 
enough: is buying a home actually the right move for you right now?

I ask this not to discourage you, but because I have watched too many people buy 
a home because they felt they were "supposed to," only to feel trapped a year 
later. Homeownership is a wonderful goal, but it is not automatically the right 
choice for every person at every stage of life. It is a choice that comes with real 
trade-offs, and you deserve an honest look at both sides before you commit.

The Case for Buying

When you own a home, your monthly payment builds equity instead of 
disappearing into a landlord's account. Over time, as you pay down your mortgage 
and your home (hopefully) gains value, you build wealth. You also gain stability: no 
landlord can decide not to renew your lease, raise your rent unexpectedly, or sell 
the property out from under you. You can paint the walls, renovate the kitchen, 
plant a garden, or get a dog without asking anyone's permission. And in the United 
States, certain tax benefits may be available to homeowners, which a tax 
professional can explain based on your specific situation.

The Case for Waiting
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Buying a home also means taking on real responsibility. You are now the one who 
calls the plumber when the pipe bursts at midnight. You are responsible for 
property taxes, insurance, and maintenance costs that a renter never has to think 
about. Homeownership also reduces flexibility. If your job might relocate you in the 
next year or two, or if your life circumstances are likely to change significantly 
soon, renting may serve you better for now. Selling a home involves real costs and 
takes time, so a home is generally a better fit when you plan to stay in one place 
for several years.

There is no universally correct answer. The right answer is the one that fits your 
actual life, not the one that fits someone else's timeline or expectations.

DID YOU KNOW?

According to data tracked by housing economists, the typical homeowner 
stays in a home for roughly eight to thirteen years, though this varies 
significantly by individual circumstance and has shifted over time. This is 
one reason most mortgage and real estate professionals suggest buying 
only when you expect to stay in the area for at least three to five years — it 
gives the home a reasonable chance to make financial sense compared to 
renting once you factor in closing costs and the costs of buying and selling.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I always tell my clients: do not buy a home because you feel pressure from 
family, friends, or social media. Buy a home because you have looked 
honestly at your finances, your timeline, and your goals, and the math and 
the life circumstances both make sense. The best time to buy is when YOU 
are ready, not when everyone else says you should be.

COMMON MISTAKES

Many first-time buyers rush into homeownership for the wrong reasons. Watch out 
for these patterns:

• Buying because rent "feels like throwing money away," without 
comparing the true total cost of owning

• Stretching to the maximum the lender approves, rather than what is 
comfortable for your lifestyle

• Ignoring how long you actually plan to stay in the area

• Skipping the conversation with a partner or co-buyer about long-term 
goals before house hunting begins

• Assuming homeownership will be exactly like renting, only with a 
mortgage payment instead of rent
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WORKBOOK EXERCISE: READINESS CHECK-IN

Take a few minutes to answer honestly. There are no wrong answers here — this is 
for your own clarity.

1. How long do I realistically plan to stay in this area? _______________________

2. What is pulling me toward buying right now? 
_______________________________________________________________________

3. What concerns me most about becoming a homeowner? 
_______________________________________________________________________

4. Have I discussed this decision with everyone who will be financially affected by 
it (spouse, partner, co-buyer)? ☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Not applicable

5. On a scale of 1 to 10, how prepared do I feel financially right now? _____ / 10

6. On a scale of 1 to 10, how prepared do I feel emotionally for the 
responsibilities of homeownership? _____ / 10

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• What would change in my daily life if I owned instead of rented?

• What does "home" mean to me beyond the financial transaction?

• If I am buying with a partner, are we aligned on why we want to do this and 
what we are looking for?

ACTION STEPS

1. Write down your honest answer to "why now?" Keep it somewhere you can 
revisit it later in the process.

2. If you are buying with a partner, schedule a dedicated conversation (not a 
rushed one) about goals, timeline, and budget comfort level.

3. Move on to the next section, where we will start turning this motivation into a 
concrete vision.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Homeownership is a major life decision with real benefits and real 
responsibilities. Before diving into financing and house hunting, take time to 
honestly assess whether this is the right season of life for you to buy, and 
get clear on your personal "why." This clarity will guide every decision that 
follows.
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Creating Your Vision

Once you know that buying makes sense for your life right now, the next step is to 
get specific about what you are actually working toward. A vague desire to "buy a 
house someday" is hard to plan around. A clear, detailed vision is something you 
can actually build a strategy for.

I encourage every client to spend real time on this step, even though it can feel like 
the "soft" part of the process compared to credit scores and interest rates. In my 
experience, buyers who skip this step often end up touring homes that do not fit 
their actual life, wasting time and energy on properties that were never going to 
work.

Picture Your Day-to-Day Life

Think past the photographs you might pin on a vision board. Picture an ordinary 
Tuesday in your future home. Where do you wake up? What does your commute 
look like? Is there space for the things that matter to you — a home office, a yard 
for pets or children, room for guests, a quiet space to unwind?

Picture Your Finances

Picture your bank account on the first of the month after your mortgage payment, 
property taxes, and insurance are paid. Does it feel comfortable, or does it feel like 
you are barely making it? This single mental exercise — picturing your bank 
balance, not just your front door — is one of the most useful things you can do 
before house hunting begins.

Picture the Next Five to Ten Years

Are you planning to grow your family? Change careers? Retire? Your vision should 
account for where your life is heading, not just where it is today.

QUICK TIP

Write your vision down. People who write down specific goals are more 
likely to act on them consistently than people who only think about goals in 
the abstract. A written vision also gives you something concrete to return to 
when the search feels overwhelming or when a tempting property doesn't 
actually fit what you need.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I ask every client the same question at our first meeting: 'Tell me about 
your life five years from now, and tell me where this home fits into that 
picture.' The answers are different every time, and that is exactly the point. 
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Your home should fit YOUR life, not a generic checklist.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Focusing only on the home's appearance without thinking through daily 
functionality

• Building a vision based on what looks good on social media rather than 
what fits your actual needs

• Failing to involve everyone who will live in the home in the visioning 
process

• Creating a vision that ignores your budget reality, leading to 
disappointment during the search

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MY HOMEOWNERSHIP VISION

Fill in the blanks below. Be as specific as you can.

In my next home, I need: 
_______________________________________________________________________

In my next home, I want (but could live without): 
_______________________________________________________________________

My ideal commute time is: 
_______________________________________________________________________

The lifestyle activities most important to me are: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Five years from now, I picture my life looking like: 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• What does this vision tell me about my true priorities?

• Are there any parts of this vision that might conflict with my budget, and if so, 
which matters more?

• If I am buying with someone else, where do our visions align, and where do 
they differ?

ACTION STEPS

1. Complete the vision exercise above without editing yourself — write down 
what you actually want before narrowing it down.
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2. If buying with a partner, complete this exercise separately, then compare 
answers.

3. Keep this page marked. You will return to it later when we discuss needs 
versus wants in Part V.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

A clear vision of your future life in your future home gives every later 
decision a foundation. Specificity beats vague aspiration. Take the time now 
to picture your daily life, your finances, and your next several years, 
because this vision will guide your search and protect you from chasing 
homes that look good but do not fit.

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  11



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

Setting SMART Goals

A vision tells you where you want to go. Goals tell you how you are actually going 
to get there. In this section, we are going to convert your vision into a structured 
plan using the SMART goal framework: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, 
and Time-bound.

Specific

A specific goal answers exactly what, who, where, and why. "I want to save more 
money" is not specific. "I want to save $15,000 for a down payment and closing 
costs by saving $625 per month for 24 months" is specific.

Measurable

You need a way to track progress. Dollar amounts, credit score numbers, and dates 
all work well as measurable markers.

Achievable

Your goal should stretch you, but it should not be fantasy. If your current budget 
allows for saving $200 per month, a goal that requires saving $1,000 per month is 
going to set you up to feel discouraged. Build a goal around your real numbers, 
then look for ways to grow your capacity over time.

Relevant

Make sure the goal actually connects to your vision from the previous section. A 
goal to pay off a credit card might be relevant because it will improve your debt-to-
income ratio for mortgage qualification. A goal unrelated to your homebuying 
timeline can wait.

Time-bound

Every goal needs a deadline. Without one, "someday" can quietly become "never."

DID YOU KNOW?

Lenders look closely at your debt-to-income ratio and your credit history 
when determining what you can qualify for. We will cover both of these in 
detail in Part II, but it helps to know now that goals related to paying down 
debt and building credit are just as important as goals related to saving 
cash.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Break your big goal into smaller monthly targets. A $20,000 down payment 
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goal feels overwhelming. A $556 per month goal for three years feels 
doable. Same destination, very different feeling along the way.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Setting a savings goal without checking whether it is realistic against 
your actual monthly budget

• Failing to set a goal around credit score improvement, focusing only on 
cash savings

• Setting only one big goal instead of breaking it into trackable monthly 
milestones

• Not revisiting goals regularly to adjust for changes in income, expenses, 
or timeline

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MY SMART HOMEBUYING GOALS

Goal 1 (Savings):

Specific goal: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Target amount: $_____________ by (date): _____________

Monthly amount needed: $_____________

Goal 2 (Credit):

Specific goal: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Target score: _____________ by (date): _____________

Goal 3 (Debt Reduction, if applicable):

Specific goal: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Target amount paid down: $_____________ by (date): _____________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Which of these goals feels most achievable right now, and which feels hardest?

• What would need to change in my current budget to hit these targets?

• Who can help keep me accountable to these goals?
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ACTION STEPS

1. Write your three SMART goals using the worksheet above.

2. Set a calendar reminder to review your progress on these goals monthly.

3. Move into Part II, where we will build the financial foundation that makes these 
goals real.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Vision without a plan stays a dream. By converting your vision into Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound goals, you give yourself 
a concrete path forward. In Part II, we will dig into the financial details — 
budgeting, credit, debt, and savings — that will turn these goals into reality.
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PART II: FINANCIAL READINESS

Budgeting

Every homebuying journey runs through the same checkpoint: your budget. Before 
a lender will tell you what you can borrow, you need to know what you can actually 
afford to spend, because those two numbers are not always the same.

Know the Difference: Qualifying vs. Comfortable

A lender calculates how much you qualify to borrow based on your income, debts, 
and credit profile. That number tells you the ceiling of what is possible. It does not 
tell you what is comfortable for your specific life. Only your own budget can answer 
that question.

Build a Real Monthly Budget

Start by listing your actual take-home income (after taxes), then list every category 
of monthly spending: housing, transportation, food, insurance, debt payments, 
subscriptions, savings, and discretionary spending. Many buyers are surprised 
when they add it all up for the first time.

Once you know your current spending, you can estimate your future housing 
budget by adding up the full cost of homeownership, not just the loan payment. 
This includes principal and interest, property taxes, homeowners insurance, 
possible flood insurance, and if applicable, homeowners association (HOA) fees and 
private mortgage insurance. We will cover each of these costs in detail in Part III.

QUICK TIP

A commonly referenced starting point is keeping total housing costs at or 
below roughly 28 to 30 percent of your gross monthly income, though every 
lender and every household's true comfort level is different. Treat this as a 
starting reference point for your own conversation with a lender, not a hard 
rule.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I tell my clients to imagine their new mortgage payment for three months 
before they ever sign anything. Take the estimated new payment, subtract 
your current rent, and set that difference aside in savings each month. If 
you can comfortably live without that money for three months, you have 
just proven to yourself that the new payment is sustainable.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Budgeting only for principal and interest while forgetting taxes, 
insurance, and HOA fees

• Using gross income instead of actual take-home pay when building a 
budget

• Failing to account for irregular expenses like car maintenance or annual 
insurance premiums

• Assuming the maximum the lender approves is the same as what is 
comfortable to spend

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MY MONTHLY BUDGET SNAPSHOT

Monthly take-home income: $_____________

Category Current Monthly Amount

Housing (rent/current mortgage) $_____________

Utilities $_____________

Transportation $_____________

Food/Groceries $_____________

Insurance $_____________

Debt payments $_____________

Subscriptions $_____________

Savings $_____________

Discretionary/Other $_____________

Total Monthly Spending $_____________

Income minus spending = monthly surplus or shortfall: $_____________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Did anything in my actual spending surprise me when I wrote it all down?

• Where could I realistically trim spending to grow my down payment savings?

• What total housing payment would still let me live comfortably, based on this 
budget?

ACTION STEPS

1. Complete the budget worksheet above using real numbers from your last two 
to three months of bank statements.
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2. Identify one or two categories where you could redirect money toward your 
homebuying goals.

3. Continue to the next section to learn how your credit score factors into this 
picture.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

A realistic monthly budget is the foundation of confident homebuying. 
Knowing your true income and spending allows you to set a housing budget 
that is sustainable, not just one a lender happens to approve. Use the 
worksheet in this chapter as a living document you can revisit throughout 
your homebuying journey.
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Credit Scores

Your credit score is one of the most influential numbers in the entire homebuying 
process. It affects whether you qualify for a loan, which loan programs are available 
to you, and what interest rate you are offered.

What a Credit Score Actually Measures

A credit score is a three-digit number, typically ranging from 300 to 850 under the 
most commonly used scoring models, that summarizes your credit history into a 
single risk indicator for lenders. It is built from factors including your payment 
history, the amounts you owe relative to your available credit, the length of your 
credit history, the mix of credit types you use, and recent credit inquiries.

Why It Matters for Mortgages

Lenders use your credit score, along with other factors, to determine whether you 
qualify for certain loan programs and what interest rate you are offered. Generally, 
a higher score can help you access better terms, although exact score 
requirements and their effect on pricing vary by lender, loan type, and current 
market conditions. Because requirements change, always verify current minimum 
score requirements directly with your lender when you are ready to apply.

How to Check Your Credit

Under federal law, you are entitled to a free credit report from each of the three 
major credit bureaus through the official site AnnualCreditReport.com. Checking 
your own report this way is considered a "soft" inquiry and does not affect your 
score. Review your reports carefully for errors, since mistakes on credit reports are 
more common than most people realize, and disputing genuine errors can improve 
your score.

Building or Repairing Credit

The most impactful habits for most people are paying every bill on time, every 
time, and keeping credit card balances low relative to your credit limits. Avoid 
opening several new credit accounts in the months leading up to a mortgage 
application, since new accounts and the associated inquiries can temporarily affect 
your score.

DID YOU KNOW?

The three major credit bureaus in the United States are Equifax, Experian, 
and TransUnion. Your score can vary slightly between bureaus because 
each may have slightly different information on file, and lenders may use 
different scoring models.
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MONICA'S PRO TIP

If you think your credit needs work, start now, not the week before you 
want to apply for a mortgage. Meaningful credit improvement usually takes 
months, not days. The buyers who plan ahead almost always end up with 
better loan terms than the ones who scramble at the last minute.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Waiting until the lender pulls your credit to find out your score for the 
first time

• Closing old credit card accounts, which can shorten your credit history 
and raise your utilization ratio

• Making a large purchase on credit (furniture, a car) right before or during 
the mortgage process

• Co-signing a loan for someone else without understanding the impact on 
your own credit profile

• Ignoring small errors on a credit report that could be costing you points

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: CREDIT CHECK-UP

1. Have I pulled my free credit report from all three bureaus in the last 12 
months? ☐ Yes ☐ No

2. My most recent credit score (if known): _____________

3. Are there any errors on my credit report that need to be disputed? ☐ Yes ☐ No 
☐ Not sure yet

4. List any accounts with high balances relative to their limits that I could pay 
down: _______________________________________________________________________

5. Do I have any past-due accounts that need attention before applying for a 
mortgage? ☐ Yes ☐ No

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• What habits have helped or hurt my credit in the past?

• Is there a specific account or balance that, if addressed, would make the 
biggest difference?

• Do I need professional credit counseling, or can I improve this on my own with 
consistent habits?
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ACTION STEPS

1. Request your free credit reports from AnnualCreditReport.com this week if you 
have not checked them in the last year.

2. Dispute any genuine errors you find through the appropriate credit bureau.

3. Set up autopay or reminders for every recurring bill to protect your payment 
history going forward.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Your credit score plays a central role in mortgage qualification and pricing, 
and it rewards patience and consistency over quick fixes. Check your 
reports early, correct any errors, and build steady habits well before you 
plan to apply for a mortgage.
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Debt-to-Income Ratio

Alongside your credit score, lenders look closely at your debt-to-income ratio, often 
abbreviated as DTI. This single number compares how much you owe each month 
to how much you earn, and it plays a major role in determining what you can 
qualify to borrow.

How DTI Is Calculated

Your DTI is generally calculated by adding up your minimum monthly debt 
payments (such as car loans, student loans, credit card minimums, and your 
anticipated new housing payment) and dividing that total by your gross monthly 
income, then expressing the result as a percentage.

For example, if your gross monthly income is $6,000 and your total monthly debt 
obligations, including the anticipated new mortgage payment, add up to $2,400, 
your DTI would be 40 percent.

Front-End vs. Back-End Ratio

Lenders often look at two versions of this ratio. The "front-end" ratio considers only 
housing costs as a percentage of income. The "back-end" ratio considers all 
monthly debt obligations, including housing, as a percentage of income. Acceptable 
ranges vary by loan program and lender, so this is an important question to ask 
any lender you speak with directly.

How to Improve Your DTI

You can improve your DTI in two ways: increase your income, or decrease your 
debt. Paying down credit cards and avoiding new debt before applying for a 
mortgage are usually the fastest ways to make a meaningful difference.

QUICK TIP

Avoid financing a new car, opening a new credit card, or taking on a new 
personal loan in the months leading up to your mortgage application, even 
if a great deal seems available. New debt added at the wrong time can 
change your DTI enough to affect your loan approval or terms.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I have seen excellent buyers, with great income, get a smaller loan 
approval than expected because of one overlooked auto loan or a credit 
card they forgot was still being reported. Before you talk to a lender, write 
down every single debt you carry. No surprises is always better than a 
surprise.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Forgetting to count a co-signed loan that still shows up as your 
obligation

• Not accounting for the anticipated new housing payment when 
estimating DTI

• Taking on new debt during the mortgage approval process, which can 
change your numbers mid-process

• Assuming all lenders use identical DTI thresholds, when requirements 
vary by lender and loan program

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: CALCULATE MY DTI

Step 1: List all monthly debt obligations

Debt Monthly Payment

Car loan(s) $_____________

Student loan(s) $_____________

Credit card minimum(s) $_____________

Other loans $_____________

Estimated new housing payment $_____________

Total Monthly Debt $_____________

Step 2: Gross monthly income: $_____________

Step 3: DTI = Total Monthly Debt ÷ Gross Monthly Income × 100 = 
_____________ %

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Does my DTI feel manageable to me personally, separate from what a lender 
might approve?

• Which single debt, if paid off, would most improve this ratio?

• Am I planning any major purchases that could affect this number before I apply 
for a mortgage?

ACTION STEPS

1. Complete the DTI worksheet above with real numbers.

2. If your DTI feels high, identify one debt to focus on paying down over the next 
several months.
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3. Avoid applying for new credit until after your mortgage closes.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Your debt-to-income ratio is one of the most important numbers in 
mortgage qualification. Understanding how it is calculated, and taking 
deliberate steps to manage it, puts you in a stronger position when you sit 
down with a lender.
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Saving for a Down Payment

Few topics generate more myths than the down payment. Many first-time buyers 
believe they need 20 percent down to buy a home. In reality, many loan programs 
allow significantly lower down payments, and some programs designed for qualified 
buyers require very little down at all. We will cover specific loan programs in Part 
III, but let's start with the saving strategy itself.

Setting a Realistic Target

Your down payment target depends on the loan program you ultimately use and 
the price range of homes you are considering. Rather than guessing, use a 
placeholder target based on a mid-range scenario, and adjust it once you have 
spoken with a lender about specific programs you may qualify for.

Where to Keep Your Savings

Down payment savings should generally be kept somewhere safe and accessible, 
such as a dedicated savings account, rather than in volatile investments you might 
need to access on short notice. Keeping these funds separate from your everyday 
spending account can help you avoid accidentally dipping into them.

Documenting Your Savings

Lenders typically want to see a paper trail showing where your down payment 
funds came from. Large, unexplained deposits can slow down your mortgage 
approval. If a family member is gifting you funds toward your down payment, ask 
your lender in advance what documentation will be required, since gift fund rules 
vary by loan program.

DID YOU KNOW?

Many buyers use a combination of personal savings, gift funds from family, 
and down payment assistance programs to reach their target. We will 
explore assistance programs in detail in Part IV.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Open a dedicated 'house fund' savings account separate from your regular 
checking and savings. When the money has its own home, you are far less 
likely to spend it on something else. I have watched this simple trick help 
clients save thousands of dollars faster than they expected.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Assuming 20 percent down is required for every loan program

• Making large, undocumented deposits or withdrawals in the months 
before applying for a mortgage

• Keeping down payment savings mixed in with everyday spending money

• Not asking early about gift fund documentation requirements if family is 
contributing

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MY DOWN PAYMENT PLAN

Estimated home price range: $_____________ to $_____________

Placeholder down payment percentage (to discuss with lender): 
_____________ %

Estimated down payment target: $_____________

Current savings toward this goal: $_____________

Monthly amount I can realistically save: $_____________

Months needed to reach my goal: _____________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Is my current savings rate enough to hit my target on my desired timeline?

• Are there one-time sources of funds (bonus, tax refund, gift) that could 
accelerate this goal?

• Have I asked a lender yet about programs that might lower my required down 
payment?

ACTION STEPS

1. Open a dedicated savings account for your down payment if you have not 
already.

2. Set up automatic transfers on payday to build consistency.

3. Schedule a conversation with a lender to get clarity on actual down payment 
requirements for programs you may qualify for.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Down payment requirements vary widely by loan program, and 20 percent 
is often not required. Build a realistic, documented savings plan, keep your 
funds separate and traceable, and talk to a lender early to understand 
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which programs might reduce what you need to save.
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Emergency Savings

It is tempting to put every spare dollar toward your down payment fund, but 
skipping emergency savings can put your entire homeownership plan at risk. Life 
does not pause its surprises just because you are saving for a house.

Why This Matters More After You Buy

As a renter, a broken appliance is often your landlord's problem. As a homeowner, 
it is yours. An emergency fund protects you from having to use high-interest credit 
or delay essential repairs when something unexpected happens.

How Much Is Enough

Many financial educators suggest building toward three to six months of essential 
living expenses in an emergency fund, though your personal comfort level may 
differ based on job stability, health, and family circumstances. This is a guideline to 
discuss with a financial professional based on your specific situation, not a fixed 
rule.

Balancing Emergency Savings and Down Payment Savings

You do not need to choose one goal over the other entirely. Many buyers split their 
monthly savings between the two goals, prioritizing a smaller starter emergency 
fund first, then shifting more heavily toward the down payment once a baseline 
safety net exists.

QUICK TIP

A starter emergency fund of even $1,000, kept completely separate from 
your down payment savings, can prevent a single car repair or medical bill 
from derailing your homebuying timeline.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Buyers sometimes feel like emergency savings is 'wasted' money sitting 
around instead of growing their down payment. I see it differently. That 
fund is what protects your down payment fund from ever being raided. 
They work together, not against each other.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Draining all savings into the down payment fund with zero safety net

• Treating the emergency fund as available spending money for non-
emergencies
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• Underestimating true monthly essential expenses when calculating the 
target fund size

• Failing to rebuild the emergency fund after using it

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: EMERGENCY FUND PLAN

My essential monthly expenses (rent/mortgage, utilities, food, insurance, 
minimum debt payments): $_____________

My current emergency savings: $_____________

My starter goal (e.g., $1,000): $_____________

My longer-term goal (e.g., 3-6 months of expenses): $_____________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Have I ever had to use credit for an emergency because I lacked savings? 
What did that experience teach me?

• How would I feel if an unexpected $2,000 expense came up next month?

• What is a realistic split between emergency savings and down payment 
savings for my situation?

ACTION STEPS

1. Set a starter emergency fund goal and automate a small monthly contribution 
toward it.

2. Keep emergency savings in a separate account from your down payment fund.

3. Revisit this balance with a financial professional if your situation feels 
complicated.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

An emergency fund is not in competition with your down payment goal — it 
protects it. Build at least a starter cushion before or alongside your down 
payment savings so that an unexpected expense does not derail your 
homebuying timeline.
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Preparing Financial Documents

When you are ready to apply for a mortgage, your lender will request 
documentation to verify your income, assets, debts, and identity. Gathering these 
documents ahead of time can dramatically speed up your approval process and 
reduce stress.

Typical Documents Lenders Request

While exact requirements vary by lender and loan program, buyers are commonly 
asked to provide recent pay stubs, W-2 forms or tax returns (especially for self-
employed applicants), bank statements, a government-issued photo ID, and 
documentation of any other income sources or assets. Self-employed buyers should 
expect to provide additional documentation, often including two years of tax 
returns and profit-and-loss statements, since income verification works differently 
without traditional pay stubs.

Why Organization Matters

Mortgage underwriting involves verifying nearly every financial claim on your 
application. Missing or disorganized documents are one of the most common 
causes of delays. Keeping a dedicated folder, physical or digital, with these 
documents ready can save you significant time and stress during a process that 
already involves deadlines.

Be Prepared for Follow-Up Requests

It is normal for underwriters to ask follow-up questions or request additional 
documentation, even after you have submitted your initial paperwork. This is a 
routine part of the process, not a sign that something is wrong with your 
application.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Avoid making major financial changes — switching jobs, opening new credit 
accounts, making large purchases, or moving large sums of money between 
accounts — while your mortgage application is in process, unless you have 
discussed it with your lender first. These changes can complicate or delay 
your approval.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I tell my clients to start a 'mortgage folder' the same month they start 
seriously looking at homes, well before they find the one they want to buy. 
When you are ready to make an offer, having your documents organized 
can help you move quickly, which matters in a competitive market.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Waiting to gather documents until after finding a home, which can delay 
the process under time pressure

• Making large, unexplained transfers between bank accounts during the 
application process

• Switching jobs or changing from salaried to self-employed status mid-
process without informing the lender

• Failing to keep documents updated if the process extends over several 
months

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: DOCUMENT PREPARATION CHECKLIST

☐ Two most recent pay stubs (or equivalent self-employment income 
documentation)

☐ Most recent two years of W-2s or tax returns

☐ Most recent two to three months of bank statements (all accounts)

☐ Government-issued photo ID

☐ Documentation of any additional income (bonuses, alimony, rental 
income, etc.)

☐ Documentation of any large recent deposits

☐ Current address and landlord/mortgage history for the past two years

☐ Contact information for employer (for verification purposes)

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I have easy access to digital or physical copies of these documents right 
now?

• Am I anticipating any job or income changes in the near future that I should 
discuss with a lender?

• Is there anything unusual in my finances (large deposits, gaps in employment) 
that I should be ready to explain?

ACTION STEPS

1. Create a dedicated physical or digital folder for mortgage documents today.

2. Gather as many items from the checklist above as you can before meeting 
with a lender.
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3. Move into Part III, where we will explore exactly how mortgages work and 
which loan programs might fit your situation.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Being organized with your financial documentation can meaningfully speed 
up your mortgage approval and reduce stress during the process. Start your 
document folder early, avoid major financial changes once your application 
is underway, and be ready for routine follow-up requests from your 
underwriter.
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PART III: UNDERSTANDING MORTGAGES

Mortgage Basics

A mortgage is simply a loan used to purchase real estate, secured by the property 
itself. If payments are not made according to the terms of the loan, the lender has 
the legal right to foreclose, meaning they can take possession of the property 
through a legal process. Understanding the basic mechanics of how a mortgage 
works will make every later conversation with a lender much easier to follow.

Principal and Interest

Your monthly mortgage payment is generally made up of several components. 
Principal is the portion that pays down the actual amount you borrowed. Interest is 
the cost of borrowing that money, expressed as a percentage rate. In the early 
years of most mortgages, a larger share of your payment goes toward interest, 
with the principal portion gradually increasing over time. This pattern is sometimes 
called amortization.

Taxes and Insurance

Many mortgage payments also include an amount collected for property taxes and 
homeowners insurance, held in an account called an escrow account. Your lender 
uses this account to pay your tax and insurance bills on your behalf when they are 
due, so you do not have to come up with those large lump sums yourself.

Loan Term

The loan term is the length of time you have to repay the loan, commonly 15 or 30 
years, though other terms exist. A longer term generally means a lower monthly 
payment but more interest paid over the life of the loan. A shorter term generally 
means a higher monthly payment but less total interest paid.

Interest Rate vs. Annual Percentage Rate (APR)

Your interest rate is the cost of borrowing, expressed as a percentage of your loan 
amount. The Annual Percentage Rate, or APR, includes the interest rate plus certain 
other costs of the loan, giving you a slightly more complete picture of the loan's 
total cost. When comparing loan offers from different lenders, look at both 
numbers.

DID YOU KNOW?

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau requires lenders to provide a 
standardized Loan Estimate within three business days of receiving your 
application. This document is designed to make it easier to compare offers 
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from different lenders side by side.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Do not just compare interest rates between lenders. Compare the full Loan 
Estimate, including fees and closing costs. I have seen a slightly higher rate 
end up being the better overall deal once all the numbers were laid out side 
by side.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Comparing only the advertised interest rate without looking at full 
closing costs and fees

• Not understanding that an escrow account is collecting funds for taxes 
and insurance, not extra profit for the lender

• Choosing a loan term based only on the lowest monthly payment without 
considering total interest paid

• Assuming all lenders calculate costs and fees identically

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MORTGAGE BASICS CHECK

1. In my own words, what is the difference between principal and interest? 
_______________________________________________________________________

2. What is an escrow account used for? 
_______________________________________________________________________

3. What loan term am I currently leaning toward, and why? 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I understand how my future monthly payment will be broken down?

• Am I more focused on the lowest monthly payment, or the lowest total cost 
over time? Why?

ACTION STEPS

1. Request a sample Loan Estimate from at least two lenders to start comparing 
real numbers, not just advertised rates.

2. Ask each lender to explain every fee listed on the Loan Estimate that you do 
not fully understand.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

A mortgage payment is typically made up of principal, interest, and often 
taxes and insurance collected through an escrow account. Understanding 
these basic mechanics, along with the difference between interest rate and 
APR, prepares you to compare loan offers intelligently rather than focusing 
on a single number.
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Conventional Loans

A conventional loan is a mortgage that is not insured or guaranteed by a 
government agency. These loans are offered by private lenders and often follow 
guidelines set by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, two government-sponsored 
enterprises that purchase many conventional loans from lenders.

Down Payment Flexibility

Conventional loans have historically required a down payment, but many programs 
allow for considerably less than the often-assumed 20 percent. Exact minimum 
down payment requirements vary by lender, loan program, and borrower 
qualifications, so this is an important question for any lender conversation.

Private Mortgage Insurance (PMI)

If your down payment is below a certain threshold, you will likely be required to pay 
private mortgage insurance, which protects the lender (not you) in case of default. 
PMI is typically added to your monthly payment and can often be removed once 
you have built sufficient equity in the home, subject to your lender's specific 
requirements and federal guidelines.

Credit and Qualification

Conventional loans typically have specific credit score and debt-to-income 
requirements, which vary by lender. Borrowers with stronger credit profiles often, 
though not always, receive more favorable terms.

QUICK TIP

Ask any lender you speak with to explain, in writing, the specific conditions 
under which PMI could be removed from your loan in the future. This single 
conversation could save you money down the road.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Conventional loans work well for a wide range of buyers, but the terms can 
vary meaningfully between lenders. Always get quotes from more than one 
lender, even if your first conversation feels great. Comparing offers is one of 
the easiest ways to make sure you are getting competitive terms.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Assuming a 20 percent down payment is always required for a 
conventional loan
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• Not asking how and when PMI can be removed

• Only getting a quote from one lender instead of comparing multiple 
offers

• Confusing conventional loan guidelines with FHA, VA, or USDA 
guidelines, which we will cover next

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: CONVENTIONAL LOAN QUESTIONS FOR MY 
LENDER

☐ What is the minimum down payment I qualify for on a conventional loan?

☐ Will I be required to pay PMI, and if so, how much, and under what 
conditions can it be removed?

☐ What credit score and DTI do I need to qualify for your best available 
rate?

☐ What are all the fees included in my Loan Estimate?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Does a conventional loan seem like a good fit based on what I know about my 
credit and savings so far?

• What additional questions do I have after reading this section?

ACTION STEPS

1. Bring the questions above to your next conversation with a lender.

2. Compare conventional loan terms against the other loan types covered in the 
following sections before making a decision.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Conventional loans are a common, flexible mortgage option not backed by 
a government agency, with down payment and PMI requirements that vary 
by lender and borrower profile. Always compare multiple lenders and ask 
specific questions about PMI removal conditions.
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FHA Loans

FHA loans are mortgages insured by the Federal Housing Administration, a part of 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. This government 
insurance allows lenders to offer more flexible qualification requirements than 
many conventional loans, which can make FHA loans appealing to first-time buyers 
or those with less-than-perfect credit.

Key Features

FHA loans typically allow for a lower minimum down payment than many 
conventional loan programs, and they often have more flexible credit score 
requirements. In exchange, FHA loans require mortgage insurance premiums (MIP), 
which include an upfront premium and an annual premium that is divided into your 
monthly payment. Unlike PMI on many conventional loans, FHA mortgage insurance 
may remain for the life of the loan or for a set period, depending on your down 
payment and loan terms, so it is essential to ask your lender how this would apply 
to your specific situation.

Property Requirements

Homes purchased with an FHA loan must meet certain minimum property 
standards related to safety and livability, verified through an FHA-specific appraisal 
process. This can occasionally affect which homes qualify, particularly older 
properties needing repairs.

Loan Limits

FHA loans have maximum loan amounts that vary by county and are updated 
periodically. Because these limits change, always verify the current FHA loan limit 
for the specific county where you are buying directly with your lender or through 
HUD's official resources.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

FHA loan limits, down payment requirements, and mortgage insurance rules 
are updated periodically by HUD. Always confirm current figures directly 
with your lender or HUD's official website rather than relying on older 
information, including older editions of this workbook.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

FHA loans have helped many of my clients become homeowners who might 
not have qualified for certain conventional programs. Just make sure you 
understand the full mortgage insurance picture over the life of the loan, not 
just the lower upfront down payment, so you can compare the true long-
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term cost against other options.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Choosing FHA without comparing the long-term cost of mortgage 
insurance against conventional loan PMI

• Assuming FHA loan limits are the same in every county

• Overlooking the FHA property condition requirements when considering 
an older or fixer-upper home

• Not asking how long mortgage insurance premiums will last on the 
specific loan being offered

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: IS FHA RIGHT FOR ME?

1. What is the current FHA loan limit for the county where I am searching? 
_______________________________________________________________________ (Verify 
with your lender or HUD directly)

2. Have I asked my lender to compare the total long-term cost of an FHA loan 
versus a conventional loan for my situation? ☐ Yes ☐ No

3. Am I considering any homes that might need significant repairs, which could 
affect FHA appraisal approval? ☐ Yes ☐ No

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Does the flexibility of FHA qualification outweigh the long-term mortgage 
insurance cost, in my specific situation?

• Have I gathered enough information to compare FHA against conventional 
loans side by side?

ACTION STEPS

1. Ask your lender for a side-by-side comparison of FHA and conventional loan 
costs based on your actual numbers.

2. Confirm current FHA loan limits for your target county directly with your 
lender.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

FHA loans, insured by the Federal Housing Administration, can offer flexible 
qualification requirements that help many first-time buyers, but they come 
with mortgage insurance considerations that should be weighed against 
other loan options. Always verify current limits and requirements directly 
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with your lender.
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VA Loans

VA loans are mortgages guaranteed by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
designed to help eligible veterans, active-duty service members, and certain 
surviving spouses purchase homes with favorable terms.

Key Features

VA loans often allow eligible borrowers to purchase a home with no down payment, 
subject to loan limits and lender requirements. VA loans also typically do not 
require PMI, although a VA funding fee usually applies, with certain exemptions 
available depending on circumstances such as service-connected disability status.

Eligibility

Eligibility for a VA loan is based on military service requirements set by the 
Department of Veterans Affairs, and borrowers must obtain a Certificate of 
Eligibility (COE) to confirm their eligibility status. A VA-approved lender can 
typically help you obtain this certificate.

Funding Fee

The VA funding fee helps offset the cost of the loan program for taxpayers and 
varies based on factors such as down payment amount, loan type, and whether the 
loan is a first-time or subsequent use of VA loan benefits. Because this fee structure 
can change, confirm current rates directly with a VA-approved lender or the VA's 
official resources.

DID YOU KNOW?

VA loan benefits can potentially be used more than once over a veteran's 
lifetime, depending on entitlement and specific circumstances. This is an 
important question to explore directly with a VA-approved lender if you 
have used this benefit before.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

If you or your spouse served, do not assume you already know everything 
about your VA loan benefit. The rules around funding fees, entitlement, and 
eligibility can be detailed. Work with a lender who has real, specific VA loan 
experience.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Not obtaining a Certificate of Eligibility early in the process
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• Assuming the VA funding fee is identical for every borrower without 
checking specific circumstances

• Working with a lender who has limited experience with VA loan specifics

• Confusing VA loan eligibility rules with FHA or conventional loan rules

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: VA LOAN READINESS

1. Have I obtained or started the process of obtaining my Certificate of Eligibility? 
☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Not applicable

2. Have I asked a VA-approved lender about my specific funding fee based on my 
situation? ☐ Yes ☐ No

3. Have I used VA loan benefits before? ☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Not applicable

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I feel confident I understand my VA loan benefit, or do I need more 
guidance from a VA-approved lender?

• Have I compared a VA loan against other available options for my situation?

ACTION STEPS

1. Begin the Certificate of Eligibility process if you have not already, through the 
VA or your lender.

2. Seek out a lender with specific, demonstrated VA loan experience.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

VA loans offer valuable benefits, often including no down payment 
requirement, to eligible veterans, active-duty service members, and certain 
surviving spouses. Eligibility, funding fees, and entitlement rules have 
specific details worth exploring directly with a knowledgeable, VA-approved 
lender.
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USDA Loans

USDA loans are mortgages backed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, designed 
to support homeownership in eligible rural and certain suburban areas. Despite the 
name, many areas that qualify are not what most people picture as "rural," so it is 
worth checking eligibility for any specific property you are considering.

Key Features

USDA loans often allow eligible borrowers to purchase a home with no down 
payment, subject to property and income eligibility requirements. These loans 
typically include a guarantee fee, which functions similarly to mortgage insurance 
on other loan types.

Property Eligibility

Not every property qualifies for a USDA loan. Eligibility is based on the property's 
location, which must fall within USDA-designated eligible areas. The USDA provides 
an official property eligibility lookup tool, and your lender can also help confirm 
whether a specific property qualifies.

Income Eligibility

USDA loans are designed for low-to-moderate income borrowers, and income limits 
vary by location and household size. Because these limits change and vary 
geographically, always verify current limits directly with your lender or the USDA's 
official resources.

QUICK TIP

Before falling in love with a specific home, check its USDA eligibility status if 
you are considering this loan type. Some areas in South Florida outside 
dense urban centers may qualify, but this should always be verified for the 
specific address, not assumed based on general location.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

USDA loans surprise a lot of buyers because the eligible areas are broader 
than people expect. If a no-down-payment option sounds appealing, it is 
worth a few minutes to check the USDA eligibility map before you rule it 
out.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Assuming "rural" means remote or undesirable, when many qualifying 
areas are not
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• Not checking property-specific eligibility before getting attached to a 
particular home

• Overlooking the household income limits, which vary by area and 
household size

• Forgetting to ask about the USDA guarantee fee when comparing total 
loan costs

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: USDA ELIGIBILITY CHECK

1. Have I checked whether my target search area includes any USDA-eligible 
properties? ☐ Yes ☐ No

2. Do I know my household income relative to current USDA limits for my area? ☐ 
Yes ☐ No ☐ Need to check

3. Have I asked a lender whether a USDA loan could be a fit for my situation? ☐ 
Yes ☐ No

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Is a USDA loan worth exploring further based on my target search areas?

• What questions do I still have about USDA property or income eligibility?

ACTION STEPS

1. Use the USDA's official property eligibility lookup tool for any specific 
addresses you are considering.

2. Ask a lender to confirm current income limits for your household size and 
target area.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

USDA loans can offer no-down-payment options for eligible borrowers 
purchasing in USDA-designated areas, which are often broader than people 
assume. Property and income eligibility should always be verified directly 
for your specific situation before ruling this option in or out.
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Fixed vs. Adjustable Rates

One of the most important decisions in choosing a mortgage is whether to select a 
fixed-rate or adjustable-rate loan. This decision affects your monthly payment 
stability for years to come.

Fixed-Rate Mortgages

A fixed-rate mortgage locks in the same interest rate for the entire loan term. Your 
principal and interest payment will not change for the life of the loan, even if 
market interest rates rise or fall. This predictability is one reason fixed-rate 
mortgages are the most common choice among homebuyers.

Adjustable-Rate Mortgages (ARMs)

An adjustable-rate mortgage typically starts with a fixed rate for an initial period, 
then adjusts periodically based on a specified financial index, plus a margin set by 
the lender. ARMs often start with a lower initial rate than fixed-rate loans, but your 
payment can increase (or decrease) after the initial period ends, sometimes 
significantly. ARMs typically include caps that limit how much the rate can change 
at each adjustment and over the life of the loan, and understanding these caps is 
essential before choosing this loan type.

Which Is Right for You

The right choice depends on your risk tolerance, how long you plan to stay in the 
home, and your overall financial picture. A fixed rate offers predictability. An ARM 
may offer initial savings but introduces uncertainty later. This decision should 
always be discussed thoroughly with your lender, who can walk you through the 
specific terms of any ARM product, including rate caps and adjustment schedules.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

If you are considering an ARM, ask your lender to show you a worst-case 
scenario: what would your payment look like if the rate adjusted to its 
maximum allowed level? Understanding this number before you commit is 
essential to making an informed decision.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Most of my first-time buyers choose a fixed-rate mortgage because they 
want to know exactly what their payment will be next year and five years 
from now. That predictability has real value, even if the initial rate is 
sometimes a bit higher than an ARM's starting rate.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Choosing an ARM based only on the attractive initial rate without 
understanding future adjustment potential

• Not asking about rate caps or worst-case payment scenarios before 
selecting an ARM

• Assuming you will refinance before the rate adjusts, without a guarantee 
that refinancing will be available or favorable at that time

• Failing to match the loan type to how long you actually plan to stay in 
the home

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: FIXED VS. ARM DECISION WORKSHEET

1. How long do I realistically plan to stay in this home? 
_______________________________________________________________________

2. How important is payment predictability to me, on a scale of 1 to 10? _____ / 10

3. If considering an ARM, what is the worst-case payment scenario my lender has 
shown me? $_____________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Does my planned length of stay align better with a fixed-rate or adjustable-
rate loan?

• Am I comfortable with the uncertainty of a potential future rate adjustment?

ACTION STEPS

1. Ask your lender to explain the specific terms of any ARM product you are 
considering, including all caps and adjustment periods.

2. Request a worst-case payment scenario in writing before choosing an ARM 
over a fixed-rate loan.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Fixed-rate mortgages offer payment predictability for the life of the loan, 
while adjustable-rate mortgages may offer a lower initial rate in exchange 
for future uncertainty. Your choice should reflect your risk tolerance and 
how long you plan to stay in the home, with full understanding of any ARM's 
adjustment terms before committing.
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Choosing a Lender

Not all lenders offer the same rates, fees, communication style, or loan programs. 
Taking time to compare lenders is one of the most valuable steps in the entire 
homebuying process.

Types of Lenders

You can obtain a mortgage from several types of institutions, including banks, 
credit unions, mortgage brokers, and online lenders. Each has potential 
advantages, and the best fit often depends on your specific situation and 
preferences for service and communication.

What to Compare

Beyond interest rate alone, compare the full Loan Estimate from each lender, 
including origination fees, discount points, and other closing costs. Also consider 
responsiveness, communication style, and whether the lender has experience with 
the specific loan program you are pursuing, such as FHA, VA, or USDA loans.

Asking the Right Questions

A good lender should be willing to clearly answer your questions and explain 
anything you do not understand. If a lender seems rushed, vague, or unwilling to 
put numbers in writing, that may be worth factoring into your decision.

QUICK TIP

Get Loan Estimates from at least two to three lenders within the same 
general time period, since interest rates can shift daily. Comparing 
estimates obtained on different days can make an accurate comparison 
more difficult.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I always encourage my clients to interview lenders, not just shop for rates. 
Ask how they handle communication, what their average closing timeline 
looks like, and how they handle problems if something unexpected comes 
up during underwriting. The cheapest rate does not always come with the 
best experience.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Choosing a lender based on advertised rates alone without comparing 
full Loan Estimates
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• Gathering quotes too far apart in time, making accurate comparison 
difficult

• Not asking about the lender's specific experience with your chosen loan 
program

• Failing to ask about the lender's typical closing timeline, which matters 
in competitive markets

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: LENDER COMPARISON CHART

Lender Name Interest Rate APR Estimated Total 
Closing Costs Notes

____________
_

_____ _____ $_____________ _______________

____________
_

_____ _____ $_____________ _______________

____________
_

_____ _____ $_____________ _______________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Which lender made me feel most confident and well-informed during our 
conversation?

• Did any lender's numbers stand out as significantly different, and if so, do I 
understand why?

ACTION STEPS

1. Request Loan Estimates from at least two to three lenders within the same 
week.

2. Fill in the comparison chart above before making a final decision.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Comparing multiple lenders on more than just interest rate, including full 
closing costs and overall communication quality, helps ensure you choose a 
lender who fits both your financial needs and your expectations for the 
homebuying process.
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Mortgage Pre-Approval

Pre-approval is a critical early step that tells you, and sellers, how much you may 
be able to borrow before you start seriously house hunting.

Pre-Qualification vs. Pre-Approval

Pre-qualification is typically a quick, informal estimate based on information you 
provide yourself, without verification. Pre-approval is a more thorough process 
where the lender verifies your income, assets, and credit, resulting in a conditional 
commitment that carries more weight with sellers and their agents.

Why Pre-Approval Matters

In a competitive market, sellers often prioritize offers from buyers who are already 
pre-approved, since it signals a serious, qualified buyer who is less likely to 
encounter financing surprises. Pre-approval also gives you a realistic budget to 
shop within, preventing wasted time touring homes outside your actual range.

What You'll Need

Pre-approval typically requires many of the same documents discussed in Part II: 
pay stubs, tax returns, bank statements, and authorization for the lender to check 
your credit.

Pre-Approval Has a Shelf Life

Pre-approval letters are typically valid for a limited time, often around 60 to 90 
days depending on the lender, since your financial situation and market interest 
rates can change. If your search extends beyond that window, you may need to 
refresh your pre-approval.

DID YOU KNOW?

Getting pre-approved does not obligate you to use that lender for your final 
mortgage, though many buyers do continue with the lender who pre-
approved them for convenience and consistency.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I never recommend that my clients start touring homes seriously before 
they are pre-approved. It protects your time, it protects your heart from 
falling for a home outside your budget, and it makes your offer far more 
competitive when you do find the right property.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• House hunting seriously before obtaining pre-approval

• Confusing an informal pre-qualification estimate with a verified pre-
approval

• Letting a pre-approval letter expire without renewing it during a longer 
search

• Making major financial changes after pre-approval that could affect final 
loan approval

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: PRE-APPROVAL READINESS

1. Have I gathered the documents needed for pre-approval (see Part II checklist)? 
☐ Yes ☐ No

2. Have I been pre-approved, or only pre-qualified, so far? ☐ Pre-approved ☐ Pre-
qualified ☐ Neither yet

3. What is the expiration date on my current pre-approval letter, if I have one? 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I feel ready to begin the pre-approval process, or are there financial steps 
from Part II I should complete first?

• Am I clear on the difference between pre-qualification and pre-approval going 
forward?

ACTION STEPS

1. Complete any outstanding financial preparation steps from Part II before 
applying for pre-approval.

2. Apply for pre-approval with your chosen lender once your documents are 
ready.

3. Move into Part IV to explore homebuyer assistance programs that might apply 
to your situation.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Pre-approval is a verified, document-backed estimate of what you may be 
able to borrow, and it strengthens your position as a serious buyer in a 
competitive market. Pursue pre-approval before house hunting seriously, 
and keep your pre-approval current throughout your search.
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PART IV: HOMEBUYER ASSISTANCE

Understanding Assistance Programs

For many first-time buyers, the down payment and closing costs feel like the 
biggest obstacle to homeownership. The good news is that a wide range of 
assistance programs exist specifically to help bridge this gap. The challenge is that 
these programs change frequently: funding amounts, eligibility requirements, and 
even whether a program is currently active can shift from year to year or even 
month to month.

Because of this, this chapter will focus on explaining the categories of assistance 
available and how they generally work, rather than quoting specific dollar amounts 
or eligibility thresholds that could be outdated by the time you read this. Always 
verify current details directly with the program administrator or a knowledgeable 
lender before relying on any specific figure.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Down payment assistance programs, grant amounts, and eligibility rules 
change frequently. Never assume a number you read somewhere, including 
in this workbook, is current. Always verify directly with the official program 
administrator, your lender, or a HUD-approved housing counselor before 
making financial decisions.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Assistance programs can be genuinely life-changing for buyers who qualify, 
but the rules are detailed and they shift. I always tell my clients to ask their 
lender directly: 'What assistance programs am I currently eligible for, right 
now, today?' That question, asked at the right time, can open doors you did 
not know existed.

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  50



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

Down Payment Assistance

Down payment assistance (DPA) programs are designed to help eligible buyers 
cover some or all of their down payment, reducing the upfront cash needed to 
purchase a home.

How These Programs Typically Work

DPA can come in several forms, including outright grants that do not need to be 
repaid, forgivable loans that are forgiven over time as long as certain conditions 
are met (such as remaining in the home for a set period), or low-interest second 
mortgages that are repaid alongside your primary mortgage. The specific structure 
varies significantly by program.

Who Typically Offers DPA

Down payment assistance can come from state housing finance agencies, county 
or local governments, nonprofit organizations, and in some cases, employers 
(which we will cover separately). Florida Housing Finance Corporation is a key 
resource for state-level programs in Florida, and many counties, including those in 
South Florida, may offer their own local programs as well.

One state-level program worth asking about by name is the Florida Hometown 
Heroes Housing Program, administered by Florida Housing Finance Corporation, 
which has historically offered down payment and closing cost assistance to eligible 
first-time buyers working in qualifying occupations. Like every program in this 
chapter, its funding availability, eligible occupations, and assistance amounts are 
set by the state and change over time, so ask your lender whether it is currently 
active and whether you qualify.

Common Eligibility Factors

While specific requirements vary by program, many DPA programs consider factors 
such as whether you are a first-time homebuyer (a designation that sometimes has 
a broader definition than people expect), household income relative to area median 
income, the purchase price of the home, and completion of a homebuyer education 
course.

QUICK TIP

A homebuyer education course, often required for DPA eligibility, is also 
genuinely useful on its own. Many of these courses are offered free or at 
low cost through HUD-approved housing counseling agencies.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Assuming you do not qualify as a "first-time homebuyer" without 
checking the program's specific definition, which sometimes includes 
buyers who haven't owned a home in several years

• Not researching DPA options until after finding a home, when earlier 
research could have expanded your search budget

• Confusing a forgivable loan's conditions, potentially owing money back if 
you sell or refinance before the forgiveness period ends

• Relying on outdated information about specific dollar amounts

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: DOWN PAYMENT ASSISTANCE RESEARCH

1. Have I checked Florida Housing Finance Corporation's current programs? ☐ 
Yes ☐ No

2. Have I checked whether my specific county (Miami-Dade, Broward, or Palm 
Beach) offers a local DPA program? ☐ Yes ☐ No

3. Have I completed, or scheduled, a homebuyer education course? ☐ Yes ☐ No 
☐ Scheduled for: _______________

4. Questions to ask my lender or a housing counselor about DPA: 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• What would it mean for my timeline if I qualified for meaningful down payment 
assistance?

• Have I given myself enough time to research and apply for these programs 
before I need to close on a home?

ACTION STEPS

1. Research current Florida Housing Finance Corporation programs and any 
county-specific programs in your target area.

2. Ask your lender directly which DPA programs they have experience helping 
clients use.

3. Consider scheduling a homebuyer education course early, since many DPA 
programs require it.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Down payment assistance can come in many forms, from grants to 
forgivable loans, offered by state, county, and nonprofit sources. Because 
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eligibility and funding change frequently, always verify current program 
details directly and consider starting your research, including any required 
homebuyer education course, well before you need to close.
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Closing Cost Assistance

In addition to the down payment, buyers face closing costs, which typically range 
broadly depending on the loan, location, and transaction specifics. Many of the 
same agencies offering down payment assistance also offer closing cost assistance, 
and in some cases, programs cover both under a single umbrella.

What Closing Cost Assistance Covers

Closing cost assistance generally helps offset costs such as loan origination fees, 
title insurance, appraisal fees, and other transaction-related expenses. As with 
down payment assistance, the structure can vary between outright grants and 
repayable or forgivable loans.

Seller Contributions as Another Option

Separate from formal assistance programs, buyers can sometimes negotiate for the 
seller to contribute toward closing costs as part of the purchase offer. Loan 
program rules typically cap how much a seller can contribute, so this is worth 
discussing with both your lender and your real estate agent during offer 
negotiations, which we will cover in Part VI.

DID YOU KNOW?

Closing costs are not a single fixed fee. They are a collection of multiple 
charges from different parties involved in the transaction, which is why your 
Loan Estimate and later Closing Disclosure break them down into detailed 
line items.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Budgeting only for the down payment while forgetting closing costs 
entirely

• Not asking about combined down payment and closing cost assistance 
programs

• Failing to discuss seller contribution limits with your lender before 
negotiating an offer

• Assuming closing costs will be a small, insignificant amount without 
getting an actual estimate

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: CLOSING COST PLANNING

1. Have I received an estimate of my likely closing costs from my lender? ☐ Yes 
☐ No
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2. Estimated closing costs: $_____________

3. Am I exploring closing cost assistance programs separately from, or combined 
with, down payment assistance? 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Did I previously underestimate how much closing costs would add to my total 
cash needed at closing?

• Is a seller contribution negotiation strategy something I want to discuss with 
my agent?

ACTION STEPS

1. Ask your lender for a detailed, itemized estimate of expected closing costs.

2. Research whether any assistance programs in your area combine down 
payment and closing cost support.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Closing costs are a separate and significant expense from the down 
payment, and assistance for these costs may be available through the same 
channels as down payment assistance, or negotiated directly with the 
seller. Get a real estimate early so this expense does not catch you by 
surprise.
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Employer Assistance

Some employers offer homebuyer assistance benefits as part of their employee 
benefits package, particularly larger employers, government agencies, hospitals, 
and universities seeking to help employees live closer to work or simply attract and 
retain talent.

What This Might Look Like

Employer homebuyer assistance can take several forms, including direct grants 
toward a down payment, forgivable loans, or partnerships with specific lenders who 
offer employees preferred terms. Availability and structure vary enormously by 
employer and are not something to assume exists without checking.

Where to Look

Check with your human resources department about any existing homebuyer 
assistance benefit. If you work for a hospital, university, municipality, or other large 
institution, these are common settings for this type of program, though it is never 
guaranteed.

QUICK TIP

Even if your employer does not advertise a formal homebuyer assistance 
program, it can be worth a direct question to HR. Some benefits exist but 
are underutilized simply because employees do not know to ask.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Assuming no employer assistance exists without directly asking HR

• Not researching this early enough to factor it into your homebuying 
timeline

• Confusing employer assistance programs with unrelated employee loan 
programs

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: EMPLOYER BENEFIT CHECK

1. Have I asked my HR department about homebuyer assistance benefits? ☐ Yes 
☐ No

2. Does my employer have any known relocation or homebuyer assistance 
program? ☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Unsure, need to check

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Is this an avenue worth exploring before I move forward with my purchase?
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ACTION STEPS

1. Send a direct inquiry to your HR department this week about any homebuyer 
assistance benefits.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Some employers, particularly larger institutions, offer homebuyer 
assistance benefits that are easy to overlook. A simple question to your HR 
department could uncover meaningful help that you would not have known 
to look for otherwise.
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State and County Programs

Beyond down payment and closing cost assistance specifically, Florida and its 
counties may offer broader homebuyer assistance initiatives worth exploring.

Florida Housing Finance Corporation

Florida Housing Finance Corporation serves as a central resource for statewide 
homebuyer programs, including various loan and assistance offerings designed for 
Florida residents. Programs and their specific terms are updated periodically, so 
their official resources should be your first stop for current information.

County-Level Programs in South Florida

Miami-Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach counties may each maintain their own 
locally administered homebuyer assistance programs, separate from state-level 
offerings. Many of these are funded through the State Housing Initiatives 
Partnership (SHIP) Program, a state-created framework that channels funding 
to local governments for affordable homeownership initiatives, administered 
separately by each county's own housing department. These county programs 
sometimes have different eligibility rules, funding availability, and application 
windows than state programs, and funding can be limited and may run out before a 
program's official end date.

Working with a Housing Counselor

HUD-approved housing counseling agencies can provide free or low-cost guidance 
on navigating these programs, often as part of completing a required homebuyer 
education course. A knowledgeable housing counselor can save you significant time 
by helping identify which programs you are actually eligible for, rather than 
researching every option yourself.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

County and state program funding is often limited and distributed on a first-
come, first-served basis within a given cycle. If you are interested in a 
specific program, ask about current funding availability and any application 
deadlines as early as possible.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Only researching state-level programs while overlooking county-specific 
options, or vice versa

• Waiting too long to apply when program funding is limited and 
distributed on a first-come basis
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• Not utilizing free HUD-approved housing counseling resources

• Assuming program details from a prior year are still accurate

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: STATE AND COUNTY PROGRAM RESEARCH

1. Have I researched current Florida Housing Finance Corporation programs? ☐ 
Yes ☐ No

2. Have I researched current programs specific to my county (Miami-Dade, 
Broward, or Palm Beach)? ☐ Yes ☐ No

3. Have I connected with a HUD-approved housing counselor? ☐ Yes ☐ No

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Have I given myself enough lead time to apply for programs with limited 
funding or specific deadlines?

• What questions do I still have that a housing counselor could help answer?

ACTION STEPS

1. Visit Florida Housing Finance Corporation's official resources to review current 
statewide programs.

2. Contact your specific county's housing or community development department 
to ask about local programs.

3. Consider connecting with a free HUD-approved housing counselor for 
personalized guidance.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Florida and its individual counties may offer valuable homebuyer assistance 
programs beyond what is available at the federal level, but these programs 
change and often have limited funding. Research current offerings directly, 
start early, and consider working with a HUD-approved housing counselor to 
navigate your specific options.
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PART V: FINDING THE RIGHT HOME

Needs vs. Wants

Earlier in this workbook, you created a vision for your future home and life. Now it 
is time to turn that vision into a practical tool you will use during your actual home 
search: a clear separation between needs and wants.

Why This Distinction Matters

Without this separation, house hunting can become an emotional rollercoaster. You 
might fall in love with a home's beautiful kitchen (a want) while overlooking that it 
does not have enough bedrooms for your family (a need). A clear needs-versus-
wants list keeps your search grounded, especially when touring homes gets 
exciting and emotions start to take over.

Defining "Needs"

A need is something the home absolutely must have for it to work for your life. If a 
home does not meet a need, it should not be seriously considered, regardless of 
how appealing it looks otherwise.

Defining "Wants"

A want is something that would be nice to have but is not essential. Wants help you 
choose between several homes that all meet your needs, but they should never 
override a missing need.

QUICK TIP

Revisit your needs-versus-wants list after touring your first few homes. It is 
normal to realize a "want" is actually more important than you thought, or 
that a "need" was not as critical as you assumed. Adjust the list as you 
learn more about what is actually available in your search area.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I ask every buyer to rank their needs and wants before we tour a single 
home. It saves so much time, and it protects you from being swept up by a 
gorgeous staging job in a home that does not actually fit your life.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Letting emotional reactions during a tour override a clear, pre-
determined need
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• Treating every item on the list as equally important instead of ranking 
priorities

• Not updating the list as you learn more about realistic options in your 
price range and area

• Allowing a partner's wants to be labeled needs (or vice versa) without an 
honest conversation

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: NEEDS VS. WANTS LIST

My Needs (must-haves):

1. _______________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________________________

5. _______________________________________________________________________

My Wants (nice-to-haves):

1. _______________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________________________

5. _______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Were any items hard to categorize as a need versus a want? What does that 
tell me?

• If buying with a partner, where do our lists align, and where do they differ?

ACTION STEPS

1. Complete your needs and wants list before scheduling your first home tour.

2. If buying with a partner, complete this exercise separately, then compare and 
reconcile the lists together.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

A clear, honest separation between needs and wants keeps your home 
search grounded and efficient. Revisit and refine this list as you learn more 

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  61



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

throughout your search, but never let a want override a true need.
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New Construction, Existing Homes, and 
Property Types

South Florida offers a wide range of property types, and understanding the 
differences can help you decide which path fits your goals, budget, and lifestyle.

New Construction

New construction homes are built specifically for a new buyer, sometimes allowing 
for customization depending on the build stage when you purchase. New 
construction often comes with builder warranties and the appeal of nothing needing 
immediate repair. It can also come with a different negotiation dynamic, since 
builders, rather than individual sellers, set pricing and terms. We will cover new 
construction in more depth in the Bonus Sections.

Existing Homes

Existing, previously owned homes often come with established landscaping, 
potentially more character or architectural variety, and sometimes a lower price 
point compared to new construction in the same area. Existing homes may require 
more attention to maintenance history and potential repairs, which makes the 
inspection process (covered in Part VI) especially important.

Condominiums

A condominium, or condo, involves individual ownership of a unit within a larger 
building or community, with shared ownership of common areas. Condos typically 
involve a homeowners association (HOA) with monthly or quarterly fees and 
specific rules. In Florida, condo buyers should pay particular attention to the 
building's financial health, reserve funding, and any required inspections, since 
these factors can affect both your living experience and your ability to obtain 
financing.

Townhomes

Townhomes typically share one or more walls with neighboring units but often 
include individual ownership of some land, such as a small yard. Townhomes 
frequently include an HOA as well, though arrangements vary by community.

Single-Family Homes

A single-family home is a standalone structure on its own lot, offering the most 
independence from shared HOA rules, though many single-family homes in planned 
communities still belong to an HOA.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  63



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

If a property includes an HOA or condo association, request and carefully 
review the HOA's financial documents, rules, and fee structure before 
finalizing your purchase decision. This is especially important for 
condominiums in Florida, where building safety and financial reserve 
requirements have received significant attention in recent years.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Every property type has trade-offs. I have clients who love the low-
maintenance lifestyle of a condo, and others who would never give up the 
independence of a single-family home. There is no universally 'better' 
choice, only the choice that fits your specific life and goals.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Choosing a condo without thoroughly reviewing the HOA's financial 
health and reserve funding

• Assuming all townhomes or single-family homes come with, or without, 
an HOA

• Not factoring HOA fees into your overall monthly housing budget from 
Part II

• Overlooking maintenance and repair history when considering an 
existing home

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: PROPERTY TYPE COMPARISON

Factor New 
Construction Existing Home Condo Townhome Single-Family

Appeals to 
me? (Y/N)

Fits my 
budget? 
(Y/N)

HOA 
consideratio
ns

Maintenance 
level desired

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Which property type aligns best with my needs-versus-wants list from the 
previous section?
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• How important is low-maintenance living versus independence and land 
ownership to me?

ACTION STEPS

1. Complete the comparison chart above to clarify which property types to 
prioritize in your search.

2. If considering a condo or townhome, ask your agent to help you obtain HOA 
financial documents early in the process.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

South Florida offers diverse property types, each with distinct trade-offs 
around maintenance, cost, independence, and community rules. 
Understanding these differences, and reviewing HOA financial health where 
applicable, helps you choose a property type that truly fits your lifestyle and 
budget.
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Touring Homes and Comparing Properties

Once you begin touring homes, having a system in place will help you make clear, 
confident comparisons rather than relying on memory or gut feeling alone.

Before the Tour

Review your needs-versus-wants list and bring it with you, along with a notebook or 
your phone to take notes and photos at each property.

During the Tour

Take your time. Look beyond staging and decor to the home's actual condition: 
check for signs of water damage, test faucets and outlets if possible, and pay 
attention to the general layout and flow. Ask your agent about anything you do not 
understand, including questions about the neighborhood, the home's history, or 
anything noted on the listing.

After the Tour

Write down your impressions immediately, while they are still fresh. After touring 
several homes, details can blur together, and a quick set of notes will help you 
compare properties accurately later.

QUICK TIP

Take a photo of the home's exterior and listing sign first at every showing. 
Later, when comparing your notes across many homes, this simple habit 
prevents confusion about which notes belong to which property.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I encourage my clients to tour with their needs-versus-wants list in hand, 
not just in their head. It is easy to get swept up by a beautiful kitchen and 
forget you needed a fourth bedroom. The list keeps you grounded in the 
moment, not just in theory.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Relying on memory alone instead of taking notes during and after each 
tour

• Letting staging or decor distract from evaluating the home's actual 
condition and layout

• Touring too many homes in one day without breaks, leading to mental 
fatigue and blurred impressions
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• Not asking questions during the tour out of politeness, then having 
unanswered concerns later

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: HOME TOUR NOTES

(See the full Home Tour Notes template in the Bonus Sections for a reusable, 
photocopy-ready version.)

Property Address: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Price: $_____________

Needs met: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Wants met: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Concerns noted: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Overall impression (1-10): _____ / 10

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• After this tour, did anything change about my needs-versus-wants list?

• What is my honest, gut-level reaction to this property, separate from how it 
compares on paper?

ACTION STEPS

1. Use the Home Tour Notes template (full version in Bonus Sections) at every 
showing going forward.

2. After touring multiple homes, set aside time to compare your notes side by 
side before making any decisions.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

A consistent system for touring and documenting homes protects you from 
relying on fading memory or being swept up by staging alone. Take detailed 
notes at every showing, and compare them honestly against your needs-
versus-wants list.
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Choosing a Neighborhood

Choosing the right neighborhood is one of the most personal decisions in the 
homebuying process, and it should be guided entirely by objective factors that 
matter to your specific life, not assumptions about who does or does not belong in 
a particular area.

Objective Factors to Consider

When evaluating neighborhoods, consider factors such as your commute time to 
work, proximity to amenities you actually use, access to public transportation if 
relevant to your lifestyle, and your overall housing budget. If schools are a factor 
for your household, research school information through official, publicly available 
sources such as state department of education websites, rather than informal or 
anecdotal sources, which may carry biases or outdated information.

Researching Independently

I encourage every buyer to visit potential neighborhoods at different times of day, 
drive the actual commute themselves, and use official public resources for any 
data-driven decisions, such as school ratings or crime statistics. These objective 
resources serve every buyer better than informal opinions, which can sometimes 
carry unintentional bias.

A Note on Fair Housing

As your real estate professional, I am committed to fair housing principles, which 
means I will help you evaluate neighborhoods based on objective factors that 
matter to you, such as commute, budget, amenities, and lifestyle fit. I am not able 
to make recommendations based on the demographic makeup of a neighborhood, 
and I encourage you to evaluate any information you encounter with that same 
objective lens.

DID YOU KNOW?

The Fair Housing Act prohibits discrimination in housing-related transactions 
based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, familial status, and 
disability. Many states and localities, including Florida, may have additional 
protected classes under state or local law. This protection exists to ensure 
every buyer has an equal opportunity to choose where they want to live, 
based on their own criteria.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I always tell my clients: choose your neighborhood based on what YOUR life 
actually needs. Drive the commute yourself, at the time you would actually 
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be driving it. Visit at different times of day. Use official data sources for 
anything you care about measuring. Your neighborhood choice should serve 
your life, not anyone else's assumptions about a particular area.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Relying on informal opinions about a neighborhood instead of official, 
objective data sources

• Failing to physically visit and experience a neighborhood at different 
times of day

• Choosing based solely on the home itself without seriously evaluating 
the surrounding area

• Not accounting for commute time accurately, especially during actual 
peak traffic hours

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: NEIGHBORHOOD EVALUATION CHECKLIST

For each neighborhood you are considering, evaluate:

☐ Commute time at actual peak hours: _____________

☐ Proximity to amenities I personally use regularly: 
_______________________________________________________________________

☐ School information from official sources (if applicable to my household): 
_______________________________________________________________________

☐ Overall fit with my budget from Part II: ☐ Yes ☐ No

☐ My personal impression after visiting at more than one time of day: 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• What objective factors matter most to me in choosing a neighborhood?

• Have I given myself enough time and information to make this decision 
confidently?

ACTION STEPS

1. Visit your top neighborhood candidates at more than one time of day, 
including during a realistic commute window.
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2. Use official public resources for any school, safety, or community data that 
matters to your decision.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Choosing a neighborhood should be guided by objective, personally 
relevant factors such as commute, budget, amenities, and lifestyle fit, 
supported by official data sources rather than informal opinion. This 
approach protects you from bias and ensures your decision truly serves 
your own life and goals.
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PART VI: MAKING AN OFFER

Purchase Agreements and Negotiations

Once you find a home that fits your needs, wants, and budget, the next step is 
submitting a formal purchase offer, typically structured as a purchase agreement 
or contract prepared with guidance from your real estate agent.

What a Purchase Agreement Includes

A purchase agreement typically includes the offered purchase price, the amount of 
earnest money deposit, financing terms, requested contingencies, proposed closing 
date, and any specific items to be included or excluded from the sale (such as 
appliances or fixtures). Your real estate agent will guide you through preparing this 
document based on current market conditions and your specific goals.

Negotiation Basics

Negotiation in real estate is rarely only about price. Terms such as closing timeline, 
contingencies, and requested repairs or credits are all part of the conversation. 
Your agent's role is to help you understand current market conditions and advocate 
for your interests throughout this process, while always operating within fair 
housing principles and ethical standards.

Multiple Offer Situations

In competitive markets, sellers may receive multiple offers at once. Strategies for 
standing out can include offering favorable terms beyond just price, such as a 
flexible closing date or fewer contingencies, but every strategy should be discussed 
carefully with your agent, since waiving important protections like inspection 
contingencies carries real risk that should be fully understood before deciding.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Never waive an inspection contingency without fully understanding the risk 
involved. While it can occasionally make an offer more competitive, it also 
means accepting the property's condition without the protection of a 
professional evaluation first.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Every negotiation is different, because every seller's motivation is different. 
I always try to understand what matters most to the seller, not just what 
matters most to my buyer, because that is often where the real flexibility in 
a negotiation is found.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Focusing only on price while overlooking other negotiable terms

• Waiving contingencies without fully understanding the associated risk

• Not having pre-approval ready before submitting an offer, weakening its 
competitiveness

• Letting emotions drive negotiation decisions rather than your agent's 
market guidance

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MY OFFER STRATEGY

1. What is my maximum comfortable offer price, separate from what I am pre-
approved for? $_____________

2. Which contingencies are non-negotiable for me? 
_______________________________________________________________________

3. What terms, besides price, could I offer flexibility on (closing date, included 
items, etc.)? 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Am I prepared, emotionally and financially, for the possibility of a multiple-offer 
situation?

• What is my walk-away point if negotiations do not go in my favor?

ACTION STEPS

1. Discuss your offer strategy thoroughly with your agent before submitting, 
including your non-negotiables.

2. Ensure your pre-approval letter is current and ready to include with your offer.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

A purchase agreement involves more than just price, and successful 
negotiation considers the full picture of terms and contingencies. Work 
closely with your agent, understand the risks of waiving any protections, 
and know your non-negotiables before submitting an offer.
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Earnest Money

Earnest money is a deposit submitted with your purchase offer to demonstrate your 
serious intent to buy the property. It is typically held in escrow and applied toward 
your down payment or closing costs at closing.

How Much Is Typical

Earnest money amounts vary by market and transaction, often expressed as a 
percentage of the purchase price or a flat amount agreed upon in the offer. Your 
agent can advise on a competitive and appropriate amount based on current local 
norms.

What Happens to Earnest Money

If the transaction closes successfully, earnest money is typically applied toward 
your costs at closing. If the buyer backs out for a reason not protected by a 
contingency in the contract, the earnest money may be forfeited to the seller. If the 
transaction falls through due to a contingency that was not met, such as a failed 
inspection or financing falling through under the terms specified in the contract, the 
earnest money is typically returned to the buyer, depending on the specific 
contract terms.

QUICK TIP

Read the earnest money and contingency terms in your purchase 
agreement carefully, and ask your agent to walk you through exactly what 
circumstances would allow you to receive your earnest money back versus 
risk forfeiting it.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Earnest money should never feel like a mystery. Before you submit an offer, 
I make sure my clients understand exactly what circumstances protect their 
deposit and what circumstances put it at risk. This clarity prevents stressful 
surprises later.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Not understanding which contingencies protect the earnest money 
deposit

• Submitting an unusually low or high earnest money amount without 
market guidance

• Assuming earnest money is always non-refundable, when contract terms 
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usually specify otherwise

• Missing contingency deadlines specified in the contract, which can affect 
earnest money protection

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: EARNEST MONEY UNDERSTANDING CHECK

1. What is the earnest money amount in my offer? $_____________

2. What contingencies protect my earnest money deposit in this specific 
contract? 
_______________________________________________________________________

3. What are the deadlines for each contingency? 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I fully understand the circumstances under which I could lose my earnest 
money?

• Have I marked all contingency deadlines on my calendar?

ACTION STEPS

1. Ask your agent to clearly explain every contingency deadline in your specific 
contract.

2. Mark all relevant deadlines on your calendar immediately after your offer is 
accepted.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Earnest money demonstrates serious buyer intent and is typically applied 
toward closing costs, but understanding exactly which contingencies 
protect this deposit, and their deadlines, is essential to avoiding an 
unwanted financial loss.
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Contingencies, Inspections, and Appraisals

Contingencies are conditions written into your purchase agreement that must be 
satisfied for the transaction to proceed. They protect you as a buyer by allowing 
you to renegotiate or exit the contract under specific circumstances.

Common Contingency Types

Common contingencies include a financing contingency (protecting you if your loan 
does not get approved), an inspection contingency (protecting you if a professional 
inspection reveals significant issues), and an appraisal contingency (protecting you 
if the home appraises for less than the agreed purchase price).

The Inspection Process

A professional home inspection evaluates the property's condition, including major 
systems such as roofing, plumbing, electrical, and structural elements. In Florida, 
specialized inspections such as wind mitigation, four-point inspections (especially 
relevant for older homes or insurance purposes), and wood-destroying organism 
inspections are also common and worth discussing with your agent. We will cover 
the inspection process in more detail with a full checklist in the Bonus Sections.

The Appraisal Process

An appraisal is an independent, professional estimate of the home's market value, 
typically required by your lender to confirm the property supports the loan amount. 
If the appraisal comes in lower than the agreed purchase price, this can affect your 
financing and may require renegotiation, an increased down payment, or, 
depending on your contract, an opportunity to exit the agreement.

DID YOU KNOW?

An appraisal protects the lender by confirming the property's value 
supports the loan amount, but it also protects you as the buyer from 
overpaying relative to the home's assessed market value.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Never skip a professional inspection, even on a home that looks perfect. 
Issues are not always visible to the untrained eye, and a few hundred 
dollars spent on an inspection can save you from a far more expensive 
surprise after closing.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Skipping a professional inspection to save money or move faster, even 
when not required to waive it

• Not understanding what each contingency actually protects against

• Missing the response window after receiving inspection results, which 
can affect your negotiating options

• Assuming an appraisal and an inspection serve the same purpose, when 
they evaluate very different things

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: CONTINGENCY TRACKER

Contingency Type Deadline Status

Financing _____________ ☐ Pending ☐ Satisfied

Inspection _____________ ☐ Pending ☐ Satisfied

Appraisal _____________ ☐ Pending ☐ Satisfied

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I understand exactly what each contingency in my contract protects me 
from?

• Am I prepared for the possibility of needing to renegotiate after inspection or 
appraisal results come back?

ACTION STEPS

1. Schedule your professional home inspection as early as your contract timeline 
allows.

2. Track every contingency deadline closely and respond within the required 
windows.

3. Use the full Inspection Checklist in the Bonus Sections to prepare your 
questions for the inspector.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Contingencies protect buyers throughout the transaction, and the 
inspection and appraisal processes are two of the most important steps 
before closing. Take these steps seriously, track every deadline, and never 
skip a professional inspection without fully understanding what you are 
giving up.
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PART VII: CLOSING

Final Walk-Through

Shortly before closing, you will typically have the opportunity to conduct a final 
walk-through of the property. This is your last chance to confirm the home is in the 
agreed-upon condition before ownership officially transfers.

What to Check

During the final walk-through, confirm that any agreed-upon repairs have been 
completed, that the property is generally in the same condition as when you last 
saw it (or improved, if repairs were completed), and that any items agreed to 
remain with the home, such as appliances, are still present.

Timing Matters

The final walk-through typically happens close to the closing date, often within 24 
to 48 hours beforehand, though exact timing can vary. This timing allows you to 
address any concerns before finalizing the transaction, rather than discovering an 
issue after you already own the property.

QUICK TIP

Bring your inspection report and the agreed repair list with you to the final 
walk-through, and check each item specifically rather than relying on a 
general impression of the home.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

The final walk-through is not just a formality. I have seen it catch real 
issues, like a repair that was never actually completed or an appliance that 
mysteriously disappeared. Take this step seriously every single time.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Skipping the final walk-through or treating it as a quick formality

• Not bringing the inspection report and repair list to verify against

• Assuming verbal confirmation of completed repairs is sufficient without 
seeing it yourself

• Scheduling the walk-through too far in advance of closing, missing last-
minute issues
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WORKBOOK EXERCISE: FINAL WALK-THROUGH CHECKLIST

☐ All agreed-upon repairs completed and verified

☐ All included appliances and fixtures present and in working condition

☐ No new damage since the last viewing

☐ Utilities functioning (lights, water, etc.)

☐ All keys, garage door openers, and access devices accounted for

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Did anything during the walk-through raise a concern that needs to be 
addressed before closing?

ACTION STEPS

1. Schedule your final walk-through as close to closing as your timeline allows.

2. Bring your inspection report and repair list to verify against, item by item.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The final walk-through is your last opportunity to confirm the property's 
condition before closing. Treat it seriously, verify every agreed-upon repair, 
and address any concerns immediately rather than after ownership 
transfers.
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Closing Costs and Signing Documents

Closing day involves signing a substantial number of legal documents and paying 
your final closing costs. Understanding what to expect can make this final step feel 
far less overwhelming.

Reviewing the Closing Disclosure

Federal regulations require that you receive a Closing Disclosure at least three 
business days before closing, detailing your final loan terms and closing costs. 
Compare this document carefully against your earlier Loan Estimate, and ask your 
lender to explain any significant differences immediately, since this review period 
exists specifically to give you time to ask questions before signing.

What You'll Sign

Closing typically involves signing the mortgage note (your promise to repay the 
loan), the mortgage or deed of trust (which secures the loan against the property), 
and numerous other federal, state, and lender-required disclosures. Your closing 
agent or attorney, depending on Florida's specific closing customs in your 
transaction, will guide you through each document.

Paying Your Closing Costs

Closing costs are typically paid via certified funds or wire transfer, as instructed by 
your closing agent. Be extremely cautious about wire transfer instructions, since 
wire fraud targeting real estate closings is a known scam. Always verify wiring 
instructions by calling your closing agent directly using a phone number you 
already have on file, never one provided only in an email.

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Wire fraud targeting home closings is a real and serious risk. Always verify 
any wire transfer instructions by phone, using a number you already had 
before receiving the email, never a number or link contained only within the 
email itself.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

I tell every client the same thing as we approach closing: if you ever receive 
last-minute wiring instructions by email, stop and call your title company 
directly using a number you already have, not one from the email. This 
single habit can protect you from a devastating scam.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Not reviewing the Closing Disclosure carefully against the earlier Loan 
Estimate

• Wiring funds based only on emailed instructions without verifying by 
phone first

• Being unprepared for the volume of paperwork and rushing through 
important documents

• Not asking questions about anything unclear before signing

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: CLOSING DAY PREPARATION

☐ Reviewed Closing Disclosure against Loan Estimate

☐ Verified final closing cost amount: $_____________

☐ Confirmed wiring instructions by phone with a trusted, previously known 
number

☐ Brought government-issued photo ID

☐ Brought certified funds or completed wire transfer as instructed

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I understand every major document I will be signing at closing?

• Have I taken every precaution against wire fraud?

ACTION STEPS

1. Review your Closing Disclosure as soon as you receive it, comparing it line by 
line to your earlier Loan Estimate.

2. Call your title company directly to verify wiring instructions before sending any 
funds.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Closing day involves significant paperwork and a final financial transaction 
that deserves careful attention and verification. Review your Closing 
Disclosure thoroughly, and take every precaution against wire fraud by 
verifying instructions directly by phone.
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Receiving the Keys

After all documents are signed and funds have been verified and recorded, you 
officially become a homeowner. This moment, though sometimes anticlimactic 
compared to how it is portrayed in movies, is the culmination of everything covered 
in this workbook.

When You Actually Get the Keys

The exact timing of key transfer can vary based on local custom and the specific 
terms negotiated in your contract. In some transactions, keys are provided 
immediately at closing; in others, possession may be scheduled for a specific time 
after closing. Confirm this detail with your agent well before closing day so there 
are no surprises.

Immediately After Closing

Once you have the keys, consider changing the locks or rekeying the home, since 
you cannot know how many copies of the previous keys exist. This is also a good 
time to set up utilities in your name if you have not already, locate the home's 
main water shut-off valve and electrical panel, and take photos of the home's 
condition on move-in day for your own records.

DID YOU KNOW?

Many homeowners insurance policies require you to notify your insurer of 
the closing date, and some lenders require proof of insurance before closing 
can be finalized. Confirm this timeline with your insurance agent well in 
advance.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Take a deep breath when you get your keys. You did the work. You 
prepared, you learned, and you made it through one of the most significant 
financial transactions of your life. Congratulations is genuinely the right 
word for this moment.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Not confirming exact key transfer timing in advance, leading to 
confusion on closing day

• Forgetting to rekey or change locks after moving in

• Not locating the main water shut-off and electrical panel until an 
emergency makes it urgent
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• Delaying utility setup, leading to a gap in service after move-in

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MOVE-IN DAY CHECKLIST

☐ Confirmed exact key transfer timing in advance

☐ Rekeyed or changed locks

☐ Located main water shut-off valve

☐ Located electrical panel

☐ Set up utilities in my name

☐ Took photos of home's condition on move-in day

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• How do I want to mark or celebrate this milestone?

• What is my plan for the first week in this new home?

ACTION STEPS

1. Confirm key transfer timing with your agent before closing day.

2. Complete the move-in day checklist above within your first week of ownership.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Receiving your keys marks the official transition to homeownership. Confirm 
timing in advance, take basic security and safety steps immediately, and 
take a moment to recognize this significant milestone before diving into the 
practical tasks of moving in.
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PART VIII: LIFE AFTER CLOSING

Homestead Exemption and Property Taxes

As a new Florida homeowner, understanding property taxes and the homestead 
exemption can meaningfully affect your annual budget.

Homestead Exemption Overview

Florida offers a homestead exemption that can reduce the taxable value of a 
primary residence, lowering the annual property tax bill for eligible homeowners. 
This exemption generally requires that the property be your permanent, primary 
residence as of January 1st of the tax year, with an application filed by a specific 
deadline. Because exact exemption amounts, eligibility rules, and deadlines are set 
and updated by Florida statute and your county property appraiser, always verify 
current details directly with your county property appraiser's office rather than 
relying on general information.

Property Taxes in General

Property taxes are assessed annually based on your property's value as determined 
by your county property appraiser, and they fund local services such as schools, 
infrastructure, and emergency services. Your property tax bill can change from 
year to year based on changes in assessed value and local tax rates (millage 
rates).

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Homestead exemption rules, deadlines, and benefit amounts are set by 
Florida law and can change. Always verify current details and application 
deadlines directly with your county property appraiser's office (Miami-Dade, 
Broward, or Palm Beach, depending on your property's location).

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Do not let the homestead exemption application deadline slip past you. I 
have seen new homeowners miss out on meaningful tax savings simply 
because they did not know they needed to file, or missed the window. Mark 
this on your calendar the moment you close.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Missing the homestead exemption filing deadline

• Assuming the exemption applies automatically without filing an 

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  83



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

application

• Not budgeting for potential changes in property tax assessment in future 
years

• Confusing homestead exemption rules with other unrelated tax benefits

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: HOMESTEAD EXEMPTION ACTION PLAN

1. My county property appraiser's office: ☐ Miami-Dade ☐ Broward ☐ Palm Beach

2. Application deadline (verify directly with county): 
_______________________________________________________________________

3. Date I plan to file: 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Have I marked this deadline somewhere I will actually see it?

ACTION STEPS

1. Contact your county property appraiser's office directly to confirm current 
homestead exemption requirements and deadlines.

2. File your application well before the deadline.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Florida's homestead exemption can meaningfully reduce your property tax 
burden, but it requires a timely application directly with your county 
property appraiser. Verify current rules and deadlines directly, and do not 
assume the exemption applies automatically.
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Homeowners and Flood Insurance

Protecting your new home with appropriate insurance coverage is both a lender 
requirement and a genuinely important safeguard for your investment.

Homeowners Insurance

Homeowners insurance typically covers damage to your home's structure, personal 
belongings, and liability protection, subject to the specific terms, limits, and 
exclusions of your policy. Florida's insurance market has unique considerations 
related to weather risk, so working with a knowledgeable, licensed agent to 
understand your specific coverage is especially valuable here.

Flood Insurance

Flood damage is typically excluded from standard homeowners insurance policies 
and requires a separate flood insurance policy. Properties in designated flood zones 
may be required by the lender to carry flood insurance, but even homes outside 
high-risk flood zones can experience flood damage, which is why many South 
Florida homeowners choose to carry flood coverage regardless of whether it is 
required.

Choosing Coverage

Insurance needs vary significantly based on your specific property, location, and 
personal risk tolerance. Working with a licensed insurance agent who understands 
the South Florida market can help you choose coverage that genuinely protects 
your investment, rather than simply meeting the minimum lender requirement.

DID YOU KNOW?

Flood maps and flood zone designations are updated periodically by FEMA. 
A property's flood zone status can change over time, which is worth 
checking periodically even after your initial purchase.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Insurance is not the place to cut corners in Florida. I always encourage my 
clients to work with a licensed agent who can walk through the specific risks 
for their exact property, not just hand them a generic policy. Monica 
Samuels is a licensed Life, Health and Annuity Agent in Florida, and I am 
always happy to discuss how the right coverage fits into your overall 
financial picture.
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COMMON MISTAKES

• Assuming standard homeowners insurance includes flood coverage

• Choosing coverage based only on meeting the lender's minimum 
requirement

• Not reviewing your flood zone status, which can change over time

• Failing to compare quotes from more than one insurance provider

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: INSURANCE COVERAGE CHECK

☐ Confirmed my property's current flood zone designation

☐ Obtained homeowners insurance quotes from more than one provider

☐ Asked specifically what is, and is not, covered under my homeowners 
policy

☐ Discussed flood insurance, even if not required by my lender

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do I feel confident I understand what my insurance actually covers?

• Have I had a real conversation with a licensed agent about my specific risks, or 
did I choose a policy quickly to satisfy the lender?

ACTION STEPS

1. Check your property's current flood zone designation through FEMA's official 
flood map resources.

2. Schedule time with a licensed insurance agent to review your specific 
coverage needs in detail.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Homeowners and flood insurance protect your home and your investment, 
and Florida's specific weather-related risks make this an area worth real 
attention rather than a quick formality. Work with a licensed agent to 
choose coverage based on your actual risk, not just the lender's minimum 
requirement.
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Maintenance, Equity, and Refinancing

Owning a home is an ongoing responsibility, but it also offers long-term financial 
opportunities as you build equity over time.

Routine Maintenance

Regular maintenance protects your investment and can prevent small issues from 
becoming expensive problems. A full Home Maintenance Calendar is provided in 
the Bonus Sections to help you stay on top of seasonal and routine tasks 
throughout the year.

Building Equity

Equity is the difference between your home's current market value and the 
remaining balance on your mortgage. Equity grows as you pay down your loan 
principal and, potentially, as your home's market value increases over time, though 
property values can also decline, so equity growth is not guaranteed.

Refinancing Basics

Refinancing means replacing your existing mortgage with a new one, often to 
obtain a lower interest rate, change your loan term, or access equity through a 
cash-out refinance. Refinancing involves its own closing costs, so it generally 
makes the most sense when the long-term savings or benefits outweigh those 
costs. This is a decision worth discussing thoroughly with a lender based on your 
specific situation and goals.

Home Improvements

Thoughtful home improvements can enhance your daily life and, in some cases, 
support your home's value over time, though not every improvement offers an 
equivalent financial return. Improvements made purely for personal enjoyment are 
entirely valid reasons to invest in your home, separate from any resale 
consideration.

QUICK TIP

Keep records of major home improvements, including receipts and permits 
where applicable. This documentation can be valuable for insurance 
purposes, future resale, and in some cases, tax considerations that a tax 
professional can explain based on your situation.

MONICA'S PRO TIP

Homeownership is a long game. Stay consistent with maintenance, keep 
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good records, and revisit your mortgage terms periodically with a trusted 
lender to see if refinancing ever makes sense for your goals. Small, 
consistent habits protect and grow your investment over time.

COMMON MISTAKES

• Deferring routine maintenance until small issues become expensive 
emergencies

• Not keeping records or receipts for home improvements

• Refinancing without calculating whether the closing costs are actually 
outweighed by the benefit

• Assuming every home improvement automatically increases resale value

WORKBOOK EXERCISE: MY HOMEOWNERSHIP HABITS

1. Have I reviewed the Home Maintenance Calendar in the Bonus Sections and 
scheduled my first seasonal tasks? ☐ Yes ☐ No

2. Do I have a system for keeping receipts and records of home improvements? 
☐ Yes ☐ No

3. What is one home improvement I am considering, and is it primarily for 
enjoyment, value, or both? 
_______________________________________________________________________

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• What habits can I put in place now to protect my investment over the long 
term?

• Do I have a trusted lender I would feel comfortable revisiting for a future 
refinance conversation?

ACTION STEPS

1. Review the Home Maintenance Calendar in the Bonus Sections and add key 
tasks to your personal calendar.

2. Set up a simple system, physical or digital, for keeping home improvement 
records.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Homeownership involves ongoing maintenance and offers long-term 
opportunities to build equity and, when it makes sense, refinance for better 
terms. Consistent habits around maintenance and record-keeping protect 
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your investment over time, while major decisions like refinancing or large 
improvements deserve careful, individualized consideration.
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BONUS SECTIONS

90-Day Homebuyer Action Plan

Days 1–30: Foundation

☐ Complete the Vision and SMART Goals exercises in Part I

☐ Pull credit reports from all three bureaus

☐ Build a complete monthly budget

☐ Open a dedicated down payment savings account

☐ Begin researching down payment assistance programs

Days 31–60: Financial Preparation

☐ Address any credit report errors

☐ Continue paying down debt to improve DTI

☐ Gather financial documents into a dedicated folder

☐ Interview at least two to three lenders

☐ Complete a homebuyer education course if pursuing assistance programs

Days 61–90: Ready to Search

☐ Obtain mortgage pre-approval

☐ Finalize needs-versus-wants list

☐ Connect with a real estate agent

☐ Begin touring homes

☐ Continue monitoring savings and credit as you search

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  90



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

Home Maintenance Calendar

Quarterly Tasks

☐ Test smoke and carbon monoxide detectors

☐ Inspect for signs of pests or wood-destroying organisms

☐ Check for leaks under sinks and around toilets

Spring/Summer (Hurricane Season Preparation)

☐ Inspect roof and gutters

☐ Trim trees and landscaping away from the home

☐ Review and update homeowners and flood insurance coverage

☐ Prepare or update a hurricane emergency kit

☐ Test sump pumps or drainage systems if applicable

Fall/Winter

☐ Service air conditioning system

☐ Check weatherstripping and seals around doors and windows

☐ Clean dryer vents

Annual Tasks

☐ Review homestead exemption and property tax assessment

☐ Review insurance policies for needed updates

☐ Schedule a professional inspection of major systems if not done recently
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Moving Planner

8 Weeks Before Move

☐ Begin decluttering and organizing belongings

☐ Research moving companies or moving truck rental options

☐ Begin collecting moving boxes and supplies

4 Weeks Before Move

☐ Book moving company or truck rental

☐ Begin notifying important parties of address change (bank, employer, 
subscriptions)

☐ Schedule utility transfers for both old and new residence

2 Weeks Before Move

☐ Confirm moving day logistics

☐ Begin packing non-essential items

☐ Submit a change of address with USPS

Moving Week

☐ Pack essentials box (toiletries, chargers, basic tools, important 
documents)

☐ Confirm final walk-through and closing timing

☐ Confirm key transfer timing

Move-In Day

☐ Complete Move-In Day Checklist from Part VII

☐ Take photos of new home's condition
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☐ Locate main water shut-off and electrical panel
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Budget Worksheet

Category Monthly Amount

Mortgage (principal, interest, taxes, 
insurance)

$_____________

HOA fees (if applicable) $_____________

Utilities $_____________

Transportation $_____________

Food/Groceries $_____________

Insurance (auto, life, health) $_____________

Debt payments $_____________

Savings $_____________

Discretionary $_____________

Total $_____________
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Debt Tracker

Debt Balance Interest Rate Minimum Payment Target Payoff Date

____________
_

$_____________ _____% $_____________ _____________

____________
_

$_____________ _____% $_____________ _____________

____________
_

$_____________ _____% $_____________ _____________

____________
_

$_____________ _____% $_____________ _____________
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Savings Planner

Goal: _______________________________________________________________________

Target amount: $_____________ Target date: _____________

Month Amount Saved Running Total

1 $_____________ $_____________

2 $_____________ $_____________

3 $_____________ $_____________

4 $_____________ $_____________

5 $_____________ $_____________

6 $_____________ $_____________

7 $_____________ $_____________

8 $_____________ $_____________

9 $_____________ $_____________

10 $_____________ $_____________

11 $_____________ $_____________

12 $_____________ $_____________
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Home Tour Notes (Photocopy for Each 
Property)

Property Address: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Date Viewed: _____________ Price: $_____________ Bedrooms/Baths: 
_______________

Needs met (from my list): 
_______________________________________________________________________

Wants met (from my list): 
_______________________________________________________________________

Condition observations: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Neighborhood impressions: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Questions for my agent: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Overall rating (1–10): _____ / 10

Would I make an offer on this home? ☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Need to think about it
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Questions to Ask Your Lender

1. What loan programs do I qualify for, and how do they compare?

2. What is my estimated interest rate and APR?

3. What is the full breakdown of my closing costs?

4. Is mortgage insurance required, and if so, how and when can it be removed?

5. What is my current debt-to-income ratio, and how does it affect my options?

6. How long is my pre-approval valid?

7. What down payment assistance programs do you have experience helping 
clients use?

8. What is your typical closing timeline?

9. What documentation will you need from me, and when?

10. What happens if my financial situation changes during the loan process?
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Questions to Ask During a Showing

1. How long has this property been on the market?

2. Why is the seller moving?

3. Have there been any major repairs or renovations, and if so, when?

4. Are there any known issues with the property?

5. What is included in the sale (appliances, fixtures)?

6. What are the average utility costs for this home?

7. If applicable, what are the HOA fees and what do they cover?

8. Has the property ever experienced flooding or water intrusion?

9. What is the age of the roof, water heater, and HVAC system?

10. Is there anything about this property I should know before making an offer?
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Inspection Checklist

☐ Roof condition and approximate age

☐ Foundation and structural elements

☐ Plumbing system and water pressure

☐ Electrical system and panel condition

☐ HVAC system function and approximate age

☐ Windows and doors, including seals

☐ Signs of water damage or past flooding

☐ Signs of pest or wood-destroying organism activity

☐ Attic and insulation condition

☐ Exterior drainage and grading

☐ Appliances included in the sale

☐ Smoke and carbon monoxide detectors
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Closing Day Checklist

☐ Reviewed Closing Disclosure against Loan Estimate

☐ Verified wiring instructions by phone using a previously known number

☐ Brought government-issued photo ID

☐ Brought certified funds or completed wire transfer

☐ Confirmed final walk-through was completed

☐ Confirmed key transfer timing

☐ Confirmed homeowners insurance is active as of closing date

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  101



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

New Construction Guide

Questions Specific to New Construction

☐ What is included in the base price versus considered an upgrade?

☐ What is the estimated completion timeline, and what happens if it is 
delayed?

☐ What warranties are included, and for how long?

☐ Can I bring my own inspector during the construction process and before 
closing?

☐ What are the HOA fees and rules for this community, if applicable?

☐ Is the builder's preferred lender required, or can I choose my own?

IMPORTANT REMINDER

Even with new construction, an independent inspection is generally a wise 
investment. Builder warranties are valuable, but an independent inspection 
can catch issues before you close, while you may still have leverage to 
request corrections.
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First-Year Homeowner Planner

Month 1–3

☐ File homestead exemption application

☐ Complete move-in day checklist

☐ Set up a home maintenance calendar and routine

Month 4–6

☐ Review insurance coverage after living in the home through at least one 
season

☐ Begin a home improvement wish list, separating needs from wants

Month 7–12

☐ Review your first full property tax bill and confirm homestead exemption 
was applied

☐ Revisit your budget now that you have real homeownership cost data

☐ Consider whether any home improvements from your wish list are ready 
to plan for
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Adjustable-Rate Mortgage (ARM): A mortgage with an interest rate that can 
change periodically after an initial fixed period, based on a specified index plus a 
margin.

Amortization: The process of paying off a loan over time through regular 
payments that cover both principal and interest.

Annual Percentage Rate (APR): The yearly cost of a loan, including interest rate 
and certain other costs, expressed as a percentage.

Appraisal: A professional, independent estimate of a property's market value.

Assessed Value: The value assigned to a property by a county property appraiser 
for tax purposes.

Closing: The final step in a real estate transaction where ownership is legally 
transferred and documents are signed.

Closing Costs: Fees and expenses, beyond the purchase price, required to 
complete a real estate transaction.

Closing Disclosure: A standardized document detailing final loan terms and 
closing costs, provided to the buyer before closing.

Conventional Loan: A mortgage not insured or guaranteed by a government 
agency.

Contingency: A condition in a purchase agreement that must be satisfied for the 
transaction to proceed.

Credit Report: A detailed record of an individual's credit history compiled by a 
credit bureau.

Credit Score: A numerical representation of credit risk based on credit history.

Debt-to-Income Ratio (DTI): A comparison of monthly debt obligations to gross 
monthly income, expressed as a percentage.

Deed: A legal document that transfers ownership of real property.

Down Payment: The portion of a home's purchase price paid upfront, not financed 
through the mortgage.

Down Payment Assistance (DPA): Programs designed to help eligible buyers 
cover some or all of their down payment.
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Earnest Money: A deposit submitted with a purchase offer to demonstrate serious 
buyer intent.

Equity: The difference between a property's market value and the remaining 
mortgage balance.

Escrow Account: An account held by a lender to collect and pay property taxes 
and insurance on a borrower's behalf.

Fair Housing Act: Federal law prohibiting discrimination in housing based on 
protected characteristics.

Fannie Mae: A government-sponsored enterprise that purchases mortgages from 
lenders to provide liquidity in the mortgage market.

FHA Loan: A mortgage insured by the Federal Housing Administration.

Fixed-Rate Mortgage: A mortgage with an interest rate that remains the same 
for the entire loan term.

Flood Insurance: Insurance coverage specifically for flood damage, typically 
separate from standard homeowners insurance.

Florida Hometown Heroes Housing Program: A Florida Housing Finance 
Corporation program that has historically offered down payment and closing cost 
assistance to eligible first-time buyers in qualifying occupations; funding, eligible 
occupations, and amounts change over time and should be verified directly.

Freddie Mac: A government-sponsored enterprise that purchases mortgages from 
lenders to provide liquidity in the mortgage market.

Gift Funds: Money given by a third party, often a family member, to help a buyer 
with a down payment or closing costs.

Good Faith Estimate: An older term largely replaced by the Loan Estimate, 
referring to an initial disclosure of estimated loan terms and costs.

Gross Monthly Income: Total income before taxes and deductions.

HOA (Homeowners Association): An organization that manages and enforces 
rules for a residential community, typically funded through fees.

Homeowners Insurance: Insurance covering a home's structure, belongings, and 
liability, subject to policy terms.

Homestead Exemption: A reduction in taxable property value available to 
qualifying primary residences under Florida law.
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HUD (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development): The federal 
agency overseeing housing policy, including FHA loans and fair housing 
enforcement.

Inspection: A professional evaluation of a property's condition.

Interest Rate: The cost of borrowing money, expressed as a percentage of the 
loan amount.

Lien: A legal claim against a property, often used as security for a debt.

Loan Estimate: A standardized document disclosing estimated loan terms and 
costs, provided shortly after a mortgage application.

Loan Term: The length of time over which a loan is scheduled to be repaid.

Mortgage: A loan used to purchase real estate, secured by the property itself.

Mortgage Insurance Premium (MIP): Insurance required on FHA loans, 
including an upfront and ongoing premium.

Mortgage Note: A legal document representing a borrower's promise to repay a 
loan.

Multiple Listing Service (MLS): A database used by real estate professionals to 
share information about properties for sale.

Origination Fee: A fee charged by a lender for processing a new loan application.

Pre-Approval: A lender's conditional commitment to lend a specific amount, 
based on verified financial documentation.

Pre-Qualification: An informal, unverified estimate of how much a buyer might be 
able to borrow.

Principal: The original amount borrowed, or the remaining balance owed, 
excluding interest.

Private Mortgage Insurance (PMI): Insurance required on many conventional 
loans with smaller down payments, protecting the lender.

Property Tax: An annual tax assessed on real property based on its value, used to 
fund local services.

Purchase Agreement: A legal contract outlining the terms of a real estate 
transaction between buyer and seller.

Refinancing: Replacing an existing mortgage with a new one, often to obtain 
different terms.
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SHIP (State Housing Initiatives Partnership Program): A Florida program that 
channels state funding to local county and city governments for affordable 
homeownership initiatives, including down payment and closing cost assistance; 
each county administers its own version with its own rules and funding.

Title: Legal ownership of a property.

Title Insurance: Insurance protecting against losses from defects in a property's 
title.

Underwriting: The process by which a lender verifies a borrower's financial 
information to approve a loan.

USDA Loan: A mortgage backed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, designed 
for eligible rural and certain suburban areas.

VA Loan: A mortgage guaranteed by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs for 
eligible veterans, service members, and certain surviving spouses.

Wind Mitigation Inspection: An inspection assessing a home's features that may 
reduce damage from windstorms, often used for insurance purposes in Florida.
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Next Steps and Closing

Congratulations

If you have made it through this entire workbook, completed the exercises, and 
filled in the worksheets, you have done something most people never do before 
buying a home: you prepared, on purpose, with real intention.

Whether you are still saving, already searching, or standing in your new home right 
now reading this for a second time, take a moment to recognize the work you have 
put in. Homeownership is not just a transaction. It is a foundation you are building, 
for yourself, for your family, and for whatever comes next in your life.

Next Steps

Your homebuying journey does not end with this workbook, and you do not have to 
navigate it alone. Every chapter you just read works even better with a real 
conversation, tailored to your specific numbers, your specific goals, and your 
specific corner of South Florida.

I would be honored to help you take the next step.

Schedule Your Complimentary Homebuyer 
Strategy Session

If you are ready to talk through your specific situation, I invite you to schedule a 
complimentary Homebuyer Strategy Session with me directly. We will walk through 
your goals, your timeline, and exactly what your next steps should look like.

Monica Samuels

Real Estate Broker, MAS Realty & Investments

Call or Text: 305-562-7980

Email: masrealty.investments@gmail.com

Website: masrealtyinvestments.com

LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/masrealtyinvestments

Monica Samuels  •  MAS Realty & Investments  •  108



THE SOUTH FLORIDA HOMEBUYER BLUEPRINT

Scan to Schedule: 

A free 15-minute call with Monica.

Monica Samuels is a licensed Real Estate Broker and a licensed Life, Health and 
Annuity Agent in Florida, serving Miami-Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach Counties.
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