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INTRODUCTION



“There are options.”


It’s been well over a decade since we first discovered that bit of insight from a twenty-two-year-old University of Iowa senior. It arrived on a single piece of paper in a thick stack of student surveys we received when compiling research for the original edition of The Freshman Survival Guide in 2011. Those words—neatly printed in the empty space under question number four—stuck out vividly among the dashed-off handwritten responses we tried to decipher that day, all in answer to the question: “What was the best advice you got as a freshman?”


An awful lot has happened both on campus and in the world at large in the intervening years since the last updated edition of our book came out in 2016. The global pandemic disrupted life as we knew it for most of the planet for a few years. Life on campus as well was impacted as students, professors, administrators, parents, etc. were forced to figure out how to carry on even though every possible aspect of “normal” life had been turned upside down. It was a massive act of improvisation around the globe and on campus in the face of extraordinary circumstances. As of spring of 2023, the full extent of the impact of the pandemic on college life—or life in general, for that matter—is not yet entirely clear and probably won’t be for quite some time.


But in spite of all the questions that remain, it is abundantly clear that the pandemic underscored a central value that is at the core of the Freshman Survival Guide: the key to flourishing is grounded in our ability to successfully navigate difficult circumstances and adapt to the unpredictable but inevitable changes that life presents us. That skill transcends college life. It is a skill for life in general and it is the difference between surviving and thriving.


In a sense “there are options” is not so much an answer to a question as it is an invitation. You will be faced with more choices in the next few years than you’ve ever imagined. Those choices will be accompanied by seemingly endless questions, ranging from small issues like how to get along with a difficult roommate to the big existential questions college is famous for inspiring: Who am I? Why am I here? What do I believe? What should I do with my life? Asking questions is an essential part of what college is all about.


The Freshman Survival Guide is your invitation to look at those questions and consider all the options available to you to answer them.


That University of Iowa undergrad had unwittingly offered us a Zen koan–like bit of wisdom that got to the heart of what we wanted to offer college students. You have options during your college career. Not just academic, social, or lifestyle options but options in every sense. The Freshman Survival Guide brings together the advice and experiences of college students, professors, administrators, counseling staffs, campus ministers, and other professionals to help you deal with the big questions, the small questions, and all the countless questions in between.


There are many guides for getting into college, choosing a college, paying for college, and getting good grades in college, but this is the first to offer a holistic look into the lives of college students and life on campus.


What does that mean? Our version of holistic simply means that we’re approaching your life as a student on every level by combining up-to-date practical advice on academics, student life, and physical health with guidance on coping with the intangible emotional, spiritual, and values issues that college students encounter every day but that are rarely talked about.


There’s no doubt that your experience in college will force you to grow intellectually, but it would be a mistake to think that is the only area in which you’ll develop over these years. Your mind is accompanied on this journey by your body and your spirit—none of these three are simply along for the ride; they’re all active participants that need to be integrated and in balance.


The world is filled with lots of competing ideas and approaches that can be difficult to make sense of. Sometimes you may be tempted to resist that complexity so you can settle for simple answers instead, but that really isn’t much of an option. Your time at college is supposed to be a period of questions and exploration. That’s the only way any real learning takes place. “The test of a first-rate intelligence,” F. Scott Fitzgerald famously wrote in his book The Crack-Up decades ago, “is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.” We have no doubt that you will come across a lot more than two opposing ideas during your college career; our goal isn’t simply to help you function, but to help you actually flourish during these years.


The Freshman Survival Guide treats the issues of mind, body, and spirit as overlapping and recognizes them as intimately connected instead of distinct.


All too often, advice about college life presumes that students are just a collection of brains, hormones, and appetites entering some sort of ivy-clad educational pressure cooker that will help their brains grow bigger, hopefully without the side effects of letting their hormones and appetites get too out of control at the same time. The fact is, a lot of the stories you’ve heard about college are true. There will be tons of challenging information offered to you over the next few years to enhance your knowledge and intellect; there will also be plenty of opportunities to indulge your appetite and let your hormones run wild (we’re guessing those are the opportunities you’ve heard most of the stories about). Within these pages you’ll get the most honest, current information possible on the reality of college life today.


Whether it’s academics, dating, sex, drinking, drugs, roommate problems, dorm life, sexual or gender identity, safety, mental health, nutrition, or any number of other issues you’re liable to come across in college, you will find the information and advice you need inside these pages.


And if for some reason it’s not here, you’ll be able to find it at our website: http://TheFreshmanSurvivalGuide.com. We’ve added additional information online as well as numerous interactive features like the Interactive Resident Assistant (iRA) where you can email us with questions you might not yet feel comfortable enough sharing with your local RA.


Along with this dose of reality, we will also offer you options. Without your parents watching over you, you’ll be in a position to make a lot of decisions that will have an enormous impact on your college career.




Can you stay out all night drinking and sleep in without getting in trouble?


Can you skip your classes without somebody reporting you to your mother?


Can you spend all of your time on social media or in training to become the greatest League of Legends player your dorm has ever seen?




The answer, of course, to all of the above is yes, and we have little doubt you will come across people who seem determined to do all of those things and more during college.


This book offers you the tools and accumulated wisdom of hundreds of students, administrators, professors, counselors, and campus ministers to help you take advantage of the options in front of you and make good decisions in the years ahead. We’ve surveyed hundreds of students and recent grads from small private colleges and huge public universities in every region of the United States to give you as complete a picture as possible of what life on campus is truly like. We’ve also interviewed professors, resident assistants working in college dorms, administrators, and health professionals to get a sense of what you should expect when you arrive.


We’ve spoken to campus ministers from the Catholic, Jewish, Hindu, Muslim, Protestant, Jain, and Buddhist faith traditions not because we are interested in preaching, converting, or debating whose religion is “right” or “true” but because we want to get their sense of what’s going on in the spiritual lives of students. They have a unique perspective on campus life and the sometimes hotly debated intersections of faith and reason as well as religion and culture.


In a pluralistic and diverse society these topics can’t be ignored. “[Religion and spirituality are] a deeply important part of how people identities are shaped,” says Chelsea Garbell, associate director of New York University’s Global Spiritual Life Center, a national leader for how campuses are now dealing with issues of religion and spirituality. “But for so long, people have been told that you bracket that off, and you keep it in private. And when you show up to a university space, we want to think about all aspects of your multicultural identity, but not that one. So then we’re telling people not to show up as their full selves? We do a big push that if you’re talking about DEI work, you have to include religion in it as well.”


The insights into the spiritual, religious, and intellectual lives of college students from these campus ministers are revealing, to say the least, and are among the book’s most provocative and compelling passages. They were also the source of one of the most surprising—and welcome—discoveries we came across during the research for this book. Regardless of their religious beliefs, it was remarkable how much these campus ministers—representing a wide range of faith traditions—harmonized with one another in terms of their interest in and experiences with students, not to mention the wisdom and counsel they offered countless undergrads on their spiritual journeys.


Ultimately, however, The Freshman Survival Guide has been generated for students by students. The upperclassmen and recent graduates who helped make this book possible were once in the same position you’re in now. With more than 165,000 copies in print there have been an extraordinary number of students who used the book to make the successful transition to college on their own or through orientation programs, first-year experience classes, etc. Some of them have added their own wisdom to this third edition. Not that long ago, they were incoming freshmen with the same sense of anticipation, anxiety, exhilaration, and fear that you’re now experiencing. They’ve made the transition to college and have lived to tell the tale. We hope that, once you’ve survived, you’ll come back and tell your tale to the freshmen who come after.


We’re always looking for feedback and insights that could help new batches of incoming college students. If you would like to see other issues addressed or learn about things that might be helpful to you, please be sure to email us at feedback@thefreshmansurvivalguide.com.















USER GUIDE



A “HOW TO” (AND “WHO IS”) FOR USING THE FRESHMAN SURVIVAL GUIDE
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The Freshman Survival Guide’s greatest value is its versatility and depth as a tool and a resource for the transition to college. Though it is addressed to students, the reality is that parents, mentors, high school educators, counselors, ministers, and friends are putting it to use as a textbook, as an orientation manual, as a discussion starter, as a workshop springboard, as a curriculum component, as a graduation gift, or simply as an opportunity for honest conversation with students embarking on their collegiate careers.





When the first edition of The Freshman Survival Guide was published, we were confident that—after years of research—the information, insights, advice, and real-world, on-campus experience found in these pages would prove to be helpful to students heading off to college. With more than 165,000 copies sold, that initial confidence has been validated many times over.


What we hadn’t anticipated, however, were the audiences beyond the students themselves who also found the book helpful. In fact, there’s a small army of people helping students make the transition to college—parents, high school guidance counselors, teachers, freshman orientation and first-year experience staff, residence life staff and RAs, college administrators, campus ministers, on-campus counseling providers, and so on—all of whom have a deep interest in the tools and information that The Freshman Survival Guide offers.


We’ve visited numerous high school and college campuses around the country and worked with the full range of those helpers to adapt our book’s resources to each specific community’s needs. There’s a tremendous amount of information in the chapters that follow, but not all of it is relevant to everyone. We suggest you browse around and read the chapters that are the most interesting and pertinent to you, and keep the book handy for when questions come up in the future (as they inevitably will).


Below you’ll find some suggestions for how The Freshman Survival Guide can act as a toolbox that you and your community can use for programming, classroom discussion, or when specific issues arise.
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Online Survival Guide: Visit http://TheFreshmanSurvivalGuide.com and click on “User Guide” in the drop-down menu under “About” for even more. We love to hear from our readers directly to get feedback or consult on what strategies may benefit you or your organization. We’ve helped develop customized programming free of charge for a number of high schools and colleges that have bought the book in bulk for their students. We encourage you to contact us via email at info@thefreshmansurvivalguide.com to discuss how we might help.






How to Use The Freshman Survival Guide for…



High School Juniors and Seniors


A great deal of energy and attention is given to applications, scholarships, and how to choose the right college, but a crucial question is sometimes left out in the admissions scramble: How will you manage once you’re actually in college?


Reading through The Freshman Survival Guide now will help you consider some of the issues beyond simply getting in, such as: How will you maintain the friendships you have now? (See chapter 2.) What kinds of friends will you look for once you start college? (See chapter 2.) What are your biggest worries? Are you a procrastinator? (See chapter 14.) Where do you struggle academically (chapter 13), socially (chapter 6), or emotionally (chapter 10), and what can you do now to prepare to deal with the problems that might arise?


Some suggestions:




• Make this book your own. Highlight important information and take notes. Keep a journal of questions it raises for you and things you want to remember.


• Bring your questions to a trusted mentor, teacher, minister, or even a friend who is already in college, or email the Interactive RA (ra@thefreshmansurvivalguide.com) on our website.


• Find a few friends or a teacher/mentor who will commit to reading this book with you and form a discussion group to talk about each chapter.


• Talk to your parents about the issues The Freshman Survival Guide raises. You deserve the support and guidance of the people who have gotten you this far in life.





College Freshmen


There is a big difference between reading a book about college life months before you arrive and actually setting foot on campus. Here are some shortcuts for using this book once you’ve hit the ground.




• Struggling academically? See chapters 13–16.


• Homesick? See chapter 5.


• Struggling spiritually? See chapters 11 and 19.


• Bored or lonely? See chapter 18.


• Not feeling healthy? See chapters 24–27.


• Take a look at the Interactive RA (iRA) section of our website, where we have years of blog posts from resident assistants who deal with real issues facing first-year students in dormitories across the country. Email us your questions at ra@thefreshmansurvivalguide.com.




Commuters


Just because you’re not living on campus doesn’t mean you should sell yourself, or your college, short. Check out chapter 21 and follow these tips to fight that “I’m just a commuter” mentality:




• Get involved in campus activities; it’s a great way to meet new people and feel more connected to what’s happening on campus. (See chapter 18.)


• Use your school’s resources: Study groups, the library, writing and math labs, and professors’ office hours are there for your use. (See chapters 13, 15, and 16.)


• Set up your schedule so you’ll have some time on campus a few days a week. If you’re also working, it can be tempting to pack your classes in the morning so your afternoons and evenings can be spent off campus. If at all possible, though, consider leaving some gaps in your schedule so you’ll have time built in to hit the offices (financial aid, academic advisement, the registrar), go see your professors, visit the library, or attend student activities.




Parents, Siblings, Aunts, Uncles, and Other Relatives


The first concern for many parents sending kids off to college is survival in the literal sense of the word. Too often our campuses have been places where a poor decision or simple bad luck can have tragic consequences. We encourage parents to read this book and use it as an opportunity for family discussions about the things that matter. Fortunately, most challenges in college don’t have life-and-death consequences, so make sure you also emphasize the small, everyday habits that build success and happiness.


Chapter 29 deals with emergencies and how to handle them. Chapter 4 could be a good starting point for talking about the first few weeks of on-campus living. Chapter 22 deals with all the different places on campus to find help.


Remember:




1. Listen as much as you talk.


2. You’ve already done most of the work.




You’ve been teaching life lessons since this kid appeared on the scene. Find out how much he or she has picked up. Consider setting aside time each month during senior year to talk through the worries and concerns you both have about college.


High School Educators, Teachers, College Counselors, Guidance and Mental Health Professionals, Principals, Librarians, Ministers, and Others


The Freshman Survival Guide has been used as a text for half-year courses for high school seniors and as the springboard for panel discussions, off-to-college nights, and leadership programs. It has been used with parent groups and in student-parent discussions, and as gifts for members of the senior class and senior award winners. It can be a great tool for preparing first-generation or at-risk students for the issues they will face. One way it may be helpful to divide the material for use in workshops and minicourses is as follows:




• Balance: dealing with time management, procrastination, mind-body-spirit health, choosing activities and extracurriculars (chapters 10, 13, 14, 18, and 25–27)


• Relationships: parents, dating and sex, homesickness, friendship, maintaining old friendships and finding new ones that will help you grow (chapters 2, 3, 5–8, and 22)


• Identity: setting goals, decision making, habits (chapters 9, 11, 17, and 19)


• Academics: learning how to be a college student, creating a study budget, dealing with profs (chapters 12–16)


• Risk: positive risk taking (stepping outside your comfort zone) and negative risk taking (drugs, alcohol, sex, criminal behavior) (chapters 4, 6, 11, 23, 24, and 29)




College/University Educators, Residence Life Staff, RAs, Freshman/First-Year Orientation Staff, Counseling Center Staff, Campus Ministers, and Others


We’ve worked with administrators, professors, professional staff (counseling, orientation, and residence life), and campus ministers at institutions ranging from large state universities to small private colleges and everything in between.


Just a few of the ways The Freshman Survival Guide has been implemented at colleges and universities so far include:




• It was mailed out to an entire class of 1,500 incoming freshmen as summer reading.


• It was used as a textbook for a semester-long, small-group, first-year experience class (for credit).


• Residence hall staffs have used it as a discussion text for mandatory floor meetings.


• Campus ministries have purchased it for their university congregations and hosted workshops.


• The challenges that affect incoming college students are as varied as their individual personalities, but some perennial issues include:




[image: image] Roommate drama (chapters 2–4)


[image: image] Struggles making adjustments to college academics and time management (chapters 12–16)


[image: image] Drinking and drugs (chapter 24)


[image: image] Sex and dating (chapters 7, 8)


[image: image] Mental and emotional health (chapters 9, 10, and 22)


[image: image] Emergencies (chapters 22, 23, and 29)






• Visit http://TheFreshmanSurvivalGuide.com and click on “User Guide” in the drop-down menu under “About” for additional tips as well as examples of how other colleges have implemented the book.

















CHAPTER 1



THAT WAS HIGH SCHOOL… THIS IS COLLEGE
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Survival Strategy #1: The months leading up to your first day of college can often be a blur. At its best, all of this kinetic energy can generate a momentum that can help launch you into a successful college career. At its worst, all this busy-ness can obscure issues that could cause big problems as you begin this next stage of your life. Try using this time to ask yourself some important questions and take an honest look at what high school habits you might need to change to succeed.





Once the anxiety surrounding getting in, how to choose between offers and how to afford your school of choice has settled down, it’s a good opportunity to ask a different set of questions. This next set of considerations has more to do with taking an honest look at the reality of the challenges ahead and how you plan to deal with them. No one else can answer these questions for you, but you may want to talk them through with someone you trust. Choose a person who knows you well—both your strengths and your vulnerabilities—and who you don’t feel defensive around. That might be a parent or grandparent, mentor, teacher, or an older sibling or friend who has navigated (or is navigating) college successfully. You could even have the conversation with a few different people and see what similarities emerge.


Question 1: What Do You Hope Happens to You/for You in College?


Start with the obvious (for example, a good education, new friends, and so on) but then focus on how you would like to grow over the next four years. What qualities as a person do you hope the college experience will develop in you? Perhaps a broader experience of people, cultures, or beliefs? Greater self-understanding? A job? This should spark an interesting conversation about values and goals.


Question 2: What Are You Most Afraid Of?


It’s helpful to name your fears in order to better understand your vulnerabilities. It can also be a good reality check: Is this a reasonable fear or just one of those floating anxieties that has to be addressed with a little logic and life experience? If you’re addressing this question with a mentor, get their input on real-world concerns and what they or your parents might be concerned about for you. You may feel like your parents don’t trust you. They may worry that they’ve not done a good enough job helping you be ready for college life. One father shared what he told his high school senior: “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” he said. “I’m afraid that I haven’t properly prepared you to face the world, and the consequences of that can be the worst of all. I could lose you.”


Question 3: What Are Your Biggest Weaknesses and Strengths?


You probably already know your Achilles’ heel, and this shouldn’t be the time to visit old failures except to talk about the important lessons learned from falling down and getting back up again. Take some time to think about the gifts and skills, the successes and strengths, that will help you meet the challenges in front of you.


Question 4: Who Will You Call with Problems or Big Life Questions?


Over the next four years you will inevitably encounter challenges; some might seem overwhelming. Keep in mind that nobody at college knows what is normal for you. Don’t go it alone. Who do you call when you’re in trouble or you have big life questions? Write down the name and contact info of the person or people you could call on to help with a big question or a big problem.


Don’t wait until the drop-off day at school to begin these conversations. So much has led up to this point, and so much more is at stake than what school you were accepted to. These may very well be difficult conversations to have, but, the cost of not having the conversation is potentially much higher.




Colleges are usually a lot bigger than most high schools, which can be intimidating but also can really give you the chance to be yourself, branch out, and get involved. The new environment gives you a chance to discover things about yourself you never knew. So step out of your comfort zone. Allow yourself to feel uncomfortable sometimes. Some of the greatest friends and hobbies come from the most unexpected situations. Make a plan and seek advising when necessary. But in the process, be sure to have fun and create memories that last a lifetime. The college experience comes up quickly and ends even quicker.


—Kate, Temple University






6 Bad Habits in High School (and What They’ll Look Like in College)


Regardless of whether you are at the top of your class, the bottom, or somewhere in between, everyone is challenged by some bad habit or another when it comes to school. If you’re a high school junior or senior, you may already be painfully aware of the bad habits that get you into trouble and make your life more difficult than it has to be. The real danger with high school bad habits, though, is that they often cause big problems when you bring them with you to college. The good news: Habits can be broken, and new habits—good ones—aren’t that hard to form.


We’ve compiled a list of six high school bad habits below, along with some advice for how to form better habits instead.


1. Charm School




High School: In high school you may have been one of those lucky few that can slide through your classes on charm and BS. You float along rarely doing the homework, relying on your stellar performance in class participation, your great retention abilities, and that knack you have for getting the right answer on the test.


College: In college, class participation really does count, so your charisma and gregarious personality are definitely going to work in your favor. Being able to test well is also a real skill, as is retaining what the professor teaches in class. Those aspects of this bad habit are actually beneficial. The problem, though, is that college-level learning relies on reading and homework. You’ve got to do it. In college, there is a lot more information to absorb in a much shorter period. Blowing off homework can quickly result in falling too far behind to catch up.


Making the Change: Even if you have a bad case of senioritis, try to establish a homework habit now so that freshman year will be less of an adjustment. Schedule study time and challenge yourself to get your assignments in when they’re due.




2. Who Needs Sleep?




High School: Do you pride yourself on your capacity to operate on little to no sleep? Congratulations. You’re a superior human being. Put that trophy on the shelf before you head off to college, though. It may be true that some people can function on less sleep than others, but this one is definitely a bad habit you should break now.


College: Staying up too late in high school isn’t usually a big deal. You might get a little run-down or fall asleep in the back of your bio lab. But at college, getting run-down and sick, missing a week of classes, or drooling on the desk in the lecture hall can be disastrous.


Making the Change: Practice giving yourself a bedtime and sticking to it. Break the habit of late-night screen time. Being short on sleep makes you moody, shortens your attention span, and messes with your ability to get stuff done. Speaking of which…




3. I’ll Do It… Later




High School: Procrastinating in high school means the occasional late night to catch up on your work and sometimes a bad grade or two. You work best under pressure anyway, right?


College: Actually, no. In college, pushing off work until later can mean a week (or more) without sleep when your deadlines come crashing down on you—blowing a crucial project or required course, or even bombing a semester.


Making the Change: Studies have shown that your ability to make yourself do things you don’t want to do (called self-regulation by the scientists who study procrastination) goes up dramatically when you’re getting enough sleep. Another way to break the “I’ll do it later” habit is by forcing yourself to spend five minutes now on a task or an assignment you dislike or can’t seem to get started on. You can trick your brain into doing just a little, and then next time your resistance to the task will actually be lower.




4. The Joiner




High School: You’re well-rounded and busy with a capital B—three sports, theater, band, student government, clubs, service commitments, and so on.


College: That same long list of activities that got you into college can be your undoing if you’re not careful, especially first semester in freshman year. The bad habit of overcommitment in high school turns into being overwhelmed in college.


Making the Change: Take some time now to think about all the activities you’ve been involved in during high school. Which ones did you love? Which ones seemed to energize you? Which ones did you stay in out of a sense of obligation or because you were trying to build your résumé? If you could pare down your list of activities right now, what would you give up? Take some time to consider those questions, and remember that you may want to try something new at college, too. If your default setting is “Yes!” to anyone who demands your time, you’ll need to start being picky about what you’re willing to commit to. Activities have to justify their place in your schedule. Try saying no to the next thing someone wants you to do that isn’t something you love. The benefit of a little more time is your reward.




5. From Ramen to Riches




High School: If your bad habit is bad food, beware. It’s even easier to eat junk at college.


College: The enablers of unhealthy eating habits are the vending machine at the end of the hall, snacks instead of meals, and the high-carb and high-calorie options offered in the dining hall. Just because you can have ice cream at every meal doesn’t mean you should.


Making the Change: Take time now to upgrade your eating habits to be healthier and find snacks that are cheap, easy, and healthy. Ask your folks to teach you a few basic cooking skills. Master more than ramen, and your mood and energy levels will thank you.




6. What, Me Worry?




High School: If you respond to stress with unhealthy habits—misusing or abusing drugs or alcohol, self-harm, disordered eating, or behaving impulsively—it’s time to develop some new coping mechanisms.


College: College is stressful. It just is. There’s a lot of change to deal with along with increased academic and social pressure. At the same time, you’re dealing with the absence of the people you have your most vital and supportive relationships with.


Making the Change: You’ve got to find things that help you blow off steam without causing you more problems. Exercise, counseling, mindfulness practices like prayer and meditation, and hobbies that calm you down or help you focus can all help. If you’re coming from a difficult situation at home, know that that won’t just disappear on its own. One campus minister we know has this adage: “If you’re running away from trouble at home, you’re going to run into trouble at college.” Take the time to deal with your issues now. If you’re already in counseling, your current therapist or doctor can guide you to help on or near your campus.




Breaking Up with Your Bad Habits


Habits—good or bad—are habits because they’re familiar. We often start a habit without realizing it and then keep a habit—good or bad—because it’s what we’re used to. Our brain, to get a little technical, likes its old familiar neural pathways and wants to return to them; but forming a new habit creates a new channel for your thoughts to travel. It takes intention to end a bad habit, but it’s easier to break a bad habit by replacing it with a good one. So if you want to break your habit of late-night mindless TV, it will be easier if you replace it with a good habit like reading or mild exercise. Your bad high school habits don’t have to become your bad college habits. Start working on changes now, and the transition from life in high school to life on campus will be significantly smoother.
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Online Survival Guide: Unsure of what to bring, buy, and so on for your freshman year? Check out our iRA online posting “Do I Really Need 20 Pillows?” (http://TheFreshmanSurvivalGuide.com/interactiverablog/do-i-really-need-20-pillows/).





Leaving for College—The Interactive RA


Leaving for college may not seem like such a big deal when it is still months, weeks, or even days away. The reality of the impending change won’t hit most college kids until the day you actually start packing. As you begin to pack away your clothes, pillows and blankets, games, and other personal items that made your room yours, you may start to feel sad and nervous about the situation. And that is just your bedroom. You still have all of the people in your life to say good-bye to. How do you do it? How do you cope with all of those emotions you are probably feeling?


1. Have One Last Outing with Your Friends: Do yourself a favor and don’t wait to do all your packing the day before you leave. That way you can spend your last day in your hometown with your friends doing whatever it is you all love doing. Most important, don’t focus on it being your last day; otherwise that is all you and your friends will find yourselves focusing on, and it won’t feel as genuine as it usually does hanging out with them.


2. Guys, It Is Okay to Cry: Okay, so I was a tough eighteen-year-old guy leaving for college at one time, too, so I get it. You have this masculine principle that “guys don’t cry” to uphold. Well, from one guy to another, what if I told you that it is okay to cry? I’m not afraid to admit that the day my best friend and I had to say good-bye, he and I both cried. It is natural to be going through dozens of emotions, and you would be amazed how crying actually helps to convey these pent-up feelings. Because before you know it, you and your friends will have cried yourselves into smiling and joking about the situation, and it makes it that much easier to deal with the circumstances. Guaranteed.


3. Don’t Say Good-bye: This is something I found myself doing after my freshman year of college when it was time for me to go home for the summer. Instead of saying good-bye to all my friends, I simply said, “I’ll see you later” or “I’ll see you soon.” Sometimes “good-bye” just sounds too gloomy and melancholic, but saying “I’ll see you later” is somewhat of a casual promise that you will see each other again soon.


—Josh Martin, iRA
Director of Residence Life, Culinary Institute of America at Greystone




SEEK → FIND


[image: image] The transition from high school to college may be one of the biggest transitions you ever make. Some people assume that the transition from college to the “real world” is necessarily bigger, but college life is very real, especially if you take it seriously. For the first time, you are the agent of your own destiny in a way that you’ve never been before. The decisions you make—about the courses you take, the clubs you join, and, ultimately, who you choose to be—are yours.


Take time to think carefully about the decisions you make. Gather as much data as you can: Pay attention to your interests, what captures your imagination; listen to your instincts, and also ask the thoughts and opinions of a mentor or someone you trust. Then make—and own—your decisions. You’ll probably get some decisions right and probably get some decisions wrong—but you’ll learn from both—and along the way become the person you choose to be!


—Conor O’Kane,
Director of Campus Ministry, Fordham University
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THE TAKEAWAY


Once you’ve been able to settle some of the drama around where you’re going in the fall, you’ll have a few months before you hit campus, but the truth is your transition to college life has already begun. Taking stock of what you truly want out of your experience and what you need to work on will serve you well and give you a solid foundation to build on.


















CHAPTER 2



BE GENEROUS WITH YOUR FRIENDSHIP BUT STINGY WITH YOUR TRUST
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Survival Strategy #2: Making good friends in college is important, but it takes time. Be patient, be smart, and stay connected to your support network—the friends and family who helped get you this far.





The friends you have back home didn’t get to be your friends overnight. It took months—or more likely, years—to establish those relationships. The fact is you already have years of experience under your belt building the kinds of relationships you’ll need in the next few months and years. You’ve been through tough times with your old friends and have learned their strengths and weaknesses. You trust them because they’ve proven themselves trustworthy. They know and keep your secrets, and you know and keep theirs.


At college, new people can feel like your old friends. You’re eating together, studying together, crashing in each other’s rooms, and sometimes spending more time with them than you ever could with your friends from back home. The relationships feel familiar, comfortable.


But be aware that there can also be a kind of artificial intimacy early on in your first year. These new friends need to earn your trust. Don’t just give it to them. The people you meet in your first few weeks of school may be great, some of them may turn out to be the best friends of your life, and some of them may turn out to be criminals (seriously). Every freshman class has its gems and its jerks; which ones are which will become clear over the next few months. Remain open to new friendships, but wait until you get to know people a little before you lend them your car, give them all your passwords, or share your deepest secrets with them.
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Boundaries Needed:


The first couple of weeks on campus Danielle and Laurie had really connected; they had a lot in common, shared a major, came from similar backgrounds, and just enjoyed each other’s company. When Danielle wanted to borrow her sweater, Laurie was happy. It felt like being back home with her old friends. Lately, though, Laurie began having second thoughts about the friendship. It seemed Danielle was always in crisis, and half of Laurie’s wardrobe was now missing from all the “borrowing.” When Laurie wanted to go out, Danielle wanted her to stay in and talk about her latest problem.


The last straw was the night Laurie had a paper to finish but spent the night with Danielle crying on her shoulder instead. Laurie was feeling isolated and overwhelmed. It wasn’t terribly surprising; Laurie had always been the one her friends turned to in high school. She was a good listener and a patient friend, but she also had a tendency to be the one people took advantage of.


Laurie thought about places on campus where Danielle could get support and suggested them to her: their RA (resident assistant), the counseling center, even other friends in their dorm who might be willing to invite Danielle out and help her make some new connections. For her part, Laurie began to seek out some friends that could offer her support instead.





As you make friends, don’t let the relationships become limited or isolating. Remain open to new friendships, and as a matter of habit check the pulses of the ones you’re in. After your first week, reassess your new friendships. Do it again after your first month. If the friends you connected with initially don’t seem to be a good fit, keep looking. Think of your entire first semester, not just the first two weeks, as a chance to keep meeting new people. It can get tiring, especially if you’re not an outgoing person, but the benefit of finding the right friends for yourself is really worth the effort.


There’s a tendency to settle in with the first group of people you meet. It feels safer, somehow, when everything else is suddenly different, to have at least that part of life handled. But the people you choose to be friends with can make a huge difference in nearly every aspect of college life: study habits, interactions with other groups of people, how you spend your free time. Choose carefully and remember you can make a new choice anytime.


Have you ever heard the saying “Tell me who your friends are and I’ll tell you who you are”? If all your buddies are always on you to come out with them when you’ve got work to do, it’s going to take superhuman strength to keep saying no. If you’re struggling to work more and party less, look for friends who are doing okay academically and imitate their habits. Conversely, if you feel as if you’re spending all your time in the library, find some friends who are involved in campus activities and get out there a little yourself. Need help sorting through all that? Check out “The 6 Kinds of Toxic Friendships” later in this chapter.




It will take time to find your people, and if it takes you a few groups and a few falling outs to get there, don’t fret! My first year was very challenging and I felt like I didn’t fit in socially. If you feel like everyone but you is happy, trust me, it’s a surface-level illusion. By my sophomore year, I was thriving socially and I met some lifelong friends, but it didn’t all click for me right away like I thought it was for everyone else. Be patient with yourself and take care of yourself! It’s okay to eat meals alone, go to events alone, etc.—it’s how I ended up connecting with some of the best people I met in college!


—Kat, State University of New York at Geneseo


Only accept people as new friends if they accept you for who you are and don’t try to pressure you to fit any social norms.


—Danielle, Rochester Institute of Technology







SEEK → FIND


[image: image] Don’t be discouraged if your first group of friends doesn’t end up being your group of lifelong friends! As you settle in, you’ll find people who share the same interests as you, and you may join some organizations on campus where you’ll have a ready-made group of new friends.


—David MacDonald, University Chaplain, Ohio Northern University


College is a time to branch out and expand your friendship group. Don’t aim to find only similar friends to those you had in high school. Instead, branch out. New friends can also be a great resource to connect you to places and opportunities in your new town. Consider taking them up on invitations to visit a new place, or try a new club meeting or activity.


—Rev. Shannon Farrand-Bernardin, Christian Chaplain and Interfaith Coordinator, Amherst College


Look for companions who are positive, who have healthy lifestyles, who are exploring wellness or healthy alternatives in how they approach various things, whether it’s their physical bodies or their religious seeking or their relationships. Seek people who have a positive approach as opposed to a negative, self-centered, extremely individualistic one. When you surround yourself with companions who have something deeper, something healthier, then you yourself are protected from the negative influences that are out there and so endemic.


—Ven. Bonnie Hazel Shoultz, Buddhist Chaplain, Syracuse University





In with the New (and Keep Up with the Old)


One of the biggest challenges is worrying about all kinds of new issues at the same time you’re building a new support network—the friends and mentors who will help you navigate this unfamiliar situation. Make sure you take time to tend your relationships, the old ones and the new ones.


You may get along great with your parents or guardians, or maybe not. Either way, they can be one of your most important supports right now; in many ways they know you better than anyone else. “You have to make your own decisions about when to talk to your parents or guardians and how much to tell them about your life,” says Dr. Richard Kadison, emeritus chief of Harvard University Mental Health Services. “But when making that decision, remember that being an independent adult doesn’t mean going it alone. Part of being mature is learning when to share problems and concerns and when to ask for help. Even if they can’t understand exactly what you’re going through, their love goes a long way—what they don’t get, they’ll usually try to understand and work with you to get through it.”


Take time with new friends to really get to know each other and keep in touch with friends from back home. When the chips are down and you need some encouragement to keep moving forward, you’ll be glad you invested in your relationships. Whether or not you’ve been great about keeping in touch, an old friend or mentor is usually very happy to hear from you, even if it’s just so you can complain for a little while.


Don’t let guilt or worries about deadlines keep you from tending these life-sustaining relationships. When stress or loneliness starts to get the best of you, fight back by reaching out. You won’t always need this kind of support, but especially during the first few weeks of college, you’re entitled to it.




I called my parents. I would fight with them a lot during my senior year [in high school]; I didn’t have a good relationship with them. I wanted to leave! But once I came to college, it was different. I would call my parents, and the next thing I knew, our relationship had changed. It was more mature, trusting, and more of a friendship. Granted, they still are my parents and the “authoritarian” figures, but being able to communicate with them on another level and having a different level of trust improved my relationship with them. I came to realize that they will always be there for me!


—junior, University of California, Los Angeles


I got involved in a lot of clubs and things and made some great friends just by being myself. This kept me too busy to really think about how homesick I might have been. Also, I called my family on the phone every day for the first few weeks. There is nothing wrong with that.


—sophomore, Stonehill College


Be careful who you make friends with. Have a thick skin, because those friends might not last for four years, but there will be some special ones that do.


—senior, Dominican University





The 7 Best Ways to Meet New People in College (According to Students)




1. Get involved. We’ve all heard it a million times, but it’s true. You’re not going to meet people by sitting in your room alone—you have to get out there. Try going to smaller events that allow for more one-on-one interactions.


2. Live in a dorm. There are all sorts of great reasons to live off campus, depending on the university, but when you first get there you’ll find no better way to meet people than to live in the dorms.


3. Keep an open door. Keeping your dorm room door open when you’re there increases your opportunity to connect with other people on your floor. “On my hallway people were always in and out of each other’s rooms getting to know everyone.”


4. Take classes with strangers. Definitely. “Don’t take classes with friends; take one with completely new people. Trust me, it’s better. Why? Because if you hang out with someone random from your one random class in the dining hall, then you’ll meet their friends and your social network just increased threefold.”


5. Eat in the dining hall. A ton of people are always there, and you can almost always find someone sitting alone. It’s easy to find people to eat with, and there is always something to talk about (the food and how good or, more accurate, how bad it is). Also, if you can’t find someone new, there is almost always someone you know to sit with.


6. In your major! Getting to know the people in your major or department gives you a head start because you already have something in common.


7. Keep an open mind about the people you meet. Hopefully, the school should provide opportunities to mingle with other freshmen. You will meet people in class; join clubs to find people who have the same interests as you.




The 6 Kinds of Toxic Friendships


Just as there are really great people on every campus, there are also creeps. The selfish, the dishonest, the bullies, the social climbers—they got into college, too, and they’ll be living in your dorm and sitting next to you in class. Here are six types to watch out for:




1. The Joker: Teasing in a friendship is okay, but if you find you’re always on the wrong end of the joke or your friends can dish it out but can’t take it, ditch those friendships and find people who are nice to you.


2. The Furious Friend: Don’t remain in friendships with people who throw things or throw punches. Violent people often escalate their level of violence when they’re under stress, and college is a stressful environment; it will only get worse as the semester wears on.


3. The Liability (aka: You’re Not Their Mother!): If you always find yourself searching the room for these friends when it’s time to go home or cleaning up after them in the wee hours of the morning, move on to slightly more responsible friends. A lot of people are going to screw up or go too far, but if it’s a habit, stop hanging out with these people and let somebody else be their mother.


4. The “No” Friend: Are you always having to do what they want to do, go where they’ve decided to go, hang out with the people they choose to? Or maybe these friends just never want to do anything. Either way, there are enough people on campus who do have the capacity for compromise that you don’t have to hang with people who are pushy or inflexible.


5. The Arm-Twister: Not the friends who get you to try a new sport or club, but the friends who press you, sometimes by nagging, other times by mocking, to do things that are against your values or leave you feeling guilty afterward.


6. The Constant Crisis: Friendship is give-and-take. If you find you’re always listening to other people’s troubles but they never listen to yours, or your friends are in a constant state of crisis, do your best to connect them with help while you’re connecting with some new friends.
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Online Survival Guide: Share your own stories (or types) of toxic friendships by going to http://TheFreshmanSurvivalGuide.com/chapters/ and clicking on “Chapter 2.” Some of these relationships are just annoying and others can really be poisonous. You’ll have a lot on your plate as a new college student, so if you find yourself in a friendship that takes away more emotional energy than it gives you, don’t be afraid to let that friendship fade and replace it with ones that are a better fit. Check in with your old friends and talk it through, or if you’re really struggling to get free of a toxic friendship—and if the “3 Ways to Disengage” (see below) don’t work for you—check out chapter 22 for finding help on campus.





3 Ways to Disengage




1. Get busy. Join a new activity. This will give you the opportunity to make new friends and get away from the ones you may be having problems with. People can’t get mad at you, or at least they can’t reasonably be angry, if you have a practice, meeting, or rehearsal. And if they do get mad, point out that they should try joining something.


2. Branch out together. In most cases toxic relationships are isolating, so instead of finding yourself in a situation where you’re stuck again with needy friends, invite others along. This takes the pressure off and allows you, and possibly the toxic friends, to meet new people. If they don’t want to join in with others, then go ahead and have fun yourself. You are not responsible for making others happy.


3. Let your feelings be known. Reveal what you feel to the one you want to disengage from, not to others. Don’t talk about people behind their backs—that’s the easiest way to hurt feelings and to be a pretty bad friend. But if the friends you’re trying to distance yourself from confront you, tell them the truth—in the way you’d want to be told. Try using statements like “I came to college to expand my horizons and networks, and right now it seems like this is the best way for me to achieve that.”
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Online Survival Guide: How do you disengage? Go to http://TheFreshmanSurvivalGuide.com/chapters/ and click on “Chapter 2.”
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THE TAKEAWAY


Friendship is one of the most important aspects of college life and one of the most challenging. Stick up for yourself and find people to hang with who will also stick up for you. A recent college graduate summed it up well: “Your friends have an enormous influence on the person you are and the person you’ll become. Choose them carefully, and choose friends that are like the person you hope to be.”
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