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Praise for  REAL COLLEGE

“If you read and use this book, your college journey will be much happier and more productive. Every student affairs office should recommend it.”
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Introduction

Now that you’ve skipped ahead and read the chapter on Sex, you probably have a pretty good sense for how this book works. We follow four fictional students during their freshman year of college, and offer advice on how they can deal with the challenges they face. These students seem to have more problems than most, and their instincts for dealing with them aren’t always stellar. But that’s the point. This book isn’t for the perfect, blemish-free students you see on TV or find sitting under trees in admissions brochures. It’s for real students. As exhilarating and fulfilling as college can be, real students face real challenges.

Real students have conflicts with their roommates, parents, and friends. They enjoy some classes and not others, procrastinate, and get addicted to video games. Real students get bored and depressed, and don’t always have exciting plans for Saturday night. They feel insecure about relationships and sex, face hard choices about drinking and drugs, and struggle with eating issues and body image—or have friends who do. Real students aren’t always sure who they are, where they fit in, or what they want to do with the four years ahead of them, let alone the rest of their lives.

Despite it all, or perhaps because of it, real students wouldn’t trade their college experiences for anything.

The advice, tools, and ideas we offer come from our work over the years with countless college students—and from our own experiences as students. Our goal throughout is to help you understand the binds, tensions, and thoughts that get in the way of doing what makes sense in the first place, and to offer practical, easy-to-follow advice. Whether you’re caught in the panic of trying to find someone—anyone—you know in the dining hall, the disappointment of a bad grade, or the hopeful confusion of an ambiguously flirtatious e-mail, we will help you through.

 

HERE’S SOME BACKGROUND on the characters we will visit in the book. There’s Macani, a freshman from Ohio who put on an all-dog version of the play Cats during senior week and is working hard to maintain a long-distance relationship with her high-school boyfriend, Craig. She shares a room with PJ, a recruited rower who grew up with her sister and divorced mother in New York.

Across the hall is Rollo, from California. He has a passion for physics and chess, although his love of writing complaint letters to strangers is still a mystery to his parents. His roommate, Sweeney, served two terms as student council president of his Tennessee high school and proved remarkably effective given his perfect record of never attending a meeting. He often e-mails his trusted vice president and best pal, Duncan, who was one of only seven black students at this school. Duncan goes to college back in Tennessee. You’ll get to know these students, along with some of their friends, as their year proceeds.

 

Welcome to college. Enjoy the ride.
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Roommates

From: Rollo

To: Mega Posters Online

Sent: Wednesday, September 8, 5:09 PM

Subject: in stock?

 

To whom it may concern:

 

I recently purchased a poster of Dr. Richard Feynman, who just took over the number three spot on my all-time favorite physicists list. I think many of his equations are super-good. At any rate, my roommate took down my Feynman poster, and instead insists on a poster of someone named Oktoberfest Girl. In the spirit of compromise, I wonder whether you have a poster of Dr. Feynman posing with Ms. Girl? If not, might you have pictures of Ms. Girl near a particle accelerator?

 

Best, Rollo





YOUR VERY OWN ROOMMATE 

When you get to college, there are constant reminders that you’re in a different world. Foremost among them is your roommate. Having a roommate doesn’t seem like a foreign concept until the day you move in. Then it becomes clear that the person you’ll be living with isn’t so much your “mate” as a “complete stranger,” and the space you are sharing isn’t so much a “room” as a “walk-in closet.”

Your roommate won’t be a stranger for long, of course, and could turn out to be incredibly cool. They might be just like you, or totally different in all the best ways.

But what if your roommate isn’t so cool? What if they turn out to be really loud or kind of stinky? What if they hate you for no reason, or worse, hate you for a good reason?

Living with a roommate can be tough. In this chapter, we’ll help you get things started off right and give you tools for getting your roommate situation back on track when things go wrong.


Be Wary of First Impressions 

It’s normal to make snap judgments when you first meet someone. Here’s what Macani wrote to Craig, her boyfriend from home, after meeting her roommate.

From: Macani

To: Craig

Sent: Thursday, September 2, 5:09 PM

Subject: roomies

 

Hey Craig,

I met the roomie this morning! Her name is PJ. She’s just like she was on the phone, except that when we talked this summer she failed to alert me to the fact that she’s insanely attractive, athletic, confident, and wealthy. And, who knows, probably some sort of math genius. We’re like two peas in a pod. Jealous? Moi?

But I’m not sure she has an actual personality. She told me she “does crew,” and then she asked what I “do.” For some reason not even known to me, I said, “beauty pageants.” I was like “ha, ha,” but she didn’t laugh.

I don’t know, Craig, it’s not looking good. I’m afraid to unpack my SpongeBob beanbag chair. What if she doesn’t “get” that either?

 

Macani


 

 

Go ahead and have your first impressions. But remember, people don’t always act like themselves when they’re nervous or in a new environment. Your first impressions, as Macani demonstrates, can be as much about your own worries and insecurities as about what the other person is like. If you put too much stock in those initial judgments, it will be harder to see your roommates for who they really are, once things settle down.


Your Roommate Is Not a Message from the College 

Here’s PJ’s e-mail to her mom after meeting Macani. 



From: PJ

To: Mom

Sent: Thursday, September 2, 9:55 PM

Subject: rooming conspiracy?

 

Hi Mom,

Just met my roommate. She seems pretty nice. She’s really smart. I think she might have graduated first in her class or something. She’s sort of small, and said she’s half Italian and half Japanese. Oh, and this is sort of interesting—she does beauty pageants.

But I’m a little worried that they didn’t put me with any other athletes. A lot of the other girls in crew said they were either rooming with another athlete or there were a bunch in their dorms. But I’m sort of off by myself. Maybe they don’t think I’m going to last?

 

Love,

PJ


 

 

Students often wonder what their roommate pairing “means.” Why didn’t the college put me with another athlete? Does the fact that my roommate is gay (or straight) mean they assumed I was gay (or straight)? Shouldn’t I be with other  pre-meds? What were they trying to tell me by putting me with a girl who, like me, is overweight? What, in short, does my roommate say about me?

Nothing.

Some colleges put roommates together almost randomly, looking only at practical factors like whether you smoke and when you go to bed. Other schools match people with great care, but it’s mostly a matter of intuition, and there’s a ton of randomness at play. Sexual orientation, economic background, social style, politics, religion, and practically anything else about who you are and how you see yourself are rarely considered.

Remember, everyone has to live somewhere, and the puzzle of who lives with whom can be solved by a billion possible combinations. Your roommate is not a message from anyone.


Good Roommates Don’t Have to Be Good Friends 

You can be great roommates with someone you don’t particularly like, and you can be miserable roommates with someone you do.

It’s nice if you and your roommate become friends, but it’s icing on the cake. Your first priority is to live well together, which means sharing a small space without getting in each other’s way. Even if your roommate is Dr. Evil, you could still have a perfectly pleasant living situation, so long as his evil ways don’t interfere with your life, and your life doesn’t interfere with his evil ways.

As we’ll see, Macani and PJ turn out to be good friends, but more important, they are good roommates.




YOUR VERY OWN ROOMMATE CONFLICT 

All roommates, even those who get along great, are going to have their differences. Having a good rooming situation doesn’t mean there are no conflicts. It means you’re doing your best to deal with those conflicts before they get out of hand.

What causes conflict? Here are some common factors.


The “You’re Annoying Me on Purpose” Fallacy 

Nothing escalates conflict faster than the assumption that your roommate is not just annoying you, but annoying you on purpose. If you lived near a rumbling subway, it might bother you initially, but after a few weeks you’d find that the noise virtually disappears.

Noise from a roommate is different, because you respond differently. Instead of thinking, “That’s a loud noise,” you think, “That’s a loud noise coming from my roommate. I’ve asked her to be quiet, but she doesn’t care. She’s selfish and thoughtless, and does this on purpose to annoy me!” Because it’s coming from your roommate, the noise seems ten times louder.

But is your roommate actually being annoying on purpose? It’s an easy assumption to make, especially if you’re anxious or tired. And, of course, jerks happen, and sometimes they happen to be your roommate.

But you can also imagine other explanations for what’s going on. Maybe your roommate isn’t as sensitive to noise as you are and doesn’t realize how much it’s affecting you. Maybe she’s trying to be quieter but forgets on occasion. Maybe when she’s under stress, she gets “social” and loud.

Even if one of these explanations is true, your roommate is still responsible for her behavior. But the more you think  your roommate is annoying you on purpose rather than unintentionally, the more aggravating the noise becomes. And the more aggravated you are, the less likely you are to handle the problem well.

Of course, your roommate might also be grappling with the “on purpose” fallacy—about you. 



From: Sweeney

To: Duncan

Sent: Monday, September 6, 2:00 AM

Subject: Seizure robot roommate

 

Dunk,

 

Top Four Ways My Roommate Is Trying to Mess with Me

1. Turned our room into Star Trek meets Lord of the Rings  meets No Sex Ever. 
2. When I asked him if he wanted to go out on Friday he said his “copy of Nerd & Driver magazine just arrived.” How about later? “No, I better stay here in case next week’s issue gets delivered early.”
3. He won’t tell me how to pronounce his name. Every time I call him Roh-lo, he says it’s supposed to be Rahhh-lo. And later he says it’s the other way around.
4. Made me turn down my earphones. EARphones.
 

Does he actually come up with this stuff himself, or is he following some manual?

 

Sweeney


As you can see, it’s complicated. Next time you find yourself seething over an annoying roommate, stop to consider what else might be going on for them. Before you talk to them, force yourself to think of at least two reasons other than “just to annoy me” for why they’re doing what they’re doing.


The “My Way Is Normal, Your Way Is Weird” Fallacy 

You and your roommate each have certain habits in life, certain ways you like to operate. They relate to everything—when to go to sleep, how long to spend in the shower, how loud to play music. You may not even be aware of all your preferences, until your roommate shows up and does things differently.

It could be that your roommate is actually odd, but most differences aren’t due to that. Some things are just a matter of personal taste. Sweeney likes posters of scantily clad women. Rollo likes inspirational physicists. Other preferences come from the way things were done when you were growing up. If you shared a room with your sister, you might be used to sharing all your stuff with her. If your roommate is an only child, she might be shocked to find her CDs out of order and some of her shampoo missing. In her family, her stuff was  her stuff.

Or maybe you had visitors to your house all the time. It was a meeting place for anyone who wanted to stop by. Your roommate’s house wasn’t and so it bugs him that your friends are always coming over unannounced.

Some differences go beyond mere preference and are partly physiological. You can sleep through anything; your roommate wakes up at the slightest sound. You need fresh air;  your roommate gets cold easily. You like the smell of perfume; your roommate is allergic.

Similarly, different things trigger anxiety in different people. You can’t sleep if you think the door is unlocked; your roommate could care less. You can’t study if the room isn’t neat; your roommate doesn’t even notice. People also have different routines to unwind. Sweeney decompresses by getting out and socializing; Rollo relaxes by playing computer games.

Whatever your differences, the better you understand where they come from, the less likely you are to jump to the conclusion that your roommate is just weird, selfish, or difficult.


We All React to Conflict Differently 

You and your roommate might have totally different ways of handling conflict, and that in itself can cause conflict. Your own tendency might be to try to avoid confrontation. When something bothers you, you try either to ignore the problem or send an indirect message. You might be thinking, “When is my roommate going to realize that I’m unhappy with her? Hasn’t she noticed that I haven’t asked her to go to dinner with me in three weeks? Why does she continue to be so inconsiderate?”

The answer might be that your roommate hasn’t noticed. Her conflict style is different. When she’s unhappy, she’s direct. And she’s been assuming you’re the same way. She’s thinking that since you haven’t said anything, everything must be great between you.

People also differ on what conflict means. In some families, loud arguments are common and can be a way of showing  affection: “I wouldn’t fight with you if I didn’t care.” In other families, such arguments are rarer, and when they happen, it can feel extremely threatening.

This is why one roommate can report that things are great while the other reports that there’s constant tension. It may be that they’re both right—from their own points of view.




THE DO-IT-YOURSELF GUIDE TO FIXING ROOMMATE CONFLICT 

The tension in Sweeney and Rollo’s room came to a head in early October, and in a moment of less than stellar behavior, Rollo ripped up two of Sweeney’s posters. Later that evening, Sweeney confronted him. 



Sweeney: Dude, what shit is this!? Why did you rip up Oktoberfest Girl and Nurse Twins? What is the problem with you? That was a fucked thing to do.

Rollo: No, it wasn’t.

Sweeney: No, it wasn’t?! How can you honestly say that wasn’t a fucked thing to do?

Rollo: You deserve it.

Sweeney: Dude, this is so wrong. Living with you is like living in some convent with Trekkie nuns. You’re in here studying all the time and I can never have any friends over. I have to listen to music in the corner at volume minus seven. I should get an award for putting up with this.

Rollo: You’re right, you’re the perfect roommate.

Sweeney: Can you seriously say that I ever impose on you  at all?

Rollo: Would you like my response as a haiku, or as an alphabetical list?

Sweeney: How about as money for my posters?

Rollo: You’ve had it in for me since the moment I got here. You don’t respect me or my things. You ripped down my one poster—

Sweeney:—that was my friend Cube—

Rollo:—you spill beer on my problem sets, you show up drunk at two in the morning—

Sweeney:—we’re in college—

Rollo:—You probably don’t even remember stepping on my Atari last night. Here’s the haiku: You are such an ass. Cube is such an ass as well. So leave me alone.


 

Was this fight inevitable? Despite all the ways that Rollo and Sweeney are different, the answer is no. If they had followed the five guidelines below, this confrontation could have been avoided. Though it won’t be easy, if they start now, there’s still plenty of time for them to work things out.


1. Clarify the Rules of the Room 

Setting up some explicit guidelines to live by at the beginning of the year is crucial. That advice might seem strange. You might figure that good roommates don’t need to talk about that stuff, but the opposite is true. Good roommates are good roommates because they do talk. In fact, the conversation itself can be as important as whatever rules you come up with. It gets you talking about how you’re going to live together, and makes it clear what you each care about.

Guidelines can relate to anything that involves sharing the same space and living together. Here are some simple examples: “Snacks on the top shelf of the mini-fridge are for whoever buys them. Snacks on the other shelf are for whoever’s hungry.” “It’s okay to use my shampoo, but don’t use my towel.” “We each agree to raise problems as they come up, before they turn into big issues.”

Of course, most dorms also have guidelines for how to live together in a community, and you and your roommate should live within these. Appealing to community guidelines is actually a good way to raise a difficult issue, because it makes the problem less personal: “It’s not me, it’s the rule.”


2. Look for Easy Compromises 

Often small compromises allow each of you to get most of what you want. If loud music bothers you, identify blocks of time when it’s okay to turn up the volume, and blocks of “quiet time” when the volume should be low or the music turned off altogether. High-volume blocks might be Fridays and Saturdays, or any day up until 9:00 p.m., or anytime your roommate wants to have friends over if he asks first. Instead of having an all-or-nothing rule, the goal is to divide things up so that each of you gets some of what you care about most.

Sometimes bundling together different interests can help you find compromises. If you’re in a suite of rooms, for example, whoever gets to keep the single room an extra month might have additional cleaning duties, or the other roommates might be allowed shower priority. The more things you put on the table, the more ideas you can come up with.

If you’re not sure how a particular rule is going to work out, have a trial period. In fact, it’s a good idea to check in periodically on how everything in the room is going; stick with what works and change what doesn’t.


3. Be a Good Roommate Yourself 

“What kind of advice is that!? My roommate is the problem, not me!” Well, even if you’re right, showing a little respect for your roommate is as good for you as it is for your roommate. But what does “respect” mean, beyond some vague generalization? Here are three concrete actions that make a huge difference.

Consult first. This one guideline can change your whole year: before you decide anything that impacts the room or your roommate, talk to them. Don’t grab the best bed before your roommate shows up. Don’t change the furniture without discussing your plan. Don’t have friends over late at night without first getting your roommate’s permission or, at a minimum, letting them know about it in advance. In short, remember that you have a roommate. If you want to do something that might affect them, talk to them first.

Don’t issue commands. If you want to listen to music and your roommate is studying, don’t order your roommate to “put up with the music or leave.” Make it open for discussion: “Hey, can you study with music on? If not, let’s figure out what makes sense.” The same thing applies when the tables are turned. If you want to study when your roommate is listening to music, don’t order them to turn it off. Instead, say, “Hey, I’m having trouble concentrating with the music. Let’s figure it out.”

Be generous. Like you, your roommate will endure periods of more than normal stress. Midterms, big games, romantic problems, loneliness. When big stressors hit, be generous.  Forget the rules. Let your roommate have the room to study or











4. Stick Up for Yourself 









As you notice from the examples, lightness and humor can help. But don’t be afraid to let your roommate know when something really matters to you. You can do this just by putting it out there: “Hey, I don’t want you not to be able to have your boyfriend visit. But it’s important to me to talk about it in  advance. It really matters to me. The room belongs to both of us, so I need to have some say.”















5. If It’s Really Bad, Get Help 








THE SURPRISING BENEFITS OF GIVING UP 



The Fixer and the Vengeance Demon 





Accepting the Limits of Change 
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don't know what 'm
talking about and
wants to skewer me
in front of the class. T
should never have
opened my.

mouth

to hear more.

nally, a student
willing to made an
argument.”

“Lagree with this
comment. 1d like
the student to clab-
orate so T don't have
to. The students
hear cnough of my

“Interesting. Let's
put that comment
on hold and get back
wit

My comment is i-
ther irrclevant or so
stupid that the pro-
fessor doesnt want to
subject me to further
embarrassment by
allowing me to tlk.
Now everyone knows
how much of a shame
itis o have me in this
cluss.”

“Uhol
is raising what we're
supposed to cov
next week. Quickly
st distract
cluss

“Oherap, T wasn't
listening, Il tell the
class we'll come
back (o it and hope
they forget”

student
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PARENTS SAY

MACANI HEARS

PARENTS MEAN

“Youre never
there.”

“We don't trust you.
Lord knows what
erazy things you're off
doing.”

“You never seem to
have time to talk
and are always so
ansious. T miss you
and wish Tknew
what was going on
in your lfe.”

“You need to buy a
ticket home.”

“You're undisciplined,
d lack
organizational skills”

“I'want to be help-
ful. Until T know
for sure how yow're
getting home, 11l
worry abant it.”

“Your father is work-
250 hard .
wonder he doesn't
Keel over with a
heart attack ™

“Your father's un-
timely death will be
on your hands. The
only way to atone will
beto do ‘whatever
your father would
have wanted” Feeling
isa good but

“Why are you al-
ways trying to get
offthe phone?
Maybe you don't ap-
preciate us. T better
think of something
that gets your aten-
tion and reminds
you how much we
Tove you”

“We would love you
moreif you called
mare, didnt make us
soworried all the
time, and became a
doctor. As s, we
love yon medinm-
well”

“Love you.”
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PROFESSOR MACANI HEARS . ... PROFESSOR
SAYS... MEANT...
<silence> “Hello? Did he hear | “Well put.”

what I said? Maybe
hes giving me the
sient treatment. 1
want to transfer to an
casier college where
professors are al-
Towed to actually tlk
toyou”

“IF T don'tjump in
maybe students wil
begin to respond to
each other, which
would be nice.”
“Well, we've covered
everything T planmed
for this clas. T need
to figure ont what to
do for the next 45
minutes,






