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DEDICATION

To my parents, Debbie and Troy, who gave me a foundation from which to fly.


INTRODUCTION

SELF-CARE 101

Take a shower. Meditate. Go for a walk. It seems like self-care is everywhere: in celeb posts while scrolling through social media, online when skimming a favorite website before class. But self-care is more than just a face mask, an early bedtime, and a #treatyoself moment. It is the intentional care for your personal health. Ever heard the saying, “You can’t pour from an empty cup?” Sure, it’s a bit of a cliché, but it’s true—and it’s a great way to think about self-care. Between all of the exams, fights with roommates over who drank the last of the milk (it definitely wasn’t you), and pressure to figure out what you want in life, it’s easy to end up trying to pour just one last drop from that cup half the time (okay, more than half the time—let’s be real). But whenever you do something for yourself—like taking a power nap before that long chem lab—you are refilling that cup (a.k.a. your physical, mental, spiritual, emotional, and professional reserves). Once restored, you can take on everything from that upcoming philosophy paper, to working up the courage to sit with someone new in the dining hall. In short, self-care is your ticket to being your best self!

Why It Matters

But how exactly are you supposed to take care of yourself when there is so much to do?! From choosing between majors and passing exams, to hanging out with friends and fitting five campus events into one week, you’ve got a lot going on! But self-care actually helps you make the most of it all. Instead of simply adding another to-do item to your list, self-care gives you the tools to tackle anything that comes your way.

Another great thing about self-care is that the more you do it, the more you’re able to make it your own. As you try out different acts of self-care, you figure out which ones are helpful, and which ones just aren’t for you; maybe breathing exercises just don’t do it for you, but engaging in something creative, like sketching, does. Or maybe working out in the fitness center isn’t your thing, but you really enjoy jogging around campus. You will also start to notice what parts of your life are in need of more care at any given time. For example, maybe you feel replenished physically after sleeping in before an afternoon class, but need more emotional self-care following a fight with a friend the night before. Paying attention to the type (or types) of self-care you need from one day to the next will allow you to restore and balance these different aspects of your health.

Types of Self-Care

The five main types of self-care are physical, mental, spiritual, emotional, and professional. Each type can stand on its own, but they can also work together. For example, going to the gym is obviously physical self-care, but it can also help you clear your mind (mental self-care) and let go of something that’s been bugging you (emotional self-care). Ideally, you’ll find activities in each category helpful, but at different points during your college career, you may find yourself needing more personal care in one or more specific types at a time. Maybe you’re going through a bad breakup or the loss of a loved one and you need to give extra attention to your emotional health. Or maybe you’re drowning in midterm exams, have caught that cold that your roommate brought home last week, and just really need to focus on getting yourself back in line with some mental self-care. The more you explore and try out different types of self-care, the easier it will be to figure out what your needs are at a given time and what acts work best for you!

Physical

Physical self-care focuses on how you take care of your body. And it’s not just about working out and eating right (though that’s important too). It’s also about your long-term health, and how regular physical care impacts how you feel overall. Think about what happens when you’re slammed by a nasty flu bug—everything else stops, right? You’re sidelined until you get healthy, and you can’t get healthy without rest, nourishment, and hydration. Regular physical self-care helps prevent these kind of illnesses, as well as burnout and fatigue; it’s the foundation that keeps your engine running—so you can do all the things you want and need to do!

So when you feel like crawling under the covers and sleeping for a month, a little physical self-care can save the day! Maybe you set a regular bedtime routine so you can fall asleep at a reasonable time every night (or at least every weekday night). Or maybe you talk to an academic advisor about ways to better manage your workload so you aren’t staying up until 1 a.m. finishing reports every other day. Or perhaps you take a multi-vitamin every day so your diet stays on track in light of that all-access ice cream bar in the dining hall. Caring for your body lets you perform at your best in everything that comes your way!

Mental

Mental self-care affects how you think, feel, and behave; it’s how you keep your brain sharp in order to make decisions, react to a situation, and relate to other people. Mental health also spans a wide spectrum. For some people, managing mental health might mean navigating a fight with a friend, learning how to handle stress during exams, or just finding ways to recharge the brain after a long week of classes. Maybe your roommate was upset because you didn’t want to watch a movie with her the other night, and you’re now trying to look at the issue from her point of view. Or maybe you’re waiting to hear back from an internship you applied for, so you make fun plans with your fraternity buddies to distract yourself until you get the call.

For others, mental self-care might mean dealing with treatment for or recovery from a diagnosed mental illness or disorder, such as attention deficit disorder, anxiety, depression, or bipolar disorder. If treatment or recovery is needed, receiving care from a trained health professional—on top of practicing regular self-care—is key.

Spiritual

Spiritual self-care is different for everyone, but ultimately it focuses on how you connect to the ethereal realm. You might be part of an organized religion or faith tradition, or you may be building on a personal sense of connection to a higher power, the universe, etc. You may be interested in certain sacred texts, liturgies, or prayers, or something as simple as a gratitude list. Perhaps you set aside 15 minutes every morning for a short self-reflection before heading off to class—or you attend a campus service every weekend. You might sign up for a religious studies class even if your major is completely different, or practice a 5-minute meditation to clear and refocus your mind during a stressful situation. There are many paths to finding deeper meaning, and spiritual self-care is how you explore and nurture the right path(s) for you.

Emotional

Emotional self-care focuses on your ability to express yourself. It teaches you how to tune into your emotions, explore how these emotions might impact your actions, and express them in healthy ways. Maybe you simply decide not to answer the phone when your dad calls because you aren’t in the mood to chat and just need some time alone with your feelings. Or maybe you set better boundaries with a high school bestie who has been demanding a lot of your time lately. It’s how you replenish your emotional “cup” in order to sustain healthy relationships—both with yourself and with others. For you, it might mean signing up for a campus therapy appointment even when you’re not sure what’s “wrong,” or venting to a trusted friend about a negative thought you can’t let go of. Making sure you have what you need to thrive emotionally is essential (both during and beyond college), and practicing this kind of self-care will be key.

Professional

Professional self-care is kind of a catchall for everything you do related to your career and/or academics. From work-studies to class presentations, there are all kinds of obligations to juggle, and professional self-care helps you balance them. Through acts of professional self-care, you can bump up any lower grades that might have you worrying about your GPA (grade point average); broaden your horizons by taking classes outside your comfort zone; and set realistic goals for how you manage your time, money, and energy at school, work, and your dorm.

Professional self-care is how you learn to adjust to information overload, multitask without getting overwhelmed, beat that urge to procrastinate, and make sure you don’t overextend yourself. It also helps you on your journey to discover what your unique skills are and what makes you happy. Maybe you always planned to be a lawyer, but then you signed up for an art history class and now realize that this is the best path for you. Or maybe you volunteer with a campus events group and discover you’re great at ticket sales and staff management.

With this knowledge, you can not only succeed in your own life, but also make a difference in the world around you! Your love of interior design and degree in architecture could result in a career building homes for families in need, for example. Or all that work pushing yourself in microbiology classes gets you into medical school and on track to becoming a doctor. The sky’s the limit!

What Self-Care Isn’t

Just as there is no one-size-fits-all type of self-care, there is also no one “right” way to approach it; it can mean just about anything you want it to. Self-care for you could mean going shopping with your roommate for a little retail therapy after a tough test, or taking a nice long walk around campus between classes. It might involve some pricier products, or be completely free. And it could take just 2 minutes before a morning lecture, or 2 hours after a club meeting in the afternoon. The main goals of self-care are to honor your needs, avoid burnout, and ultimately create routines that allow you to function as your best self. Still, it’s worth noting that self-care can shift into murky, unhealthy waters if unchecked. The following are key things to look out for if you feel that your self-care practices may need to be adjusted:

• You’re focusing on other people’s self-care “rules,” instead of what is best for you.

• You only do certain self-care activities to “keep up” with your friends (or that picture-perfect #fitspo account), such as buying an overpriced latte when you aren’t really a fan of coffee, or pretending to care about a beauty treatment you have no true interest in.

• You view self-care as a free pass to do whatever you want, no matter how it might affect people around you. This includes things like skipping a big group presentation to lie in bed all day, ghosting a campus event you signed up to help out at, or constantly bailing on plans with friends.

• You use self-care to live outside your means or justify unhealthy coping mechanisms. This includes racking up credit card debt for off-campus wellness retreats; never visiting the health clinic; or using food, alcohol, or drugs to numb the pain of a breakup.

• You assume self-care will fix every problem in your life and bring total, everlasting happiness. College is full of ups and downs and twists and turns that everyone experiences—after all, these challenges are what ultimately make you grow as a person. Self-care isn’t a cure-all: it is a guide and aid in your own journey through these years.

• You treat self-care as a game to win—a puzzle to perfect, or a one-time action to take—rather than an ongoing, ever-changing way of living. It involves regular, conscious effort. There’s no gold star rewarded at the “end” alongside your cap and gown: your prize is an improved state of well-being.

Taking Charge of Your Self-Care

Now that you know what self-care is—and isn’t—and how to distinguish between the different types of self-care, it’s time to get started! You can use the following activities however you want, whether you flip to a specific chapter whenever you’re in need of a little TLC in a certain area, or you read through from beginning to end.


CHAPTER 1

BALANCE YOUR BODY: PHYSICAL SELF-CARE
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You get one body in this life. Ideally, you choose to embrace and cherish it, but unfortunately, it can be a little too easy to do the exact opposite as a college student. It’s not that you don’t care about your health; you just have so much going on in your life that physical wellness ends up falling by the wayside. (Hey, you’ve got places to go and people to see—and walking to class counts as cardio, right?) Luckily, physical self-care isn’t “all or nothing,” “either you are a workout fiend or a hopeless couch potato.” No, balancing your body isn’t necessarily about losing weight, getting six-pack abs, or running marathons. It’s about honoring your physical needs so you can function properly and reduce your risk of things like heart disease, cancer, stroke, obesity, and diabetes. After all, your body is a sacred temple that deserves to be treated with care and respect!

This chapter offers all kinds of simple ways to care for your physical health, from power naps to a well-balanced diet to proper hygiene. You’ll explore ways to move your body, bolster energy levels, care for your skin and internal organs, stretch your muscles, feed your belly, and—most importantly—feel your best.
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DRINK PLENTY OF WATER

Between all of the class lectures, outings with friends, and campus-wide events, you probably reach for all kinds of drinks when you’re thirsty—juice, soda, coffee, milk—but you may not always remember the most important one: water. Your body constantly loses water over the course of the day and, consequently, needs to be replenished to prevent dehydration. Staying hydrated keeps your heart healthy, supports clear skin, promotes digestion, and lifts energy and concentration levels. Plus, it’s free!

Whether you’re darting from class to class or staying up late to study for that chemistry exam, aim to drink at least eight 8-ounce glasses of water each day. To make it easier, carry a reusable bottle with you and keep a full glass of water next to your bed. If plain water is just too boring, you can infuse it with berries, citrus, or cucumber slices to switch things up. If you need an extra hydration lift, add water-rich fruits and veggies like oranges, strawberries, celery, and tomatoes to your diet. You can also use an app, like Plant Nanny or My Water Balance, to track your water intake, or set a regular timer on your phone as a reminder to take a sip.
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GET ENOUGH SLEEP

Classmates are always bragging about sleep deprivation—“I was up until 3 a.m. this morning!”—like it’s a badge of honor, but getting enough sleep helps you stay alert and improves memory. It also protects your body against viruses that typically roam college campuses from one semester to the next.

Aim for a solid 6−8 hours of sleep each night in order to wake up feeling rested and ready to take on the day. Sticking to the same schedule for going to bed and getting up in the morning will prevent a disruption to your biological clock. Also, you should view your bed as a place for sleeping only—not where you read, study, watch TV, or look at your phone. This will make falling asleep much easier. It can also help to nix caffeine after midday, and practice winding down with a relaxing bedtime routine like yoga or meditation.
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SWAP PROCESSED FOODS FOR FRESH

You’re constantly surrounded by delicious things to eat: drive-through burgers, vending machine snacks, and dining hall options galore. While you can definitely indulge in your favorites from time to time, you should keep an eye on processed foods that have a long ingredient list (such as cookies, chips, and frozen pizza). These items are usually made to have a long shelf life, which is great for stocking up your dorm room cabinet, but not so great for your health.

Whether you’re relying on meal plan points in the cafeteria or have access to a kitchen, swap out processed foods for fresh ones whenever possible. For example, instead of boxed cereal, try a warm bowl of steel-cut oats with berries. Trade packaged pretzels for baby carrots and hummus if you need a mid-homework snack, and replace the extra cheese on your sub sandwich with lots of lettuce and tomato slices. Eating fresh, whole foods will keep you energized and prevent those awkwardly loud stomach growls during class.
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INDULGE IN GOOD COFFEE OR TEA

It seems like caffeine goes hand in hand with college, and for good reason: it provides an extra jolt of energy right when you need it. However, coffee and caffeinated tea in moderation are good for more than just a midmorning pick-me-up on your way to class. Both beverages also contain antioxidants, which can assist with weight loss and fight inflammation. In addition, coffee improves endurance and memory, helps you to stay focused and alert, and protects your brain from illness. And if you prefer a cup of tea to coffee, you’ll benefit from a soothed digestive system, an improved immune system, increased bone strength, and a reduced risk of heart attack or stroke.

Whichever fuel you choose, make it part of your routine in a way that feels like a little luxury. The next time you’re on a coffee shop “date” with your laptop, grab a bag of your favorite coffee beans to brew at home. Warm up a mug to help you stay awake on nights when you’re up late studying, or prep a batch of cold brew to serve as your motivation to get out of bed the next morning. Splurge on that oat milk or green tea latte as a reward the next time you finish a big project or essay.
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WASH YOUR HANDS

Living with roommates, touching library stairwells, opening classroom doors, sharing the rec center with strangers—you’re exposed to germs and bacteria constantly. That’s why washing your hands is the number one thing you can do to stay healthy and avoid getting sick. Use soap and clean running water and scrub your hands for at least 30 seconds (about as long as it takes to sing the “Happy Birthday to You” song—in your head, of course). Make sure you wash your hands after using the restroom, before touching or eating food, after touching an animal, when taking the garbage out, or if you’re blowing your nose, sneezing, or coughing. And if you don’t have access to soap and/or clean water in the moment, you can keep an alcohol-based hand sanitizer in your bag or car as an easy way to stay germ-free.
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SIGN UP FOR AN INTRAMURAL PROGRAM

Joining a team is a great way to stay active and meet new people, but sometimes your schedule is just too busy for an official sports team—or you prefer something more casual. Intramural programs are the perfect happy medium! Most schools provide women’s, men’s, and coed league options across a wide variety of sports, like softball, soccer, volleyball, tennis, ultimate frisbee, and basketball. These teams tend to have a smaller time commitment and more flexibility with practices and games than official college sports do. Some are still competitive in nature, while others are a bit more recreational—so you can take your pick! On an intramural team, you don’t typically have to worry about being “the best” or doing “whatever it takes” to succeed: the goal is to have fun. You’ll also be able take a break from schoolwork—and work off lingering frustration after a difficult class—while making great memories in the process.
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BE SMART ABOUT DRUGS AND ALCOHOL

Alcohol and drug use is often seen as a rite of passage in college, but the truth is, you can have just as much fun without them. You can invite a couple of friends over to watch a show or play card games, go hiking, join a league for a random sport like bowling, or check out a local restaurant. Basically, you can do anything!

If you’re of legal age and do choose to drink alcohol or experiment with legal recreational drugs, however, be sure to make informed decisions. Know your alcohol tolerance levels, your drink serving sizes, and your reasons for drinking. Do you feel like you need this glass of wine to get through the day/night? Or is it a treat you simply want to enjoy over takeout with friends? Always plan rides ahead of time when you know you will be drinking or using drugs; ask a sober friend to drive you, or keep your phone battery charged so you and your friends can call a car service for a ride at the end of the night. Additionally, read up on the risks and side effects involved with legal recreational drug use, and only take prescription medications per your doctor’s instructions. This isn’t about killing your buzz or preventing you from having a good time—it’s simply about lessening the risks involved!
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TAKE A POWER NAP

Picture this: it’s midday after a long morning of classes. You just ate lunch, and your eyes are starting to feel heavy. You might gaze longingly toward your comfy bed and consider crashing for several hours before tackling your homework—but hold on a minute! A speedy power nap of 20–30 minutes is actually the best option. Short naps of 30 minutes or less are proven to strengthen your learning, motor, and memory skills, and can help get your body going again if that latest all-nighter has you feeling groggy.

Try to schedule a power nap between classes or before a long study session. Set your alarm for the time you need or want to wake up, and make sure the nap is at least several hours before bedtime so you don’t disrupt your regular sleep. Disable notifications on your phone, or put it on airplane mode, and find a dark, quiet spot. And if thoughts keep popping up, preventing you from catching those ZZs, jot them down on a piece of paper to deal with when you wake up.
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to add to their reading lists ASAP.”

—Stephanie Kaplan Lewis, cofounder of Her Campus Media
and coauthor of The Her Campus Guide to College Life
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