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FOREWORD

Coaches don’t win games, players do. But good coaching can help players win. The right coaching can help a player go to the next level. And bad coaching can lead a good player far away from success.

That, at least, is how I approach my job, and that is how this book approaches college. This book aims to coach students toward academic and personal success at the collegiate level. The authors are my Duke colleagues, and among them they have many decades of experience helping students make the most of the natural talents and the opportunities which life has presented them.

This book does not guarantee success any more than I could draw up an X’s-and-O’s play that guarantees a game-winning basket. Players still have to execute that play when the whistle blows, and students still have to apply the advice to their own personal situations. But if you read this book and take the counsel it offers seriously, you will be better prepared for success.

In my world, there are lots of ways a team can get off track, especially in a long season of competition. An important part of my job is to help my athletes avoid those pitfalls and to identify the best ways to navigate to a successful conclusion.

That is what this book does for any student who reads and applies it. The premise of this book is that anyone reading it has already mastered one part of the collegiate experience: picking a college and getting in. That, however, is the easy part.

Based on their extensive experience working with students, the authors argue that the choice of college is less important than all the choices you make once you are in college. You can go to an elite school and get a lousy education if you make a lot of bad choices. You can go to a less well-known school and come out with a superior education, if you take full advantage of what that school has to offer. (Come to think of it, there may be a basketball analogy here, too: everyone knows that a Cinderella team can make a run if they face a major program that doesn’t take each game seriously.)

Things were a bit simpler for me when I went to college. I was fortunate to go to a great school, the US Military Academy at West Point, and one of its many strengths was that it provided students with an exceptionally regimented system of do’s and don’ts, especially back then.

College today could hardly be more different. Students face a bewildering array of choices—choices of where to live, what classes to take (and whether to go to class—this, by the way, is not a choice for members of the Duke men’s basketball team!), what to major in, what to do after class, and so on. Some of the choices involve timeless concerns; we knew what fermentation did to barley and malt back in my day. But some of the choices involve developments as recent as yesterday’s news and tomorrow’s technology. And students can find themselves on their own confronting each and every one of those choices.

Students who just coast along will find that the choices are being made, but by default and without much thought to how one thing affects another. Such students may graduate (or they may not—it happens all too often), but they won’t have made the most of the extraordinary opportunity that college represents.

I hope you won’t be that kind of student. I hope you will read this book and get the most out of it—and let it help you get the best out of college.

Mike “Coach K” Krzyzewski

Head Coach, Duke Men’s Basketball Team

Head Coach, USA National Team


INTRODUCTION

There are lots of books telling students how to get into the college they want and how to pay for it once they do. This is not one of those books. This book begins where they end.

As hard as it is to select and pay for college, many people find a way. The unexpectedly hard part—the part that in our opinion most people get wrong—is getting their money’s worth. Paying tuition is a significant stretch. But making the most of that tuition is harder still.

As a prof, a dean, and a recent grad, we have advised thousands of students on how to get into the college they want and how to get out of college what they need. We have learned that few students (and even fewer parents) appreciate a fundamental secret: it matters less where students choose to go than what they choose to do once they get there.

Bright, eager students work unbelievably hard to get into college and are willing to shoulder an enormous financial burden for years to come. Despite that huge investment of time and money, those same students settle for a mediocre college experience. Too many graduate without the skills or glowing recommendations they need to succeed at the next level. Every spring we hear the same graduate groan, “I wish I had known that as a freshman.”

But not you. This book is, in a way, an antidote to the uneven advising that afflicts most colleges—even the most prestigious ones.

Designed to help you start well and finish strong, this book will be of greatest benefit to the incoming student, whether a freshman or a transfer student, beginning with the most common concerns about dorm life, leaving home, and deciding the fall schedule. But that doesn’t mean this book is limited to newcomers on campus. These pages contain a wealth of wisdom based on almost sixty cumulative years of experience and is written for students at all stages of their undergrad career, with topics such as how to decide between the summer internship or paying job, how to balance the desire for an attractive GPA with a respectable course load, when and how to ask professors for that glowing recommendation (and how to actually earn one), and how to make memories as an undergrad that you’ll enjoy remembering. After decades of advising students, we have learned—and watched others learn—these lessons the hard way so that you don’t have to.

Parents tend to believe the purpose of college is to gain an education, while students often see it as a rite of passage into adulthood with a few classes thrown in. As such, we encourage both parents and students to read this book, and have structured it somewhat chronologically to foster discussion around curricular and extracurricular expectations.

What qualifies us to help you get the best out of college is a distinctive blend of perspectives and a shared passion for making higher education worth the price tag. Peter Feaver has won two teaching awards as a professor of political science at Duke University. He is prominent in research and public policy–making circles largely in the area of American foreign policy, but he has written this book because some of his most rewarding experiences have been student interactions, both in and out of the classroom. Sue Wasiolek, assistant vice president for student affairs and dean of students at Duke University, is known as “Dean Sue”—a seasoned administrator who has been mentoring students and troubleshooting student life for over thirty years. She has regularly taught classes during that time but is best known on campus for her commitment to and support of students in the extracurricular parts of their college experience. Anne Crossman, a recent Duke alumna, founded a student group at Stanford as a freshman to mentor first-year students as they slalomed through the college scene; she transferred to Duke halfway through her undergraduate career. Anne taught both public high school and college students before becoming a full-time mom and author. She recently published Study Smart, Study Less in order to further help students reach their potential.

Simply put, we are people who have spent a long time helping students get the best educational experience possible, and we are honored to join you in your journey.
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“You Expect Me to Live with a Stranger?”

Managing Life in the Dorm

It’s been played countless times across the theater of your imagination. Perhaps desperately—inspired by those days when your little sister plucked your last nerve. Perhaps wistfully—when she wrote you that sentimental birthday card and you got misty-eyed thinking that you wouldn’t get to watch her try out for the school play next fall. Heck, maybe you tried a dry run when you were six, filling your SpongeBob suitcase with Pop-Tarts and getting as far as the mailbox. And now you are leaving home for real. Your parents’ car is packed to the hilt, your welcome packet is at the ready, and any minute now you will be pulling up to what will become home for the next four years.

You are not alone. Tens of thousands of peers are heading in the same metaphorical direction. And one (or more) is heading quite literally to the exact same place: your room.

Life with a roommate will be full of surprises—from a scenario so awful it’s worthy of a novel, to best friends who found a multibillion-dollar company and whose children later intermarry to form a dynasty, and everything in between. What to expect is anyone’s guess.

Here is our confident prediction: your roommate will be another flawed human being with complementary strengths as well as aggravating weaknesses. Learning to manage this is probably the first hurdle a freshman faces (which is why we begin a book about college in your bedroom). It is a big part of the rite of passage that college has become. But you should not let it determine the success or failure of your college career.

Sharing personal details, inadequate space, and possessions can be tense at times—and that’s assuming both parties get along. Yet, after a brief period of adjustment, most students describe their residence experiences on campus as being a highlight of their college careers, enabling them to find timely support that often led to friendship.

A positive experience can make your college career gleam, while a negative one can be devastating; our goal is to help you avoid the latter. The former is kismet, meaning there is only so much you can do to make it happen. The latter is also partly a matter of luck—bad luck—but that doesn’t mean you need to build a shrine with magic trolls to keep evil at bay.

The wise student learns how to manage this relationship before any crises occur so it never becomes so tense that it leads to a full-blown crisis. There are lots of areas in this book where we will encourage you to push yourself to get the best out of college; however, in this chapter we will advocate the opposite philosophy. As influential as your roommate experience might be on your day-to-day happy meter, of all the areas of college life needing your attention we recommend this area be low on your list of priorities. In other words, rather than maximize the upside, minimize the downside.

It’s not that the roommate relationship doesn’t consume your life; it’s that it shouldn’t. We wouldn’t dare suggest that your roommate isn’t worth your time; a metatheme of this book is that relationships matter. But the natural inclination of most students is to invest too much time in this piece of the college experience and not enough in the others, which is why we tilt against it and advise heaps of thoughtful communication early on so the relationship will continue smoothly and require little course correction from there.

Night Owl or Early Bird?
Filling Out the Questionnaire

Shortly after mailing in your acceptance card saying “I choose YOU,” you’ll receive a rather plump packet in the mail, most likely full of brochures on classes, student rights on campus, and, somewhere within the ream, a roommate questionnaire. Don’t blow this one off.

This is one of those applications that parents love to fill out and oftentimes—with the best intentions, of course—parents will answer the questions with a fanciful interpretation of who their child could be in the hopes that the new roommate will fit this description and rub off on Junior. Or students will fill out this form afraid of what their parents will read and so they don’t really tell the truth, particularly when it comes to habits and traits they might be ashamed of, like smoking. This is not the time for subtlety. If there is something you feel adamant about concerning your roommate or your own personality, be as clear as possible.

Sometimes the questions are elaborate, like “If you were a toaster pastry, what flavor would you be?” while others are fairly bland but straightforward, such as “Do you study late at night or early in the morning?” Unless you know someone in the residential life office, you probably won’t know which questions are the most heavily weighted and decide your fate, so put equal effort into each of them. One of the most critical questions is whether or not the roommate smokes, and it’s typically a key decider in the matching process.

The most basic rule of filling out this form is honesty. Don’t answer questions as if you were the person your parents think you are, the person your parents want you to be, or the person you wish you were—stick with who you are.

Granted, you will change in college. We all did. But start out by telling your interests. If you like leaving your room messy, say so. If you think having a non-color-coded sock filing system is a near cardinal sin, say that too. Some forms ask about sleep schedules and others ask about musical preferences. (Please: just tell the truth, even if it is a horrible truth, like you can’t get to sleep without listening to Love Songs from the ’80s) It leads to a much better chance of matching you with an appropriate roommate, and, should conflicts arise later, your resident advisor (RA) may refer to what you wrote on this form as a starting point in reaching a compromise. The key is not to agree to something on the form that you aren’t willing to actually do, because you will most likely be held to your word if a problem arises later.

One last point: be considerate. We know of an RA who was called in to referee a particularly thorny dispute. Apparently some young woman had strongly requested a nonsmoker on her roommate questionnaire and was granted one, but she didn’t bother to mention that she was a smoker herself. Confused? She later told the housing staff that she requested a nonsmoker because she thought two people smoking in one room would have been too much.


One of my friends from back home didn’t turn in her housing request form on time. As a result, she didn’t get into the dorms and ended up renting an apartment about a mile and a half off campus. She disliked the commute, especially when it was raining and she had to bike. Nearly every time we hung out, she would tell me I had it good since I lived right on the campus in the middle of all the action. It is a whole lot easier to make friends simply by being in the dorms or the food courts the first two weeks of school when nobody really knows anyone and people are happy to hang out with strangers and make new friends.

Brian—freshman, U of Oregon



Back Away from the LoveSac
Packing for College

Ridiculous as it may sound, a couple of years ago a student arrived on campus with a U-Haul on freshman move-in day. As he backed it up to the entrance and rolled up the door, everyone was in suspense—what could he possibly be bringing that required a moving truck? Out came his dolly with a full-sized fridge. It got as far as the dorm’s front stoop and was wisely sent back by an insistent RA.

What many freshmen may not realize as they pack is they can’t duplicate what they have at home, and all that stuff won’t be necessary in order to feel at home anyway. Assemble what you feel like you can’t live without, then pack only 60 percent of that. Try to imagine how you will store your stuff in the off-season once your parents’ minivan isn’t around and you have to pay for every cubic foot you fill. Take an honest look at each memento and be sure you absolutely need it, and that you are willing to pay (over and over again) to store it for the next four years.

Besides hauling it, a key factor in deciding what to pack is whether or not your school is located near a Big Mart. If yes, then it’s probably worth erring on the side of taking too little. Other than a toothbrush, a change of clothes, and towel, it is very unlikely that you’ll need absolutely everything from day one.

Okay, maybe you need a little more than a toothbrush, but you certainly need less than you may initially want to pack. Even if there isn’t a Big Mart, most on-campus stores will have the basics.

To combat your desire to pack your LoveSac, some colleges mail a brief list of what you will need to bring to campus: typically a set of sheets, a bath towel, a warm coat, toiletries, and a pillow. It’s pretty stark. You won’t immediately need Halloween decorations. Or scrapbooks. Or your library. And you most certainly won’t need your antique guitar or your grandmother’s diamond earrings. Belongings can get damaged or “lost,” so it’s best to leave the valuables at home with the folks. Clay did bring his brand-new acoustic guitar and discovered his roommate etching his frustration into it one day with a cafeteria knife. If you play a musical instrument and want to bring it along, super, as long as it’s not a family heirloom. Even the most practical valuables get dinged, such as Michele’s laptop, which ingested half a can of beer when an inebriated hall mate stopped by to say hello. $*-@!


In packing for college, assemble what you feel like you can’t live without, then pack only 60 percent of that.



Here’s a left-field suggestion: don’t pack a full year’s wardrobe. To start, the closets are super tiny (as most things in your room will be), and yours won’t hold all you’re used to storing at home. Moreover, there tends to be an abrupt style shift that happens in the second half of the year as people return from studying abroad and from holiday shopping. Whereas high school sort of melded together one academic year at a time, spring and fall have a very split feel to them, almost as if they were separate years of study. If staying au courant with fashion is important to you, hedge your bets and save your money and some closet space for January; there will most likely be a new look and you’ll want to be ready for it. (These deep wardrobe insights were brought to your attention by none other than the coiffed and fashionably astute Peter Feaver—as they say, those who can’t do, teach.)


I couldn’t agree more with the advice here on packing light. That said, there are some things you can easily overlook. A minifridge is a must—when it’s 1:30 a.m. and you can’t think because your body is cannibalizing itself and the dining hall closed at 6:30 p.m., you need a solution. Second, bring more than two pillows—your bed will frequently double as your couch!

Hans—recent grad, Duke U



If you are the type who really must have every T crossed before you arrive (and don’t worry, we are more empathetic with that sort than we sound—if pressured, one of us could be forced to admit she even packed crates of soy milk when she moved into her freshman dorm), a lot of schools now provide the dimensions of the rooms and even CAD drawings online so you will have fewer surprises about what fits where. Be forewarned that your roommate might have her own ideas about how to arrange the furniture and may not want to sleep in a bunk bed just so you can fit the recliner in your room. In fact, your school may not even permit lofts for liability reasons. One thing you’ll definitely want to know is whether or not the residence hall is air-conditioned. If not, and you are heading toward humidity, a fan or two (or three!) is a must, even starting the first night.

One final note, and we’ll leave you to your suitcase. It’s worth mentioning that some students feel pressured to buy everything up front while they can still saddle Mom and Dad with the bill—a wise economic strategy from the student’s point of view. However, it creates perverse incentives to buy stuff you don’t need and may tax your folks’ budget. The compounding purchases may cause them to balk at some spending where they might have been generous otherwise. Consider making a deal. Ask what they have set aside for your dorm purchases and whether or not they intend for you to pay for everything else once your feet hit your dorm stoop. Depending on their expectations, you may be able to split the amount and spend 60 percent now and 40 percent later. Or perhaps they would be willing to set up a bank account where they automatically deposit some fraction of that amount each month, minimizing discussions about your spending habits. We realize that an enterprising student might say that he would like 100 percent now and then another 50 percent in January. Of course, we can’t recommend that. This book is about getting all that you can out of college, not your parents.


It can be hard battling the desire to bring it all when packing for college. What helped me was to map out the nearest grocery store, shopping mall, and Target relative to campus before I left home so I knew how easy it would be to find the extras once I was at school.

Andrea—freshman, Carnegie Mellon U



How Sweet Is a Suite (or a Single)?

Of all your years, freshman year is the best time to have a roommate. Deciding on how many roommates to have … now that’s a good question. Some colleges give you a choice, and some surprise you with a threesome in a double-sized room just because they are short on space. (Another GREAT reason to pack less.) Regardless, unless you have some sleeping disorder that causes you to wake screaming each night at 2 a.m. and you are worried about your reputation in the dorm, consider opting for one or more roommates and save the single for grad school or your senior year.

Steve opted for a single by accident when he filled out his roommate questionnaire. For some reason, he thought he was checking the box requesting a single roommate as opposed to two or three roommates. It turned out to be a very lonely experience the first few weeks, and it was harder to win friends in the dorm because his hall mates assumed he was antisocial.

You’ll find that it’s easier to move from a double or suite into a single than the other way around. Another incentive is that having a roommate will bring social traffic into your room, which will in turn broaden your network on campus. The bottom line is you’ll be missing out on one of the fundamental elements of the college experience if you decide to room alone. And, anyway, it’s only for a year.

On the other hand, opting for a four-person suite may be more than you bargained for. The number of roommates you request is a highly personal decision that depends entirely on your capacity for delightful entropy. A lot of it depends on how many siblings you have or wish you had, whether you consider yourself an introvert or extrovert, and what sort of setting will make you feel most at home.

Two housing alternatives offered by some colleges are campus apartments or student cooperatives. Since the value and challenges of each vary from campus to campus, it’s difficult to make broad-sweeping recommendations. No matter how wonderful these alternatives might be at your school, we would advise living in a dorm your first year on campus because it’s nearly always the busiest hive of activity. Beyond that, if you are interested in campus apartments or co-ops for the future, spend the year querying upperclassmen. Ask questions about parking (will you need a car, or is there adequate bus service for buying groceries and getting to class?), safety (what kind of police or security surveillance is provided?), how people interact (is it just a large group of cliques that never intermingle?), and trends of being involved on campus (do students seem to disappear from campus life once they leave mainstream housing?). It could be a winning combination of independence and community or a social bomb, and your sleuthing will be able to determine the best fit for you.


I didn’t have any roommates either my freshman or sophomore years of college, and it is one of the bigger regrets of my college experience. I had never shared a room before (except for begrudging cohabitation with my sister on vacations), so I figured I would be way better off in a single room. I didn’t realize that I was missing out on great friendship opportunities, participation in the college freshman’s default small talk subjects, and the standard shenanigans of roommate-dom, which, even if they were wild at the time, make for great stories afterward.

Rebecca—recent grad, Point Loma Nazarene U



Steel-Toe Boots or Flip-Flops
First Impressions and Putting Your Best Foot Forward

Some colleges give students the option to contact their roommates before the school year starts, while others prefer the sink-or-swim approach and save the introduction for the dorm doorstep. If you’re given the choice, our advice is to opt for a conversation beforehand but to limit it to very superficial sorts of topics to get to know each other. Don’t dive right into the nuts and bolts of life just yet, and certainly don’t put too much stock in your roommate’s Facebook page. Though we recognize we’re in the age of email and online chats, we recommend you handle the first couple of conversations by phone. Here’s why.

THE PHONE IS YOUR FRIEND

Jessica was so excited to meet her new roommate that, the day campus housing forwarded her Emily’s email address, she poured her life story into an email and eagerly awaited Emily’s response. A day went by and no response. Jessica started to wonder what was up, so she reread her email and thought perhaps that she had left the section about class schedules a little unclear, so she sent off a quick follow-up email. And waited. Another day went by and Jessica became worried that maybe she had said too much or offended her new roomie, so she sent off a quick apology. Days went by and no response. After a week, Jessica started to get frustrated with Emily: Was she unwilling to forgive Jessica’s mistake? Was she just being rude? Did she not care about developing a roommate friendship? Ten days after her original email, with no response from Emily, Jessica was about to send off a scalding email when she got a note from Emily apologizing for her slow response—she had been camping with her family in Montana for the past two weeks and had been without Internet access the entire trip.

Email is such a delicate medium. We all know how difficult it can be to decipher (or express) emotion accurately, whether there are emoticons or not. Since you don’t have any goodwill to spare in this relationship just yet, we suggest you prevent any potential miscommunication and stick to the phone. See this phone conversation as a great opportunity to hone the standard spiel you will give a couple hundred times over the next few weeks about who you are, where you’re from, why you came, and what you want to do with the next seventy years of your life.

But what about that uncomfortable, eternal pause when no one knows what to say? Consider scheduling the conversation via email so that you can have your head in the game when you sit down to talk. And—this may seem a bit overkill but you will thank us later when silence erupts—consider writing a list of five to ten questions you want to ask during the call and then perhaps a nice line or two to signal that you’re ready to end the call. It will also help you remember which details you want to cover, such as if he’s bringing a coffee pot and does he mind sharing it.

Your first conversation should be about interests at home and what you hope to do while you’re in school (such as auditioning for a play or finding a crazy work-study job). Dorm gadgets are also a safe topic as well as a great money saver, since you won’t need more than one minifridge. If your roommate seems willing to share (and you are able to give as well as take), then synchronize. Printers, refrigerators, microwaves, coffee pots, a sound system, and NASA-quality video gaming equipment are cumbersome, and there is little reason to have two of each. You may want to discuss potential room configurations or the notion of borrowing. Some students enter with the mind-set that there are certain items they are willing to share from a practical standpoint and others they are not. Even if you don’t resolve this question entirely during the first conversation, it’s okay to at least get the topic on the table. Of course, if you don’t have the benefit of synchronizing inventory before the first day, you can still purchase that microwave (assuming it’s allowed in the dorm). Once you’ve met your roommate in person and worked out the details about shared space, your folks can return it if necessary.

Feel free to share some generic background about yourself, such as if you like to train for marathons or will be gone every weekend playing golf. If your faith is important to you, you are welcome to mention it briefly, but now is definitely not the time to persuade him to adopt your worldview. Keep the info minimal, and as you listen to your roommate’s story be careful of forming too strong an opinion. It’s difficult to know how the freedoms of college will affect and change a person. Also, figure his parents—who want to know all about you too—are standing nearby as you talk, so he may not feel as relaxed during the conversation as he’d like.

Other conversations, such as how to handle overnight guests or whether or not you should institute a lights-out curfew, are probably better discussed in person. Your dorm will give you information and regulations on these topics, among others, when you arrive, so there is no need to go into them beforehand.

It’s best to treat this person as a prospective friend, not an automatic one. Don’t set expectations (either with yourself or promises to each other) of how close this friendship will become. What often happens when those sorts of expectations are made and folks don’t click is that someone gets miffed, and then the situation gets awkward. Instead, let the friendship develop naturally, as will all your other relationships on campus.


ROLLING OUT THE RED CARPET

Move-In Day

It’s your first and probably only “freshman move-in day.” However new it may feel, since you are not the first freshman ever, don’t feel like you’re encountering this new phase alone. Your college has done this many, many times before and most likely will have some sort of plan to help you overcome the initial hurdles. Read their instructions. Follow their instructions. Show up where they say and when they say. There’s no need to arrive ridiculously early, but don’t be late either.

While we’re handing out “don’ts,” here’s another one: don’t cling to your first impressions of your roommate or her family, especially if they are negative. Chances are she has endured an awkward car ride with parents and great physical strain trying to defy gravity in hefting things upstairs in the heat, is a slight bit queasy about what the year will hold, and is trying to help her parents deal with their own empty-nest upheaval—it’s an emotional powder keg. Promise yourself you’ll hold those initial impressions lightly. Also, try not to focus too much on what your parents think of your new roommate. They don’t have to live with her—you do!

While you’re at it, you may want to hold your furniture hopes lightly as well. If you haven’t had a chance to coordinate with your roommate in advance—or even if you have; people have been known to change their minds—you will most likely have two of some items when you really only need one. The first day as roommates offers up an unnecessary test of who will give up their whatever-it-is first. Be the first one to compromise if you find that your coordinated plans with your new roommate fall short of the mark. Avoiding small battles early could make a big difference in preventing larger skirmishes later in the year. It’s not that you need to roll over for every minor complication, but it doesn’t hurt to be the generous one up front so you have a greater say on the big-ticket decisions that may come later.



SHOULD YOU ROOM WITH A FRIEND?

If you are attending a college in-state along with other graduates from your high school, you may be given the option as a freshman to room with someone you know. We’ve had a number of students query us on this point, and our answer is that we’ve seen mixed results. We know of some students who were great friends before becoming roommates but then were terribly disappointed by the experience and it dinged their friendship. And then we know of others where rooming together galvanized their friendship all the more. Since this person is already your friend, consider stepping out of your comfort zone and rooming with someone new in the hopes of making even more friends.


When I realized one of my close friends had decided to go to the same school as me, we considered rooming together. Instead, we decided to leave it up to fate and get randomly assigned. This was one of my best decisions of my freshman year because it gave me the opportunity to expand my circle of friends. My roommate and I knew different people, which gave us the ability to act as an outlet for each other when our other friends caused us stress.

Lauren—sophomore, Northeastern U



Compromise Isn’t a Four-Letter Word
Writing Your Roommate Agreement

Yes, we know you can count as well as spell, but some people don’t recognize compromise for the art form—as opposed to expletive—it truly is. Offering to go the extra mile is a good introductory move. It is also a useful frame of mind to have for the first couple of weeks. It’s a mistake to approach roommate discussions like you are the United States and he is North Korea. At least with roommates, compromise can be a show of strength that will not inevitably lead to international nuclear blackmail. If things get rough, you can always appeal to the RA, who is a lot more capable of effective action than the UN.

One of the most important things you will do your first week of school is fill in some sort of roommate agreement, typically given out by your RAs, to help guide you over the next year. Some schools may not provide a formal agreement but will encourage you to establish some ground rules and then talk with your roommate whenever there is any sort of misunderstanding. (If that’s the case, feel free to use the headings in this chapter to lead your conversation.) Putting your roommate agreement down on paper can certainly help identify any potential misunderstandings before they occur, but whether it is written or not, it is CRITICAL that you discuss expectations ahead of time in order to avoid conflict. Kick off the conversation by discussing the lighter stuff: whether or not you have a food or animal allergy, if you want to have an agreed time for lights out and quiet, whether or not it’s okay to have family members sleep on the floor when they visit from out of town, and, if the setup of the room is less fair to one of you, what changes can be made to balance the score for second semester. Feel free to ask your RA for help in either identifying potential concerns or in mediating your discussion should conflict arise.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

Should you be assigned roommates from a different cultural background or a different country, recognize that they may have unique forms for expressing dislike and working out compromises.

Allie grew up in a small town and was excited to discover on move-in day that her roommate, who had a name she wasn’t sure how to pronounce, was from Thailand. What Allie didn’t realize was that, as an international student, Prasert had arrived days earlier and had been enjoying her solitude until an entourage of parents and boxes arrived and overwhelmed her with clutter. As the year wore on, Allie learned that “okay” didn’t always mean okay, and that Prasert valued saving face and a type of humility that meant not standing up for herself whenever there was tension. She also learned that when Prasert gave her a gift, it was important to display it in a place of honor for a time to show gratitude. This might seem an unfair expectation of Allie, but given that Prasert was adjusting to life in a new country, it was a small challenge, if that. Having Prasert for a roommate also gave Allie the privilege of introducing her to college football and the pregame bonfire, not to mention the opportunity to escape campus with Prasert to explore Thai restaurants in the city nearby when her double major in engineering and computer science got to be too much. It was an unforgettable year for both with a lot of great memories.

Whether or not she is an international student, your roommate will most likely arrive with needs or communication styles that won’t be like yours, so it’s best to assume that up front. Should you find yourself living with a Prasert of sorts, recognize that she may find it odd and more than a little alarming that students paint themselves in school colors and prance half-nude in front of thousands of strangers, not to mention news crews. Collegiate athletics is an American thing. Try to see it through an international student’s eyes. And consider yourself fortunate, since having an internationally astute roommate could become a valuable part of your college education.

OVERNIGHT GUESTS

There are bigger questions as well, such as whether romantic guests should be allowed and, if so, how to notify each other to prevent an embarrassing situation. Students usually try to be very understanding of their roommates’ requests but often don’t know how to respond when those requests get out of hand, which they can do in a short time. It’s best to be clear about your expectations up front and to hear your roommate’s side of things as well, and then to go with the highest standard—meaning, if one of you says, “There’s a ‘no vacancy’ policy,” then consider the rule concrete, even if you disagree, and move on. Your room is a shared space where both of you should feel safe and welcome to return at any time.

ALCOHOL

Alcohol can become an issue when a drinker and a nondrinker room together. The drinker wants to make the room party central and uses the nondrinker’s smoothie maker for margaritas or, worse, the drinker returns to the room at some obscene hour looking green and gray. There are people on staff to help with that, particularly the latter scenario. Grab the closest RA and ask for help and even a quiet place to sleep while your roommate recovers.

The best way to avoid these uncomfortable situations is to be clear about your expectations from the onset.

In a situation where you are uncertain how much alcohol your roommate consumed, it is absolutely important that you let someone on staff in your hall know that your roommate is not doing well. RAs are less concerned about underage drinking than they are about the potential for alcohol poisoning, and unless you have been trained to make that sort of diagnosis, it’s best to bring in some outside help. (In fact, to encourage students to protect each other’s health and to prevent alcohol-related deaths, many colleges provide a sort of backdoor policy so you can take a friend to the ER without anyone being penalized.)

Diagnosing whether or not your roommate has had “too much” to drink will be complicated by your not knowing his health history, such as if he’s taking meds that react negatively to alcohol. Your safest bet is to assume your roommate needs help if he is unable to tell you coherently why he does not.

We know of one freshman named Pat who returned to his dorm room clearly ill after a party one night, but whose roommates assumed he was simply drunk. What they didn’t realize was that, along with having had too much to drink, Pat also had a very fast-developing form of meningitis. Tragically, once they did get help, it was too late and he died a few hours after being taken to the ER. Given the possibility that your roommate may be at risk—and this may sound harsh, but it’s the fact—it’s better to risk looking like a tattler than to prioritize your social sticky stars over your friend’s well-being.

DRUGS

Most colleges reflect the prevailing view in society: drug infractions are taken far more seriously than alcohol infractions. You and your roommate will come to some understanding about drugs and whether you will or won’t allow them in your room. Whatever your agreement, remember that the responsibility (and culpability) for what happens in the room rests with both of you. So your decisions about drugs could have consequences for you both, even if you don’t plan to partake. Some schools hold students accountable for the deeds of their roommates. There are ways to toe the line without feeling like a rat, and your RA is a great resource on this question. Not to worry, your RA doesn’t have to report everything, especially when you’re just looking for info and asking hypothetical questions.


Remember that your relationship with your roommate is a dynamic one; it will be constantly changing. It will look like one thing when you first meet, another thing a couple of weeks later, and still something else halfway or even all the way through the year.

Helen—sophomore, U of Chicago



VALUES

One issue that typically isn’t an issue, though some might assume it, is religious or political values. It’s easier to share a room with a flaming politician from the “wrong” side than it is for the über-organized to live with the organizationally challenged. While you may converse in polite terms on these sorts of subjects, there may be a point when you don’t want to discuss them further. Your roommate—like you—will most likely have an opinion about everything in your life, and since you are living together will know more about you than you may want to reveal to most people. Figure out an appropriate boundary for sharing opinions. Agree on some sort of code or response that wraps up the conversation when one of you has had enough so you never have to resort to punching the red button. Sometimes it’s best to agree to disagree, and call it a night.

Most Common Roommate Complaints

We began our discussion of roommates by talking about the value of compromise, but at times compromise is not possible or is not enough. In digging for anecdotes on this topic, we’ve ended up with some fairly anemic examples—not for lack of drama, of course, but because they lose something in translation. Most scuffles between roommates tend to be so petty that it’s ridiculous to put them into print. Something happens early on in the relationship that sets the melee in motion, and the straw that turns the proverbial camel into a paraplegic is that one roommate used the other’s dishwashing detergent without asking. Of course, more lurks beneath the issue than stolen soap, but that’s all that exists on file and so what results is a set of bitter roommates whose complaint can’t be truly resolved because it can’t be isolated at its source.

COMPLAINT #1: DIFFERENT DEFINITIONS OF “CLEAN”

Hygiene may not appear on the roommate agreement, but, hands down, it wins the dubious honor of being roommate complaint #1. The slob and the neatnik usually butt heads. If you find yourself in this situation, you may feel tempted to draw a line down the center of the room, demarcating “your” territory and “hers,” but that kind of compromise rarely works since odors don’t respect boundaries. The problem can be further exacerbated if the neat roomie decides to straighten up for the cluttered roomie and ends up losing or misplacing something important. Aim for a preventative agreement on this one—like who vacuums which weeks or where the dirty dishes will be stored to keep the room from reeking. And, by all means, come to an agreement about this early in the game while your room is still relatively clean!

COMPLAINT #2: DIFFERENT STUDY HABITS

There are two key components to this complaint: when to study and how to study. Are you an early riser? Do you plan on setting your alarm for 5 a.m. so you can head to the library? This might cause your roommate some angst, considering he was up studying until 3 a.m. and just entered his sleep rhythm as you started bustling about the room. Do you require absolute silence, or do you need to hear something with a beat when you hit the books? Do you take frequent breaks, or do you need a marathon of uninterrupted intensity? Differential workloads may also be a cause of contention, since the lit major appears to be lounging around reading on his bed while the bio chem major is hunched over his desk crunching numbers. The easiest solution is that neither of you use your room as a primary place of study.


On my roommate questionnaire, I filled in flexible hours since I’m a pretty flexible person, thinking going to bed “late” meant 11:30 p.m., but oh was I wrong. It turned out that I got a roommate who was a true night owl, staying out until, sometimes, 3 a.m. My classes started at 8 a.m., so even though I thought I was staying up late by going to bed just before midnight, in comparison to my roommate I was an early bird. Adjusting to his schedule the first few weeks was tough because I am a very light sleeper and I woke up every time he came back. As time went on, I started noticing him less, and now I am a much heavier sleeper and rarely notice his returning.

Brian—freshman, U of Oregon



COMPLAINT #3: DIFFERENT BEDTIME RITUALS

One roommate may want to sleep with the window open in the dead of winter while the other is from Arizona and thinks anything under 70°F is frigid. Or one may need to fall asleep to white noise while the other prefers zero noise.

The good news is that, should you someday marry, these sorts of roommate discussions will come up again (and then it will be permanent!), so consider it great practice. It may be that you need to help buy your roomie a down comforter or suggest she listen to soundscapes on her headset instead of the stereo. We could fill the remainder of the section with suggestions, but you’re smart enough to come up with them on your own. The point is that the two of you should reach some sort of compromise that is equally unsatisfactory to you both, which is how you know it’s a true compromise.

COMPLAINT #4: PROBLEM-SOLVING VIA THE INTERNET

Few people like conflict—and even fewer people want to be roommates with those who do! Most people try to avoid conflict by ignoring the problem, hoping it will resolve itself. This is actually a pretty good way of dealing with petty problems, and we recommend this if the alternative demands intervention by the United Nations Security Council every time your roommate leaves a wet towel on the floor. When the problem really does need to be addressed, however, ignoring it won’t work and neither will something much worse: a crisply worded email. It is much easier to vent and press Send than to sit down and talk it out. However, email is a terrible medium for resolving disputes, and the brusque email usually triggers an even more arch response that requires an exasperated rebuttal and soon PEOPLE ARE SHOUTING AND COMPARING EACH OTHER TO NAZIS. This, of course, introduces a further risk that in a moment of weakness one of you might forward the email thread to others and leave both of you looking infantile. A good rule of thumb is if the problem is too small to talk about in person, ignore it; if it is too big to ignore, it is too big for email and requires a face-to-face conversation. If necessary, bring the RA in, but leave the Internet out.

ADDRESSING ROOMMATE COMPLAINTS

In general, the most successful strategy for dealing with a disagreement is to speak up long before the issue becomes so painful that it cannot be resolved.

Feel free to propose your RA as a mediator early on in a conflict. It doesn’t need to sound like a threat, such as “If you don’t stop, I’m going to tell the RA,” but more of “Hey, let’s talk with the RA and see if he has any advice.” If your roommate is unwilling to see the RA, then go to him on your own. Though it may seem like you’re talking about your roommate behind his back, even that is preferable to suppressed rage, which can end catastrophically. On the little stuff, early sacrifices pay off in bigger dividends than you might think.

At the end of the day, talk is just talk and actions are actions. If the talk doesn’t lead


Real Life Lessons, Compliments of Your Dorm










“This Is Not What I Had in Mind When I Left Home”
Unusual Roommate Scenarios, Thoughtfulness Required


POSSIBILITY #1: SHE FORGETS THE “DO NOT DISTURB” SIGN


POSSIBILITY #2: HE TRIES TO END HIS LIFE





POSSIBILITY #3: SHE COMES OUT OF THE CLOSET



POSSIBILITY #4: HE CAN’T QUIT WHENEVER HE WANTS


POSSIBILITY #5: SHE’S ON THE COVER OF PEOPLE



“My Roommate’s a Neanderthal … Am I a Loner for the Rest of the Year?”
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