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			Introduction

			Hi. I’m Lara, founder of The Dorm Guide.

			Even though it has been decades since I was a college student, today I eat, sleep, and breathe dorm and college life.

			It all started when my first child went to college in 2021. I had no idea what we needed to do to get him ready to move into the dorm (nor did he), and we needed a little guidance. His small college didn’t have much information on its website about dorm rooms or move-in procedures. I managed to find one video of a dorm room that wasn’t even in his building, and there was no parent or student Facebook group for the school, either. We were on our own.

			The lack of helpful and trustworthy information out there was shocking. Every Google search and Facebook group kept turning up recommendations and suggestions that felt like clickbait—“The 10 Best Mattress Toppers,” “The 20 Dorm Must-Haves”—and spammy links to low-quality products.

			Thankfully, I love research and planning, so I turned dorm shopping into a mother-son project. Not surprisingly, my son was far more focused on playing baseball in college than on shopping for dorm room essentials, so I dug in myself and brought him in for the decision-making. I found that I absolutely loved exploring options and preparing him for dorm life and move-in day. It allowed me to reminisce about my own college days, yes, but it also helped me feel connected with my son while we worked on plotting out his dorm room and deciding what he needed together.

			We did a pretty good job shopping but a terrible job packing, and we loaded the car all wrong, so we had a somewhat disastrous move-in day. But we worked with his roommate and his roommate’s family, and we all did our best to set the boys up for a good year. And wow did I learn a lot from that one day at that one small college as I left my firstborn there. On the drive home, I was hoping we’d taught him everything he needed to know to be out on his own and make good decisions, but that worry would slowly subside. And then I started thinking about what came next.

			Clearly there was a great need for a dorm room shopping, packing, and organizing expert. Someone had to take control, turn down all the dorm noise, and provide honest, trustworthy information, recommendations, and how-tos. I decided it would be me.

			This is my purpose now. I even built a dorm room in my house, complete with two twin XL adjustable-height dorm beds and all the other “dorm essentials” that I’ve tested, built, stacked, broken, and squeezed into small spaces over the years.

			This purpose doesn’t just stem from my experiences with my two kids (yes, two years later I packed, organized, and moved my second son to college, too). I also have the distinct honor of running the Dorm Shopping Recommendations & Deal Alerts Facebook group, which I founded in early summer 2022. I have learned so much of what I’m sharing in this book from the amazing parents and students in the group. There are so many unique experiences, unusual dorm rules, roommate issues, and homesick students after drop-off. Just when I think I’ve seen it all, the parents and students challenge me with totally new scenarios and questions while they are dorm room planning.

			And I am proud to answer every question that is posted. That’s my job, and that’s how I stay in touch and on top of the dorm trends, the school rules, and which products are holding up and which are not. By late summer, we get to see the amazing move-in photos from families who are so thankful to have found our little corner of Facebook. There are no silly questions, but there are definitely repeat questions. The same thirty or so questions are asked over and over, every year. I still smile when I see them—I remember when I wondered those things, too. And I make sure to patiently answer them or direct the poster to where they can find the answer.

			The good news is that I’ve taken all those questions, the best of the answers, the collective wisdom, the trials and errors, the creative solutions, the flat-out mistakes, and the advice about managing the emotional ride that is getting ready for college and turned it into this book.

			You don’t have to read this book from front to back, although I’d love for you to have all the principles in mind before you match with your roommate, receive your housing assignment, and start dorm shopping.

			If you’re going to visit the school and can get a dorm tour, don’t miss the list of what to ask, photograph, and measure on this page.

			If you’re taking a plane ride to college, chapter 3 offers the best advice from years of watching families navigate this like pros.

			We’ll go through budgeting, where and when to shop, and each important part of the dorm room, including what to know and how to plan, along with creative solutions for small spaces.

			Packing and move-in come next, along with important considerations for taking a car to college.

			We’ll finish up with common post-move-in challenges with recommended solutions and finally how to plan for move-out and next year.

			A Note for Parents

			Sending your child off to college is an exciting, overwhelming, and emotional experience. You’re not alone in this journey though, and this book will guide you every step of the way.

			You’ll find practical information, tested recommendations, how-tos, and important tips for saving money, reducing stress, and setting your student up for success. I’ll also explain how to keep track of researching, budgeting, shopping, and move-in planning.

			But let’s start with a look at the dorm rooms of today.

			Times Have Changed

			I remember my freshman dorm room well; I wish I had a photo! My roommate and I didn’t get the dorm that we wanted. We got the old building that hadn’t been renovated. There was a drab, smallish metal-framed window and two metal beds with well-used damask-covered innerspring mattresses.

			As in many dorms, the bathroom was at the end of the hall and shared by dozens of students. That part is a blur, but I’m fairly certain some avocado-colored tile was involved.

			My roommate and I bought reversible comforters at Linens ’n Things—kelly green on one side, deep purple on the other. I believe we bought the matching purple sheets, too, which was a definite splurge! We had a small cube fridge and a microwave, along with too many clothes, too much makeup, and probably enough Aqua Net to get us through to winter break, but that was it. My belongings fit in the trunk of my mom’s Buick sedan, and move-in day was quick and easy.

			My mom dropped me off, helped me load my things onto a luggage trolley, gave me a big hug, and I took it from there. She never even saw my dorm room in person. Fast-forward a few decades, and things are very different.

			The dorm rooms of decades past were all pretty much the same: two basic beds with flimsy mattresses, two desks, a closet or two, and a large communal bathroom at the end of the hall. But today there are many configurations, ranging from small singles with private baths to lavish eco-friendly suites with kitchens. The mattresses are still not great, but the good news is that they are bedbug-resistant and easy to clean. Don’t get me wrong; there are also still many old-school dorm rooms. I lived in one built in the 1960s, and both of my children’s first-year dorms were in buildings built much earlier than mine.

			The bottom line is not to make any assumptions until you have your dorm assignment. This book will walk you through what to know about today’s dorms, what you must research before shopping, and all those differences, new rules, and tested solutions.

			This Is a Time for Learning and Growth

			Going to college provides a great opportunity for our kids to learn about researching, budgeting, planning, negotiation, independence, decision-making, adulting, and especially the importance of checking and responding to email!

			Handling “no” and disappointment come with college planning, too. No, you’re not allowed to bring that. No, that is way too expensive for a dorm room. No, there isn’t room in that class this semester. No, we’ve given out all the bids for this fraternity or all the spots in the marching band. The parental protection and blow softening of the high school years isn’t there, but this is part of why college leads to growth.

			It’s hard for us to sit back and watch the struggles and even the big wins from afar, but this is our time to be the cheer squad, not the coaching staff. The sooner students learn to handle things independently, the more successful they will be throughout college.

			So get out the pom-poms. You can do it.

			A Note for Students

			Hear me out: “Soiling the nest” is a term used to describe students who, in the two to six months leading up to college, become irritable, snippy, and generally unpleasant at home.

			At the very time that your parents are struggling with the thought of you not being home every day, you might be making life kinda miserable for them. Why? Because this is a very common subconscious defense mechanism. You may not even realize it, but you’re probably worried about leaving home. The more difficult you make it to live in the same house together—again, subconsciously—the easier it might feel to leave.

			Please keep this in mind. You will feel nervous and uncertain about leaving for college no matter what; try to avoid also distancing yourself from your family. Talk to friends, other relatives, a counselor, or a high school teacher, and try to be gracious at home during this emotional and chaotic time.

			Keep It Real

			This book isn’t about creating a Pinterest-perfect dorm room—it’s about real students, real families, and practical solutions that work and will last.

			If you’re planning to go all out for your dorm room, I’m here to support you. But keep in mind that beneath the design, decor, and flair, you’ll still need a plan for the practical, functional items, and this book will be your guide to the foundation of your room.

			Let’s Get Started!

			I’ll say this over and over, but it’s important to remember that each school is different. The guidelines throughout this book take into consideration every situation I’ve encountered. Still, there will be anomalies out there: schools that do things, allow things, and provide things very different from what is presented here. This book starts with research for a reason: You need to dive deep early on, know your guardrails, and build from there.

			As I end every one of my emails to our community, we’ve got this!

			Welcome to The Dorm Room Guide!

			xo,

			Lara
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			The first step for every student (and parent of a student) moving into a dorm room must be research. Because every dorm is different, every school has different rules, and each student has different needs, I promise that investing in research will pay off down the road. Decisions based on assumptions often lead to headaches and wasted money. This chapter outlines exactly what to research and confirm before shopping to create a plan that is specific, compliant, and cost-effective.

			
				Pro Tip: Move-in day is not the time to learn that your bed height isn’t adjustable or that your surge protector must be UL Listed (a safety certification; see this page).

			
			When to Start Researching

			If you’ve committed to a school, now is a good time to get started. The earlier, the better! Without a dorm assignment, you won’t be able to gather many of the specifics. Still, you can find rules and policies relevant to all dorms on campus, and you’ll start learning where to find information to make it easier when you get your room assignment. Be sure to log all your research so it’s easy to find. In the next chapter, you’ll create your own dorm packing checklist (see this page).

			How to Organize Your Research

			Decide where to keep track of the answers to your questions before you start shopping. I highly recommend a cloud-based spreadsheet, so you can access it anytime from anywhere. Set it up, make it shareable, and start to document your findings. I call this master spreadsheet the Dorm Room Organizer. Over the course of this book, I’ll explain how to create multiple tabs on this spreadsheet (see this page, this page, and this page). But let’s start with the first tab on your blank Dorm Room Organizer spreadsheet, the sheet to record your research.

			Cloud-based spreadsheets, such as Google Sheets, make collaborating with your family and roommate(s) simple. It is also easy to access when you are out and about and see something you want to buy for dorm life but need to check measurements or rules.

			What to Research

			It can be daunting to scroll through your school’s housing pages and all the popular dorm shopping options and come away with any sort of clarity about what is needed for college. This section contains several categories with questions and details for each. You don’t have to find answers to all the questions, but the information you gather will help provide direction when it comes to what you need, what will work in your space, and what is permitted.

			Dorm Room Layout and Facilities

			First things first! You will need to find out the basics: room type, layout, and the facilities available in the room, on the hall, and in the building. You should be able to find most of this information on your school’s website from a combination of written descriptions, photos, and downloadable PDFs.

			Room Type

			If you do not have your specific room assignment yet, can you narrow down the style of the room? (E.g., are you attending a school where all freshmen are in traditional double rooms?) You will likely be in one of the following room configurations: single, double, triple, quad, or suite-style or apartment-style.

			Room Size and Layout

			While not critical, it is helpful to have an idea of: room dimensions, window location(s), door location, and any fixed furniture or sink areas.

			Important note: Keep in mind that the dimensions provided on the college website may not be totally accurate, as some rooms may vary. Floor plans are usually not posted for security reasons, but you may be able to find them through nonschool sources.

			Bathroom

			
				•Is there a private or semi-private bath attached to your room, or is there a communal bath located at the end of the hall?

				•If there is a private bathroom, are the students responsible for cleaning it?

				•Does the shower require a shower curtain? What size?

				•Is there storage space or a cabinet under the sink?

			

			Closet

			
				•What type of closet space is in the room? You may have: an open area (with or without a rod), a built-in or freestanding wardrobe, or a closet with a door.

				•Is there long-hanging space for dresses, long skirts, or pants?

			

			Lighting

			
				•What kind of lighting is in the room? (Dorm rooms typically just have one overhead light.)

				•Is there a light in the closet space?

				•Is there a provided desk hutch with a built-in light?

			

			Laundry

			
				•Where are the laundry facilities? There could be: a laundry room on each floor, laundry in the basement or on another floor, laundry in another building, or even a washer and dryer in the unit in a suite-style dorm room.

				•Is there a cost for laundry? How is it paid? Many students use their student ID to pay (no more coin-op machines).

				•What type of laundry detergent is permitted? Some schools allow only liquid detergent or specifically prohibit pods or sheets.

			

			Shared Kitchen

			
				•Is there a kitchen area on each floor, or is there a kitchen somewhere in the building?

				•What are the rules for those spaces, and which appliances are allowed in them?

				•If you have a suite-style dorm room, you may have a small kitchen or kitchenette in your unit.

			

			Heating, Cooling, and Humidity

			
				•Does the building have air-conditioning?

				•Can you control the temperature in your room? Note that while you may see a thermostat in a photo of a room, it may not be operational, or it may not actually control the room’s temperature.

				•How is the in-room humidity? Almost all dorm rooms are damp, but it is a good idea to find out what students in your dorm building have experienced in prior years.

			

			Elevator

			
				•Almost all dorm buildings are multistory. Is there an elevator in the building, or will you be taking the stairs exclusively?

			

			Furniture Details and Specifications

			Most dorm rooms will include a standard furniture package, including a bed, dresser, desk, and desk chair. Some will also have a wardrobe unit (usually when there are no closets). To properly outfit your room, you’ll want to find the details of each item, as well as those of any other standard items provided by the school.

			Bed Size

			
				•What size is the bed? While twin XL is the most common, there are also regular twin, full, and full XL beds in dorms. The larger sizes are primarily found in suite-style dorms with private bedrooms.

				•What is your mattress thickness (in inches)? Some schools include this in their furniture specs. This information will be helpful in chapter 7, which dives deep into how to layer a dorm bed (see this page).

			

			Bed Frames and Heights

			
				•What are the bed height options?

				[image: ]Typically, the bed’s height is adjustable. Options include:

				[image: ]semi-lofted (aka captain’s height or raised height)

				[image: ]fully lofted (check whether the school will loft the beds or if you have to contract with their approved third-party installer)

				[image: ]bunk beds (if you are assigned to a triple or a quad room, bunk beds will likely be involved)

				[image: ]For beds that are not adjustable:

				[image: ]Are bed risers permitted? If so, how tall?

				•What style of bed frame is provided? You may have a boxy wood frame or a more modern metal frame. If the legs are round, you’ll want to know in advance.

			

			Dresser

			
				•Is a dresser provided?

				•Is the dresser under-the-raised-bed height or taller? Some schools provide two two-drawer stackable dressers that won’t fit stacked under a raised bed.

				•Is the dresser built-in or freestanding?

				•Is the dresser part of a wardrobe unit?

				•Are measurements provided?

				•Can roommates’ dressers be stacked if desired?

			

			Desk

			
				•Are there measurements for the desk?

				•Is a desk hutch provided?

				•Does the desk have drawers?

				•What is the chair like? (If it’s solid wood, you may want to pick up a seat or back cushion.)

			

			Wardrobe

			If the room has a wardrobe unit:

			
				•Are the dimensions posted?

				•Are there photos of the interior?

				•Are there fixed shelves or cubbies?

				•Is there space for long garments along with short ones, or only one or the other?

				•Is anything inside adjustable?

				•Are there built-in drawers inside or at the bottom of the unit?

				•Is the wardrobe unit itself movable or built-in?

				•What is the clearance between the top of the wardrobe and the ceiling?

			

			
				Pro Tip: Accessibility and Medical Accommodations: For disability-related or medical accommodations, submit an accommodations request through your school’s Disability Services as early as possible. Approvals may impact room assignment, furniture provided, and move-in planning.

			
			Is Anything Else Provided?

			
				•Are trash cans and/or recycling bins provided, and if so, what are their sizes?

				•Are any appliances, such as a mini fridge or microwave, provided?

				•Is there a filtered water option in the dorm? If so, where is it located?

			

			
				Pro Tip: I always recommend a kitchen-size trash can—a little office-size trash can is just not that useful.

			
			What Are You Allowed to Bring?

			When it comes to what you can bring to your dorm room, there are no standard guidelines; the rules vary widely between schools. There is also no standard on where to find these rules or if they will all be in one place on your school’s website. You’ll need to use extra diligence to find these answers before planning and shopping.

			Wall Decor

			
				•What can be used to hang decor on the walls? Some schools allow: adhesive strips and hooks, mounting and poster putty, pushpins (on Sheetrock walls), painter’s tape only (for tricks to use in painter’s tape situations, see this page)

				•Are there any permanent bulletin boards or bulletin board rails available for hanging decorations?

				•Is removable wallpaper permitted?

			

			Window Coverings

			
				•What are the dimensions of the window(s)?

				•Are blinds provided?

				•Are curtains allowed? If so, are there any requirements for them, such as fire resistance?

				•Is the window recessed a bit to allow for a tension curtain rod inside the opening, or would a curtain rod need to go over or around the window?

			

			Appliances

			
				•Which appliances are allowed and which are prohibited?

				•Are there appliances that are allowed only if rented through the school? This may be the case for mini fridges and/or microwaves, which are often offered as a single MicroFridge unit.

				•If mini fridges are allowed, is there a maximum size in cubic feet (e.g., 3.2, 3.5, 4.0) and/or a wattage maximum?

				•If microwaves are allowed, is there a maximum wattage or size in cubic feet (typically either 700 watts/.7 cubic feet or 900 watts/.9 cubic feet)?

				•Are any small cooking appliances allowed? Some dorms permit small appliances, such as a coffee maker or an electric kettle, but none with exposed heating elements.

			

			Lighting

			
				•Are LED light strips allowed?

				•Are non-LED string lights allowed?

				•Are neon signs allowed?

			

			Rugs

			
				•Are rugs allowed? If so, are there any requirements for them, such as fire resistance?

				•What sizes work best in this dorm building?

			

			
				Pro Tip: I recommend only low-pile rugs for dorm rooms. Shag rugs are cute, but they trap dirt, hair, and crumbs and are hard to vacuum.

			
			Personal Furniture Items

			If space allows, are furniture items permitted? These could include: nightstands, headboards, chairs, futons (for under fully lofted beds), dressers, mini-kitchen stands, or shelving.

			Are there any specific limitations, such as no fabric drawers or a requirement that additional furniture items be under a certain size or weight? Are upholstered headboards or headboards with charging ports allowed?

			Electrical Items

			
				•How many outlets are in the room?

				•Are there requirements for surge protectors or other electrical items? Many schools do not allow extension cords (only long-corded surge protectors and often with further requirements).

				•Are electronics required to be UL Listed?

			

			
				Safety Tip: Mini fridges and microwaves should always be plugged directly into a wall outlet or surge protector, never into an extension cord.

			
			Door Decor

			
				•Are there dry-erase boards or bulletin boards outside the door in the hallway?

				•Are doormats or other door decor permitted?

			

			
				Items That Are Almost Always Prohibited in Dorm Rooms

				
					•Paint

					•Permanent wallpaper

					•Candles, candle warmers, incense burners—anything with a flame

					•Space heaters

					•Portable air conditioners

					•Extension cords

					•Wi-Fi extenders

					•Weapons, alcohol, drugs, smoking paraphernalia, fireworks

					•Pets (although service animals may be okay)

					•Decor hung directly on windows visible from the outside

				

			
			
				Pro Tip: If you have a service animal, contact the housing department at the school to inquire about options. If you are able to bring your service animal to a dorm room that you will be sharing, please be up front about the situation with potential roommates.

			
			The Rules Are Not Just Guidelines

			I sometimes hear comments like “Even though air fryers aren’t allowed, my daughter loves hers, so we’re going to send it with her anyway. She’ll just be quiet about using it.”

			Bringing prohibited items such as an air fryer, candles, or alcohol into a dorm room, thinking they can be hidden, is not a good idea. Those items are prohibited for safety, building code, or insurance purposes. Resident assistants (RAs) do checks after move-in and randomly throughout the year.

			The consequences for not following these rules are real, too. If a prohibited item is found, it will be removed and discarded, not shipped back home or held until move-out. If alcohol is found, there will almost certainly be a reported conduct violation with further consequences.

			If you love air-fried meals and snacks, hopefully there will be a shared kitchen in your dorm building where you are permitted to make them!

			Where to Find the Answers

			Always start with your school’s housing page. It may be referred to as Housing, Residential Life, or something similar. You may have to click through every page and download PDFs to find all the policies, and you likely won’t find all the answers on the school’s website alone. To complete your list, you may also need to consult the following resources.

			
				Pro Tip: Dorm rooms may vary on the same hall and in the same building. Rules and policies may be revised. Please consider everything you find directional rather than exact!

			
			Parent Facebook Groups

			Look for Facebook groups specific to the school. For larger schools, there are probably multiple groups, including one for your specific graduating year. The graduating year group will be helpful for enrollment, registration, and new student questions. For information from those with dorm experience, consider joining a general parents’ group for the school.

			You can do searches or ask questions such as:

			
				•Are there specific dorms designated for freshmen?

				•Can you bring [the item you are curious about]? (E.g., mini fridge, rug, curtains, coffee maker, futon.)

				•What are the dimensions of the windows in [the name of your dorm]? Can you fit a tension rod inside?

				•What size rugs do people use in this specific dorm?

				•Do the dressers move and fit under the beds?

				•Does anyone have a picture of the desk chairs provided?

			

			
				Pro Tip: While it’s not a specific school Facebook group, I think you’ll love TheDormGuide.com’s “Dorm Shopping Recommendations” Facebook group, where I answer questions every single day!

			
			Instagram Accounts

			Students should follow:

			
				•The school’s Instagram account

				•The school Instagram class of (their college graduation year) account

				•The school’s Instagram housing account

			

			Parents should follow:

			
				•The school’s Instagram account

				•The school’s Instagram housing account

			

			YouTube

			YouTube can be a great resource for gaining a better understanding of the dorm rooms at your school. Students from previous years may have posted an unofficial dorm tour to showcase their dorm rooms or simply to help future students.

			The university may have videos intended to help future students with planning, especially if the school wasn’t able to provide dorm tours during prospective student tours.

			Pinterest

			In the same way that former students may have displayed their post-move-in videos on YouTube, they may have posted photos on Pinterest.

			Search for your college name + dorm, or if you know your dorm building, search college name + dorm building name and see what you find!

			Related School Departments

			If you are truly desperate for an answer, you can try sending an email to Housing, the RA department, or even Facilities/Maintenance.

			Dorm Tours and Intel Gathering

			If you have an upcoming visit to a school for a campus tour, Accepted Students Day, or orientation, check whether dorm tours are available while you are in town.

			You know the old saying “Measure twice, cut once.” If you’re lucky enough to get a tour or preview of your school’s dorm rooms, measure twice and take several photos from different angles. In fact, you should take a video of the entire room as well as photos.

			You will likely not be able to tour your exact room or even your building, but bring a tape measure and the list below because even though rooms vary, furniture, mattresses, and window sizes are often the same, or close.

			
				•Room dimensions

				•Number of outlets and where they are located

				•Exact window dimensions (also note if a tension curtain rod could be used)

				•Distance from floor to bottom of window

				•Exact height from the bottom of the horizontal bed rail to the floor, especially if the bed is at your preferred height

				•Mattress thickness

				•The distance between beds that are parallel to each other (helpful for rug sizing and nightstand planning)

				•Desktop dimensions

				•Desk drawer dimensions and number of drawers. Is there a pencil drawer or a keyboard tray? Take note of whether there is a lock on any of the drawers.

				•The space from the bottom of the desk hutch, if provided, to the desktop to determine if a computer monitor or makeup mirror will fit below the hutch. Also measure any hutch shelves or cubbies for bins or other items.

				•Sizes, locations, and measurements of any built-in bulletin boards, bulletin board rails, cabinets, or shelves in the room, for bins or organizers

				•Closet rod length and height from the floor

				•The opening of an open closet, for a curtain rod/curtains to close it off

				•The storage areas within a wardrobe (think baskets, bins, hanging organizers). The depth of the unit. Take note of whether there is a lock on the wardrobe.

				•The available storage space below the sink (minus the pipes), if there is one in the room. If the area under the sink is open, measure the height from the bottom of the sink to the floor.

			

			
				Key Actions to Take
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					[image: ]Schedule a dorm tour if you’ll be visiting campus.

					[image: ]Scour the housing pages and linked documents.

					[image: ]Determine if housing or enrollment deposit timing impacts your timing to select a dorm room.

					[image: ]Join and follow important social media accounts and groups.

					[image: ]Create your research log. This is the first step toward creating your dorm packing checklist even if you don’t have your dorm assignment yet.
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				How to Create a Dorm Packing Checklist

			
			
				What You’ll Take Away
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					[image: ]The recommended spreadsheet layout to create your own packing checklist

					[image: ]The ten things every student will need for college, to get you started

				

			

			Every year, parents and students are bombarded with “ultimate” lists of must-have dorm essentials from ads, blogs, retailers, influencers, and Pinterest pins. Some may even try to sell you a dorm checklist. But these lists are generic, often commission-driven, and not tailored to your dorm setup, rules, or personal preferences. They are optimized for clicks or ad revenue, not for you.

			In chapter 1, you did your homework. You asked a lot of questions and learned about your room’s details and rules. This chapter turns those facts into a personalized checklist for dorm room planning and shopping that feels like it was designed for you—because it was!

			How to Build Your Custom Dorm Packing CHECKLIST

			In the previous chapter, you did the research on your dorm room. Now it’s time to set up your just-for-you dorm room plan and shopping list. Even if your dorm assignment is months away, you can still get started.

			Build a Spreadsheet Using This Template

			You’ve likely already created the cloud-based spreadsheet (see page this page): your overall Dorm Room Organizer.

			It will eventually have multiple tabs. The first tab will be for research, and the next for your dorm packing checklist. This is where you’ll begin today, creating columns for each of these considerations. And as a reminder, you can find a spreadsheet template on TheDormGuide.com:

			
				•Category: Use categories such as Bedding, Studying, Bathroom, Kitchen, Electronics, Storage (Clothes/Shoes, Jewelry, Makeup, Haircare, Locking Storage), Laundry, Cleaning, Air Temps and Quality, Decor, Safety, Car.

				•Item: Name of the item (Twin XL Mattress Topper, Desk Hutch, Storage Drawers, Laundry Hamper).

				•Need: Consider three priority levels to help with budget planning: “Must-Have,” “Nice to Have,” and “Wait and See,” with the latter for items that you can wait until after move-in to see if they’re necessary. Be sure those are not in the list of items that sell out early every year (see this page).

				•Dimensions: Add details about the sizes you need or the sizes you’ve purchased.

				•Space: Use “Fits” and “Check” on the sheet to ensure that the item will work with the measurements found during research.

				•Rules: Use “Okay,” “Unsure,” or “No” to guarantee that you’ve checked any specific requirements found during research, such as maximum size, electronics certifications, and what is/is not allowed.

				•Source: Use “Purchase,” “Borrow,” or “Bring from Home.”

				•Budget: Add in your allocated budget for this item.

				•Price: Include the actual price paid for the item.

				•Shared Item: If this is something that will be shared with a roommate or roommates, indicate that with a Y/N in this column. (See this page for a list of items typically shared by roommates.)

				•Status: Use “Need,” “Purchased,” or “Packed.” You will want that Packed status to keep track of what’s made it into a bag headed to college.

				•Purchase Information: Indicate where each item was purchased, the purchase date, the shipped-to location if ordered online, and the return date. Trust me, once the boxes start arriving, you’ll want to keep track of what you’ve already purchased, and the dates will help you coordinate any return windows.

			

			
				DORM ROOM ORGANIZER: DORM PACKING CHECKLIST
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								Use categories such as Bedding, Study, Bathroom, Kitchen, Electronics, Storage (Clothes/Shoes, Jewelry, Makeup, Haircare, Locking Storage), Laundry, Cleaning, Air Temps & Quality, Decor, Safety, Car.

							
								
								Name of the item (Twin XL Mattress Topper, Desk Hutch, Storage Drawers, Laundry Hamper).

							
								
								Consider three priority levels to help with budget planning–“Must Have,” “Nice To Have,” “Wait and See,” with the latter for items that can wait until after move-in to see if they’re necessary. Be sure those are not in the list of items that sell out early every year (this page).

							
								
								Add details about the sizes you need or the sizes you’ve purchased.

							
								
								Use “Fits” and “Check” on the sheet to ensure the item will work with the measurements found during research.

							
								
								Use “OK,” “Unsure,” or “No” to guarantee you’ve checked any specific requirements found during research, such as maximum size, electronics certifications, and what is/is not allowed.
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								Use “Purchase,” “Borrow,” or “Bring from Home.”

							
								
								Enter your allocated budget for this item.

							
								
								Enter the actual price paid for the purchase.

							
								
								If this is an item that will be shared with roommate(s), indicate that with a Y/N in this column. See this page for a list of items typically shared by roommates.

							
								
								Use “Need,” “Purchased,” “Received,” or “Packed.” You will want that Packed status to keep track of what’s made it into a bag headed to college.

							
								
								Once purchased, indicate where it was purchased from, the purchase date, the shipped-to location, and the return date. Trust me, once the boxes start arriving, you’ll want to keep track of what you’ve already purchased, and the dates will help you coordinate any return windows.

							
						

					
				

			

			The Need/Space/Rules Approach

			It’s important to remember that dorm shopping involves considering and purchasing many items—a lot of little things, a few bigger purchases, and an occasional splurge. There will be planned purchases, impulse buys, and scouring for the hard-to-find items. I promise you that at some point, you’ll lose track of what you’ve ordered and what you still need. You may forget some of the early research you did and inadvertently purchase something that turns out to be against the rules.

			Three columns in your dorm packing checklist are the “Need,” “Space,” and “Rules” columns. To help you evaluate items, build your checklist, and keep track of purchases. As you build your list, these three questions will help guide what makes the list and what does not: Do you need it? Do you have space for it? And is it allowed?

			Before You Build Your List: Additional Considerations

			Before you start to put items on your list, there are a few more things to think about, which were not specifically explored in your research phase (see this page).

			Personal Preferences

			Beyond the dorm setup itself, each student has unique needs and preferences that no generic dorm checklist can anticipate. I recommend considering current habits. (Hoping that new habits will start when college does is probably not realistic.) Here are some personal needs and preferences to consider.

			
				•Personal Habits: Take into account sleep preferences such as mattress firmness, temperature, sounds, and darkness, as well as hygiene and personal grooming practices and dietary requirements and routines.

				•Study Style: Some students need a full desk setup, while others prefer studying in the library and setting up their desk as a hair and makeup station.

				•Extracurriculars:An art student will have different storage requirements and room setup priorities from a golfer. Animal science majors and workout enthusiasts may need to consider hazmat-level laundry hampers.

				•Medical Needs: Students may need locking storage for prescription medications or a room free from feathers and scented items. Until you know your roommate assignment, it is best to wait before buying anything that could trigger allergies or asthma.

				•Seasonal Wardrobe Requirements: Is the school in a cold-weather climate near skiing, or a warm and sunny beach school? Distance from home to school factors in here as well for seasonal wardrobe changes.

				•Food and Cooking Preferences: Even with an unlimited meal plan, you’ll need to have storage for some amount of food and drink in the dorm room. Coffee drinkers, late-night studiers, and athletes need varied setups, too.

			

			Those college dorm checklists floating around the internet don’t account for any of these room or personal variables! The lists may come with good intentions, but no two students will have the same list. Buying blindly from what appears to be a colorful and organized checklist will likely lead to wasted money and move-in day headaches.

			Let’s shift the mindset from “What do people typically bring?” to “What do my room and my routine require?”

			How Long Will You Live on Campus?

			The number of years you’ll spend in on-campus housing determines where to invest and where to spend sparingly for a freshman dorm room.

			I always recommend planning for as much reuse as possible from dorm room to off-campus living as you build your dorm room checklist. The first step toward this goal is to know the general plan for all four years.

			Some students are required to live on-campus for all four years, while others may spend only one year in on-campus housing due to limited availability.

			Others may spend time in Greek housing, or studying abroad, or in longer co-op or intern engagements.

			Why does it matter? The length of time you’ll spend in a dorm room with a similar setup will factor into your choices about how to allocate your budget.

			
				Save or Invest?

				If dorm life is one year and done, here are some things you might want to save your money on, and other things that might make sense to invest in.

				
				
				
				
					
					
					
				

			
			Will You Have a Single Dorm Room?

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Will You Be in a Suite-Style or Apartment-Style Dorm Room?

			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Start Adding Items to Your Dorm Packing CHECKLIST

			
			
			
			
			
				
			
			What to Do If the List Is Getting Out of Hand

			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			The Ten Things Almost Every Student Needs (and Should Be Permitted!)

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				Key Actions to Take
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