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For you, the college student.

Cheers! To the best four (or five or six) years of your life.
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Introduction



In the dead of the night on a Wednesday evening in September, my pops and I hopped in his not-quite-ancient-but-acting-like-it ’95 Ford Escort hatchback and strolled (and if you saw him drive, you’d know I mean strolled) our way up Interstate 95 on our way from Raleigh, North Carolina, to Andover, Massachusetts. There, I was to get situated for a weekend of orientation at Merrimack College before the best four-year run of my life would begin. It wasn’t a straight shot up I-95 by any means, especially with old George finding “shortcuts” around major arteries that were almost certainly congested with traffic. “See all those folks?” he’d ask. “Those suckers don’t know what they’re getting into.” He then bore right onto some auxiliary highway, where we’d avoid an hour jam in D.C. by going ninety minutes out of our way. “See that,” he’d say. “Not a lick of traffic.” He’d smile as if he was onto something potentially life changing. And I’d wonder where in the hell we were and if I was ever going to get to Merrimack.

But I didn’t care. Somehow, I managed to sleep almost the whole way, despite my having agreed to spend half the trip driving. I’m certain Pops preferred it that way, though. My propensity to grind the gears of his stick shift had cost him one new clutch during my high school years, and he surely didn’t want to make it two. We made the trip in sixteen hours. Four years later, my brother and I did it in eleven.

We stopped just shy of Massachusetts to get a hotel room and rest up for a busy day of unpacking the ridiculous amount of stuff I had packed. I’m talking about absolutely nugatory crap. (If you haven’t already made this mistake, you will, despite my forewarning.) But the unpacking wasn’t to be. At least not by our hands, anyway. We arrived on campus and followed the signs to my assigned residence hall, at which point our car was attacked by hordes of upperclassmen volunteers, who for whatever reason, had decided to come back to school three days early to aid the new kids with the challenging task of emptying the hundreds of useless articles out of our cars and into our new living quarters.

Then came forty-eight hours of orientation sessions and an evening of relaxation before school started on Monday. And boy, was I ill prepared for what was to come.

There are many reasons why I’ve chosen to write this book for you.

First, I’m giving you the opportunity to build your vocabulary beyond your wildest imagination with some of the three- and even four-syllable words I’m going to include throughout The Best Four Years, words that you might not hear on a daily basis. If you’re to be a successful college graduate—or at least sound like one—it’s necessary for you to drop these words in normal conversation. If you’re keeping track, so far we’ve got “auxiliary,” “propensity,” and “nugatory.” I’ll keep Webster’s and Roget’s close by and see what else I can find for us. I might even make up a word every now and then just to make sure you’re paying attention.

Second, I keep getting e-mails from parents telling me that their kids didn’t get anything out of college and that it was the worst investment they ever made . . . not because of the institution itself, but rather because their charming young lad or lass wasted away four years and has but a mere 8½" x 11" piece of paper to show for it. They partied and met lots of people but didn’t embrace the opportunity for a top-notch education. They’re proficient at instant messaging and Facebook but wish they’d been more involved on campus. Tons of fun, but an otherwise-wasted experience.

Most important, though, I wish I had read a copy of The Best Four Years before I started college. It can be argued that I had a successful and enjoyable college career—indeed, I went to school to play basketball, failed at that, yet still managed some accomplishments off the court along the way. But I can only imagine what life would have been like for me during those four years if I’d had even more direction and motivation. What if I had actually gone to college with a purpose—imagine that—rather than just cruising through? What would I do if I could go back and do it all over again?

That is what this book is about. To give you a little purpose and offer a little direction. It’ll be a hard road, but it can be done, and the fact is that you can have a fun and successful college experience, if only you know how to play your cards right. This book is your head start.

The Best Four Years is structured so that you can read it however you’d like. You can read it straight through, cover to cover, or you can skip to the sections that are especially appealing to you. Do you want to know a few tips on boosting your grades? Well, flip to chapter 5. Don’t want to study abroad? Well then you’re missing a great experience, but by all means, disregard that portion of chapter 6.


Whenever I get the hankering to hop on my soapbox and really get all philosophical on you—which tends to happen quite often—I’ll box and highlight my thoughts. Get focused and get excited to be enlightened.



So here it is! College. You’re going to be challenged, stressed, triumphant, and gratified. You’re going to meet interesting, fun people and grouchy, bitter people. There will be lots of firsts, in all areas of your life, and if you act right, perhaps a few seconds and thirds. There will be people who you’ll talk to for the rest of your life and people you hope to never see again. You might even meet that special guy or gal with whom you’ll spend the rest of your days. You’ll learn more about yourself than you ever did before and more about others than you bargained for. You’ll learn (and forget) more than you ever thought possible. You’ll procrastinate, you’ll cram, and you’ll swear it will never happen again. And you’ll do it again. You’ll get good grades and grades that “just aren’t fair.” You’ll stay up late, wake up early, and nap in the afternoon (although you know you shouldn’t). There will be concerts, parties, cultural happenings, and sporting events. Get set to ride an emotional roller coaster, from the highest highs to the lowest lows.

From start to finish, it will be the best four years of your life.

A heap of people would love to be in your shoes right now—the same people who thought back, at graduation, on how they would have done things differently along the way. And now here you are with the opportunity and the freedom to choose what to do with your college experience.

What kinds of decisions are you going to make?






One
 The Transition



People might tell you, “Oh, boy! Get ready. The move from high school to college is a tough one!”

Baloney.

Let’s be honest here. You can’t wait to get out of your house. And despite all the weeping, your parents can’t wait for you to go, either. Dad’s going to fire up some candles, and they’re going to start sleeping with each other more than they have since the nine months before you were born. Hey, it’s the truth. Really. I’ll give you a minute to let that digest.

So, the good news is that the transition from high school to college is not a brutal one. Dramatic? Sure. Brutal? Nah. After all, there is no more everyday parental guidance. Nobody is watching over your every move anymore; nobody will be ordering you, “Home by midnight . . . or else!”

On the flip side, though, no one is going to be coddling you, holding your hand, and telling you that everything is going to be A-OK. You’re on your own now, for better or for worse.

There are a few tricks and techniques you can use to make the most of your transition and stay one step ahead of those who have come before you. So, sit back, relax, and grab your highlighter. Your first class is in session.

Pack the Essentials

It would be pointless for me to spend any considerable amount of time convincing you what to take with you to college and what to leave at home. I was warned, as were many before me, and we still ended up bringing a carload or two full of stuff we didn’t ever use. I packed most everything from my room at home that wasn’t wood or didn’t have a pulse.

That said, it’s important to understand a few things.

First, consider the essentials you use on a daily basis—toothpaste and other toiletries, clothes, your favorite pillow—and then think about why you are going to need any more than that when you get to college. My favorite is when people start shopping for all new stuff a month before leaving home. Why? It’s nice to start college off with a new clothes hamper or a new pair of pajamas, sure, but when you start tossing blenders and a new desk chair and a mountain bike into your shopping cart, you’re getting carried away. You haven’t lifted weights in three months, and now you want to bring those forty-five-pound dumbbells for those late-night urges to do a few sets of curls? And do you really need to bring To Kill a Mockingbird and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer? Good books, but when are you going to read them? Pack what you know you’ll need and buy the rest when you discover you do, in fact, need it after you get to school. You’ll save time and money, and you’ll avoid a cluttered room.

Second, the more you pack, the more ticked off your roommate is going to be when you arrive on campus. More than likely, they’re going to overpack, and two or three people stuffed in a cramped dorm room is a recipe for starting the year off on the wrong foot. Space is a luxury in your little alcove, and the more of it you use, the less of it you’ll have. (How’s that for some knowledge?) The best favor you can do yourself is to make contact with your roommate or roommates ahead of time, before you head off to Wal-Mart. Decide who’s going to bring what. She’s got a big-screen TV that she absolutely will not leave at home, and you have a kick-ass stereo. Great—there’s no need for you to have two stereos or TVs.

Third, don’t go nuts with the decoration of your dorm room. “But I’m a girl! I need to decorate, Adam.” Right. What I’m telling you is that it can get out of hand and it really isn’t that important. Not to mention you’ll live in this room for less than a year. Buy some cheap posters, maybe a few Christmas lights, and a fan, and call it a day.

If you’re going to splurge on anything, put your dough toward a top-notch laptop (with insurance!). You’ll do everything on that laptop, and you want one that will be around for four years, or at the very least, won’t crash while you’re in the middle of a term paper. Laptop and flip-flops: your two best friends in college. (Always wear flip-flops in the bathroom!)


In the end, as I said, you’re going to pack too much. Trust me. But it’s cool. Just be prepared to bring it all back home. Or sell it on Craigslist to next year’s freshman class.



Homesickness

Okay, as excited as you are to get out of the house and away from the absolute control of your parents, there will be a time—maybe early on, maybe later—that you will start feeling a little homesick. It’s not that you hate college. It’s just that you miss your old friends, cafeteria-cooked meals are not Mama-cooked meals, and doing your own laundry in a stuffy room with ten other people just isn’t as fun as you thought it would be. You miss home. No worries. It happens. You’ve made the physical move to college. Now it’s time to make the emotional and intellectual move, as well.

Talk It Out

You figured college would be all sunny days, with people trotting around campus, arm in arm, with big cheesy smiles on their faces, just like you saw in the brochures. “Hold up a second. It rains at college, too? And not everybody wants to be friendly toward me? This can’t possibly be!”

The good news is that you’re not alone. A lot of people on campus are going through what you’re going through. So talk about it with your friends. Mention it to your advisor. Meet with a counselor in the health center. (Therapy ain’t cheap after college, so take advantage of it now.) Your RA has been there before, and is more than likely dealing with more cases of homesickness than yours, so they’ll know how to help you handle it.

You don’t have to be geeky about it. “Gosh, I sure miss home. I miss hugging my mom. I miss Sparky. I miss Billy. I miss, I miss, I miss . . .” Just drop it, in casual conversation, that things are going great but that you can’t wait to hit up a little bit of Ma’s fried chicken (if you live in North Carolina) or some lobster bisque (if you live up in Maine) or an assortment of dairy products (if you hail from Wisconsin). They’ll likely be able to relate.

The point I’m getting at: Be open about your feelings. When you call home, discuss the good and the bad aspects of college. When you’re talking with your friends, let them know the positive and the negative feelings you are experiencing. They’re going through it, too. Bottling it up makes what you’re going through only worse, and can lead to more severe situations (like depression—ugh).

Get Involved

You can’t go home every time you feel homesick. Even if your school is close to home, resist the urge to return on weekends for food and laundry services. Wait at least until Columbus Day to leave the new environment you’re trying to create, which will give you a fair shot at adjustment and ease the temptation of falling into your comfort zone. The whole point of college—beyond getting a degree—is for you to get out and make some decisions for yourself, to foster your independence. Having your parents hold your hand along the way won’t help.

The best cure for homesickness is to get out and participate in something. Anything. It will help take your mind off why you’re homesick in the first place, and it will give you the opportunity to get involved and have a little extra fun on the side. You’ll meet new people who have similar interests, and maybe even contribute to a worthy cause that makes a difference in somebody else’s life. Imagine that. Cure your homesickness and provide a service to mankind. That’s a double play.

Another great cure for homesickness (or stress or depression or bulging hips) is physical exercise. Go for a walk or a jog around campus. Go to the gym. Or even go kick a Hacky Sack with the skaters down at the entrance to your dorm. Whatever you do, you’ll feel so much better about yourself when you’re done. A healthy body breeds a healthy mind. Plus, it’s fun!

Dealing With Mommy and Daddy

Mom and Dad miss you just as much as you miss them. College and your independence are necessary steps, but after the nest has been empty for a month or two—even after they start to get used to you being gone—they miss you. No more Friday-night football games, friends’ sleepovers, or bailing you out of the county jail at four in the morning. This is a new experience for everybody.

The best thing you can do is maintain contact—and a good relationship—with your parents. In fact, your relationship with your parents will likely grow to a whole new level with you being away from home. I always had a solid connection to my parents, but when I left home, my pops became one of my best friends. Really. Which is not to say that we talked every day or that I couldn’t wait to get home for the summer, but he was there for me through the good times and the bad. Mom, too. She called to wish me luck before tests and games. It was reassuring to know that I was building my own life, yet I still had a connection to my parents that would never go away.

Call your parents, send them letters, and e-mail every now and then, and maybe even include a few pictures. If you become friends with them on Facebook, which might be a horrible idea, make sure to post a picture or two of you studying at your desk to go along with all those pictures of you cockeyed with a red cup in your hand.

Keep in mind that your parents have been there. Maybe they went to college, maybe not. But they’ve had growing experiences of their own, so they have an idea what you’re going through. They can be there for some pretty solid advice that you might not be able to get from an advisor, a counselor, or an RA.

You’re in Charge Now

Some people struggle with change. Others thrive on it. If there’s one concept that you need to embrace as you move forward into your college career, it is that your life is changing and you are in total control. Now, you can’t control what happens to you necessarily, but you can control how you react to all these new situations that are going to arise over the next four years.

This Is a New Beginning, and This Is Exciting!

Probably the most thrilling part of going to college—for me—was that my past was essentially eliminated. I had a brand-new clean slate, and there were no demons to haunt me along the way. No teachers who had heard about me from their colleagues and were just waiting for me to give them a hard time. No ex-girlfriends to spread dirty secrets. Whew. It was a brand-new opportunity for me to do what I wanted with my image.

This is it. Your beginning. You asked for it and you got it. This is what you always wanted! Embrace it. Don’t let the person you’ve always been determine who you are going to be now. Build on yourself instead. If you’ve been a jerk, you don’t have to be a jerk anymore! If you’ve been the coolest kid around and always lent a helping hand to the next guy, you can be even cooler and help even more people now that you’re in college. It’s great! As I said before, you don’t have anybody to answer to. Just you. You don’t want to study? Don’t study! Don’t want to go to class? Don’t go! Want to sleep in every day, heat up some Rice-A-Roni for breakfast, and watch TV? Go for it. But it won’t go very well, and your college career will be short-lived.

However, if you want to take your life to the next level, right now, then this is your opportunity. Right now! How cool is that? You can learn so many interesting new things; you can participate in clubs, organizations, or student government; you can lose weight; and the whole way through, you can get a great education! You can do whatever the heck you want to! That’s pretty flippin’ exciting, if you ask me.

Making It on Your Own

The exciting part about all this is that you get to look back on your college experience when you’re fifty years old and hold yourself accountable for the decisions you made. Were they good decisions? Bad decisions? Did you make absolutely no decisions and just kind of skim the surface without taking any sort of risks?

The summer after your freshman year of college, you’re going to have the chance to hang out with some of your old friends. Maybe to your face (but probably behind your back), they’re going to say that you’ve changed. This is a good thing. If you don’t change while you’re in college—physically, intellectually, emotionally—then somebody wasted a ton of money on you. Change is good! You want change. But you want to change for the better, rather than coming home as some smug ass, walking around town acting as if you’re better than everybody else. That’s one thing that this book is all about—helping you to avoid becoming a smug ass.


Whatever you do, as you work to foster your growth and development as a person, remain open to new ideas and new opportunities. That, right there, is the key to getting the most out of your college experience. Get out there and meet people. Find some sense of identity for yourself. Develop a set of morals and skills that you can use for the rest of your life. Making it on your own involves embracing the idea that change is going to happen, whether you like it or not. You can’t control that. But you can control whether that change is positive or negative.



Having Purpose

If you go to college without a purpose, you’re wasting your time and somebody’s hard-earned money. You can’t expect change and opportunity and good fortune to come to you just because you, your parents, or Uncle Sam is shelling out big bucks for tuition. The problem I see most today is that students are going to college to “find themselves” or “become a man or woman.” Which is great. More than likely, it will happen. But you can’t go to college without a purpose or maybe even—get this—a few goals. You have to at least know and understand what you’re shooting for, at least from a general standpoint—and the rest will sort itself out over the next four years. You can’t grasp, right now, what to expect while you’re away at college, but you can have an understanding of what you’d like to accomplish.

Now, you can write your goals down all day long. You can paste them on the wall or tape them on the mirror to look at and recite every morning when you wake up. And you can tattoo your purpose on your right bicep so that you and everybody else at the gym are constantly reminded of what you’re here for. That’s all well and good, except I’m talking about actual action as opposed to talk. Really own your purpose. Represent it every day with the way that you act around your peers and professors. If your purpose or goal is to become a nicer person, then do everything you can, every day, to become a nicer person. If you want to lose weight, then get your act in gear on a serious diet and exercise program. If you want to tackle a research project with one of your professors in an effort to get published, then get after it! It’s really a pretty simple concept. You just have to know what you want to accomplish first, and then go out and do it. College is the perfect place to make strides in your life. What do you have to lose?

Expect the Unexpected

If there’s one thing you can count on in college, it is that you can’t count on anything. Nothing is commonplace across the board. You can read this book ten times before your first day of classes, and you still won’t be totally prepared for everything that’s going to be thrown at you. Indeed, that’s the appeal of college, the allure of going out there, into new, uncharted territory. If the experience was A, B, and C—cut-and-dried—it wouldn’t be exciting and it certainly wouldn’t be as rewarding.

The best way to embrace the idea of expecting the unexpected is to go out and take risks. In the end, that’s what college is all about. Well, maybe “managing risk” is a better way to put it. It’s one thing to take all kinds of stupid risks, but it’s another to take sound-minded, calculated risks. Sex without protection? Stupid risk. Stopping by to meet your neighbor when their door is open? Sound-minded risk. Saving a twenty-page research paper for the night before it’s due? Stupid risk. Taking your professor out for a cup of coffee to ask them the best way to study for the next test? Sound-minded risk. You get the idea.

Think of yourself as walking around with a bubble around you. I’m asking you to blow that bubble up as big as it will go, starting with your first day of college. Let people in to get to know who you are, and before you know it, your bubble will burst and you won’t even care.

The great thing about taking risks is that the more you take, the more you’re going to learn what you’re good at and what you love, as well as what doesn’t work for you. If you join a club and don’t like it, drop out. If that hot guy you approached in the cafeteria turns out to be a dud, walk away. Taking chances increases your opportunity for success and happiness, no matter who you are. And college is a great place to start taking those chances.

If you know to expect the unexpected, then you’ll be ready when the unexpected hits you. (Or something like that.) Point is, don’t go into college thinking you know what’s going to happen. You don’t. Nobody does. Appreciate that, and you’re ahead of most of the other people in your class.

Get Used to Rejection

“Back in ’82, I could throw a football over those mountains . . .” Really? Great. Nobody cares. If you were the cool kid in high school, then get used to a brand-new experience, homes. It doesn’t work like that in college. Remember that clean slate I was talking about a minute ago? Well that applies to you, too. The high school geeks get a chance to prove themselves just as much as the captain of the cheerleading squad. If you were the star of your high school basketball team, then you’re just an average hoopster now. If you dated the hottest guy at Bambam High School last year, that doesn’t mean you’re a shoo-in to date the hottest guy this year. You get the idea. You’ve got to prove yourself all over again.

The trick is to embrace rejection. Prepare yourself for it. If you walk into a situation knowing and understanding that rejection is a very plausible option, you’ll exceed expectations no matter what. “My professor conceivably might not like the topic I’ve chosen for my thesis, but I’m going to go talk to her about it anyway.” Don’t go in with a negative attitude—load up on all the confidence you can muster—but just understand that rejection is a real possibility.

Pay Your Dues, Just Like Everybody Else

Just as those before you had to earn respect and admiration (or not), you have to, as well. They spent their freshman year making some of the same mistakes you’re going to make and then learning some of the same lessons you’re going to learn. Deal with it. That’s how it’s supposed to be. It’s all part of the growing process.

Paying your dues applies to all areas of life on the college circuit and beyond. With your social life, you’ve got to remain humble until you’ve worked your way into an environment where you’re comfortable. With your academic life, maybe you’ll take the time to work with a professor on a research project, doing all his grunt work while proving that you have what is necessary to succeed academically. (Hey, you might even learn something along the way.) If you have a job on campus, same thing: you can’t expect to make your own hours or be the manager of the school bookstore when other students have been working there for a year or two or three. You gotta pay your dues.

After you have put in the time, then you will start to work your way up. “Say . . . um . . . Professor Manguson . . . so . . . uh . . . y’know, I’ve been putting in a lot of hours working on this research project with you. And . . . um . . . so . . . like . . . I’m having a great time and all. Maybe, if you think I’ve been doing all right, we can add a little extra responsibility on my plate. Whatd’ya think?” When he says, “Yeah, sure, kid,” you should take those new responsibilities very seriously. Work longer and harder than anybody who ever worked under him. You bring him lemonade on Tuesday and flowers on Friday. Finish ahead of schedule and with better results than he anticipated.


Overachieve and you pay your dues quicker than the next guy.



Be Yourself and You’ll Find Yourself

Sheesh! If there’s one thing nobody can stand about one of their peers—and it’s ironic because it happens very, very often—it’s that they act like somebody they’re not. They put up a fake persona, as if there is a standard that must be met and they’re shooting to meet that standard at all costs, when really they just want to be accepted.

Of course you want to be accepted. Everybody does. But do you want to be accepted as someone you’re not? Be yourself! Shoot. It’s more fun that way. You don’t have to put up a façade or wear different personality masks. Just be you. People will either accept you or not. Who cares really? If they don’t like you, that’s their problem, not yours. But if they do like you, then you know that they like you for you and not because you’re trying to be somebody else.

Now maybe you’re thinking that this contradicts what I was saying before about change and taking risks. No question, there is a fine line to tread here. The trick is to hang tight to the values that make you who you are but always keep an eye out on how you can improve yourself as a person. Go out there and discover who you really are. Surround yourself with good, positive people, but don’t compromise who you are to be accepted. Please yourself first, and others will follow.

Keep in mind that all this takes time and work. Nothing is easy. Friendships aren’t easy. Relationships aren’t easy. And it isn’t easy to stay true to your values when they are constantly being challenged. It’s hard to avoid certain situations, especially when “everybody else is doing it.” But that’s all part of the process. This is a good thing. You want to be challenged. College is a four-year-long test to see who you are, and if you maintain a high level of integrity while your peers are trading theirs in, then you’ve already passed.

Roommates

Your roommate is going to be, perhaps, the most important person in your life as you move forward through your college years. Maybe they’re exactly the kind of person you want in a roommate: someone to hang out with on the weekends and study with during the week; they bring you Jell-O and ginger ale when you’re not feeling so great and go to the gym with you when you are. Or maybe they’re the devil’s spawn and you just wish they would go the hell away. “Is your girlfriend our third roommate, and are those really your dirty socks on my desk?” Either way, they’re here to stay (unless you decide to move), so it’s important that you learn to make the most out of your relationship.

Sharing

What you choose to share with your roommate is to be determined by the agreements the two (or three or four) of you make, and only time can tell how those will develop. Keep in mind a few things:

• You can save a boatload of money on clothes, DVDs, CDs, textbooks, and other personal items if you choose to share them. At the same time, maybe you’re not comfortable letting your roommate borrow your shoes. Fair enough, but make that arrangement known ahead of time in order to avoid any sort of confrontation later. Avoid conflict later with proactive communication now.

• Unless (against my advice) you each brought two of every appliance and electronic gadget, his stereo is your stereo and your TV is his TV. Get used to it. It’s not that big of a deal. Learn a little bit of discipline and flexibility here. In the end, you might end up liking your roommate’s choice of music or television shows.

• You’re going to spend the rest of your life sharing, so why not develop good habits now?

Comfort Levels

You can’t expect your personality to mirror that of your roommate’s and vice versa. Maybe it will or maybe it won’t. Who knows? Maybe you have a vibrant outgoing personality, while your roommate is quiet and prefers to keep to himself or herself; or you want to talk about everything that happened today while you were away at classes, and your roommate doesn’t. Or maybe you’re . . . Really, it doesn’t matter. As a matter of fact, it’s probably going to be more entertaining if the two of you have opposite personalities that complement each other, rather than having to live with a mirror image of yourself.

Each of you is going to have a different comfort level. They’re going to want everything clean and tidy, and you have reserved that space next to your desk for “dirty clothes, et cetera.” You want to have lights-out at ten-ish because you have to get up and run through your notes for an eight o’clock class, but his girlfriend just came over at ten-fifteen for another late-night “study session.” Establish rules early on (communicate!) to avoid deeper issues later.

With Whom Shall I Room?

Whether it’s from personal experience or not, you’ve heard from your mom, your dad, your advisor, your high school guidance counselor, and your neighbor that it’s a bad idea to room with a friend. That, dear reader, is sound advice, especially if that friend is from your high school. After all, you’re trying to break free and spread your wings and take your life to new levels. How is an extension of high school going to do that? It doesn’t mean you’re not friends anymore; you just aren’t sleeping in the same room.

I would say probably the best thing to happen to me in college was meeting Bruno and Lightfoot, my two roommates and best friends for the duration of my time at Merrimack. And I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I learned more about different cultures than I ever could have anticipated. (Bruno was from Paraguay, and Light was from Sierra Leone.) Even better, Bruno was this beautiful Latin man, so our dorm room had a revolving door swinging open daily with lovely ladies coming to see him. I met some terrific girls just by my association with him. (Hey, sometimes you just have to settle for seconds.) And with Lightfoot’s connections all over campus, I didn’t have to buy many textbooks (or Easy Mac or DVDs) starting day one of our freshman year.

Branch out and make your first friend by picking or being assigned a random roommate. You might get along okay if you room with an old friend, but I promise you’re eventually going to get sick of each other. Whether your friendship is strong or not, little conflicts will be magnified into overly dramatic, serious ones. And it can only put a damper on your motivation to get out and meet new people. “Why go out? I’ve got my friend right here!”

Absolutely, most definitely, don’t discount your friends from before college. Those can be the best, strongest friendships, the ones that you can keep over the years, through all your developmental changes. Just expand your reach a little. Reach out and meet someone. If you don’t like your new roommate, fine. You lose a friend that was never a friend to begin with. But if you bump heads with an old friend while rooming together, you could potentially lose a great friendship.


Besides, just like with sharing, you’re going to have to get used to working with and compromising with a variety of random people in your life, so there are a lot of lessons to be learned right now by living with someone you didn’t know before college.



Roommate Friendships Could Last Forever

The toughest part about random roommate pairings is that you never know what’s going to happen. On move-in day, you could end up meeting your first college friend or you could despise each other from the get-go. You just don’t know.

No matter what, though, don’t judge your roommate from the onset. First impressions are lasting impressions, of course, but let’s dig a little deeper since you’ll be getting a second and a third and a tenth impression. Keep an open mind to the possibility that you could actually learn a whole heck of a lot from them. Keith, my roommate junior year, was probably around four and a half feet tall or so standing on a phone book; I’m pretty sure he’d be considered a midget in certain countries. So, he didn’t look like much, but he turned out to be a strong businessman who worked on campus and also ran his own landscaping and snowplowing company. He worked fifty-seven (fifty-seven!) hours per week while he was in school (to minimize his post-college debt) and still found time to go to class and stay on top of his schoolwork.
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