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For the thousands of students who sat across from my desk,

and for the parents who called to ask whether their child

was going to be all right.

The answer was nearly always yes. It took me twenty years

to get that understanding on paper. All of it is in here.
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About This Book

This book has two halves and one idea.

The first half is written to the student. It is the stuff nobody tells you -

how a dorm room actually works, how to talk to a professor, what to do the

first time you fail something, where the money goes, and what to do in the

week when the whole thing stops feeling like an adventure.

The second half is written to the parent, and it is not the same book with

softer edges. It is a different job description. For eighteen years you were a

manager. Starting in August, the work is consulting, and the chapters in Part

Two are that one change applied department by department - money, phone

calls, worry, help, and your own transition.

At the end are three Shared Pages you fill out together before move-in.

Those are the most valuable pages in the book, and they are the ones most

likely to get skipped. Don't skip them.

Every chapter ends with a boxed Action Items list. If you read nothing

else, read those.

How to Use It

1. Students, start at Chapter 1. Read Part One in order if you can. If you're

already at school and something is on fire, go straight to the chapter that

matches - Chapter 7 for a professor problem, Chapter 8 for money,

Chapter 9 for a hard stretch, Chapter 10 for the fast answers.

2. Parents, start at Chapter 11. Then read Part One as well, because knowing

what your student was told is most of what makes Part Two work.

3. Do the Shared Pages together in July, before the car is packed. Each of

you fills out your own version alone, first. That order is the whole point.
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4. Come back to it. This is a reference, not a novel. The chapter you

skimmed in August is the one you'll want at eleven at night in October.

A Necessary Note

This book is a guide based on more than two decades of working with college

students and their families. It is not medical, psychological, legal, or

financial advice, and it is not a substitute for care from a qualified

professional. Campus policies, financial aid rules, and privacy law vary by

institution and change over time - verify anything consequential with your

own school.

If you or someone you know is in crisis, the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline

is available in the United States by call or text, at any hour, and it is for

worried family members as well as for the person in crisis.
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PART ONE

For The Student



CHAPTER 1

College Is Not High School With Better
Snacks

The scariest thing about college is also the best thing about it: nobody
is coming to check on you.

Somewhere in your first week of college, probably on a Tuesday, you will

notice something strange. You skipped breakfast, nobody said anything. You

were four minutes late to class, nobody wrote it down. You have reading due

Thursday that no one will collect, a paper due in October that no one will

remind you about, and an entire afternoon - a real, whole, unclaimed

afternoon - that belongs to absolutely no one but you.

High school you would have called this paradise. Give it three weeks.

Around week three, the same silence starts to feel less like freedom and

more like standing on a stage where the director, the script, and the

audience have all quietly left the building. That moment - the Tuesday you

realize nobody is running your life anymore - is the actual beginning of

college. Everything before it is just moving in.

This chapter is about that moment. What really changed, why the change

wrecks smart people who don't see it coming, and the small set of moves that

separate the students who thrive from the students who spend freshman

year treading water. None of it requires talent. All of it requires seeing the

game clearly before you play it - which, as of this page, you do.

The Scaffolding Is Gone

Think about how much of your success in high school was actually helped by

other people. Someone may have woken you up. Someone may have decided

when you ate. A bell told you where to be, up to eight times a day. Teachers
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collected homework weekly, which forced you to do it, which meant that by

exam time you had accidentally studied for weeks. Coaches scheduled your

exercise. Parents watched your sleep, your grades, your moods, and stepped

in before small slides became big ones. If you started failing, an adult noticed

within days and a meeting appeared on somebody's calendar.

That whole invisible machine - call it the scaffolding - was doing more

work than you ever saw. And over one summer, it is dismantled completely.

Not gradually. Completely. College replaces it with nothing except a syllabus

and a shrug.

Here is the part nobody says plainly. The scaffolding was never a

comment on your ability, and its removal isn't either. The freshmen who

stumble in October are not dumber than the ones who don't - they are

usually the ones who never realized how much scaffolding they were

standing on, because it was invisible while it held. Straight-A high school

students are, if anything, more at risk. Their scaffolding was excellent, so

they've never once had to build their own.

So the first honest question of your college career is not 'am I smart

enough?' It's 'what was the scaffolding doing for me, and which parts do I

now have to rebuild myself?' The list is short, and it is the entire difference,

so make sure to PLAN for the points below:

• Sleep that happens on a schedule instead of by collapse.

• Food that happens on purpose (more on this in Chapter 8).

• Deadlines tracked somewhere outside your own memory.

• Starting things before they become urgent.

• Noticing when you're sliding - early, while it's still cheap and somewhat

easy to fix.
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The scaffolding, and what replaces it.

Nobody Checks. Everybody Notices.

The strangest paradox of college - no one is checking on you, and yet

everything is being noticed. No professor will call home about your

attendance, but as you'll see in Chapter 7, they know their regular faces

within three weeks, and it quietly shapes every borderline decision they

make about you. No one collects the reading, but the first exam collects it all

at once, with interest. No one comments when you stop making it to the

dining hall before noon, but your energy, your mood, and eventually your

transcript are keeping the record.

College doesn't punish you in the moment, the way high school did with

detentions and phone calls. It lets consequences accumulate silently and

then delivers them in a lump - the midterm you weren't ready for, the 8 a.m.

class you've stopped attending, the registration day you slept through. The

feedback still exists. It's just been moved from daily to monthly, and by the

time a monthly consequence arrives, it's expensive. A good rule of thumb to

live by that describes this period precisely: 'Your Choices, Your

Consequences.'
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The move, then, is to become your own early-warning system, because

the institution's is gone. The students who thrive check themselves weekly -

fifteen minutes, usually Sunday - before the institution checks them

monthly. What's due in the next two weeks? What am I behind on while it's

still able to be fixed? Am I sleeping? When did I last do something with

another human? That's not self-help. That's replacing the most important

thing the scaffolding used to do. Chapter 6 gives you the full system. For now,

just accept the principle - in college, if you don't check on yourself, the first

thing to check on you will be a transcript.

The Freedom Math

Let's do the math that explains basically everything about freshman year.

Start with the week every human gets and subtract what college actually

requires:

• 168 hours in every week.

• About 15 in class (yes, only fifteen - check your schedule, and make sure

you KNOW how many credit hours your program requires for 'full-time'

status).

• About 50 asleep, if you're doing it right.

• About 30 of real studying - the two hours outside class for every hour in

it that college quietly expects (Chapter 5 has the receipts).

• Roughly 70 hours left over, every week, that belong to no one but you.

Seventy hours. That's more unstructured time per week than you had in a

month of high school. It's where everything good about college lives - the

friendships, the clubs, the 1 a.m. conversations, the person you're about to

become. And it is exactly where freshman year goes to die, like one 'we

ordered food and watched stuff until 3' night at a time.

Nobody manages those seventy hours for you, and here's the trap - they

don't arrive labeled. The afternoon that could hold the gym, the reading, and

dinner with your floor looks identical to the afternoon that evaporates into

your phone. Both feel the same at 2 p.m. Only one of them feels the same at 11
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p.m.

You don't need to schedule all seventy hours - that's its own disease, and

Chapter 6 will talk you out of it. You need to claim about twenty-five of them

on purpose:

• Study blocks that exist before they're emergencies.

• One thing weekly that puts you in a room with the same people (that's

how friendship actually works - Chapter 5).

• Meals at tables instead of desks.

• A bedtime that's a decision instead of a surrender.

Claim twenty-five, and the other forty-five are guilt-free. That ratio -

deliberate first, free second - is the whole art of college time.

The seventy hours nobody schedules.

The Reset Button Nobody Mentions

Now the good news, and it's enormous. On this campus, nobody knows you

were the 'shy one.' Nobody knows about ninth grade, the friend group that
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imploded, the reputation you couldn't shake, the version of you that formed

by accident in middle school and then hardened. Every expectation that

accumulated around you for thirteen-ish years - gone, overnight, along with

the scaffolding.

This is the largest social reset you will ever be handed, and it has an

expiration date. In the first six weeks, everyone is unformed and everyone is

auditioning. By Thanksgiving, this campus will have decided who it thinks

you are, mostly based on what you did in September. That's not pressure -

it's leverage. It means the habits you'd like to be known for cost about six

weeks of deliberate behavior to install permanently.

So decide - actually decide, this week, maybe in the margin of this page -

two or three things about the person who's showing up here. Not a fantasy

self. You can't sustain a personality transplant, and you don't need one. Pick

from versions of you that already exist:

• The one who asks the question.

• The one who shows up on time.

• The one who says yes to the dining-hall invitation.

• The one who goes to the thing alone.

Be that on purpose for six weeks, and this campus will simply believe you've

always been that person. Because here, you have.

What Thriving Actually Looks Like (It's Not What the
Brochure Said)

Let go of the montage version of college success - the 4.0, the

president-of-three-clubs, the packed calendar of a person who is secretly

miserable. Two decades of watching real freshmen tells me thriving looks

like this instead:

• You know what's due before it's urgent.

• You have two or three real people, not forty acquaintances.

• You're in one thing that meets weekly, where people expect you.
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• You eat and sleep like someone with plans for the next decade.

• You've talked to at least one professor who knows your name.

• When a week goes sideways - a bombed quiz, a roommate fight, a bad

night - you have an option that isn't 'hide.'

Notice what's on that list. Systems and people. Notice what isn't - brilliance,

perfection, or busyness. Every chapter in Part One is really just one item

from that list, expanded into a playbook. The room that works (Chapter 2),

the roommate treaty (Chapter 3), the neighborhood (Chapter 4), the first six

weeks (Chapter 5), the seventy hours (Chapter 6), the professors (Chapter 7),

the money and the maintenance (Chapter 8), and the hard weeks (Chapter

9).

And notice one more thing. Everything on the thriving list is available to

every student on campus, regardless of high school record, regardless of how

socially smooth they are, regardless of money. The game changed when the

scaffolding came down. The new game is learnable. That's the secret hiding

inside any bad day.
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ACTION ITEMS: THE WEEK-ONE FIVE

Five concrete moves, all doable in your first seven days, all free.

1. Read every syllabus and put every exam and paper date in your phone
calendar - the only warnings college will ever give you, all delivered on
day one...TRUST ME, this is critical!!

2. Claim your twenty-five hours. Drop your study blocks and one weekly
commitment into the calendar before life fills the space.

3. Say yes to every low-stakes invitation this week. The door is never
more open than right now (Chapter 5 explains the window).

4. Set a Sunday fifteen-minute check-in with yourself - recurring, with an
alarm, titled something you'll actually respect.

5. Walk into one professor's office hours just to introduce yourself. Ten
minutes, and Chapter 7 will show you why it may be the highest-return
ten minutes of your semester.

That's it. No transformation required, no five-year plan, no personality

upgrade. Just a person who sees the new game clearly, making five

small moves while everyone else is still looking around for the bell.

Welcome to college. Nobody's coming to check on you - and by the end

of this book, that sentence is going to sound like the best news you

ever got.
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CHAPTER 2

The Room: Set It Up Once, Set It Up
Right

You are not decorating a room. You are building the machine you'll
live inside for nine months.

Every August, the same scene plays out in ten thousand parking lots: a car

packed to the top with things that will never be used, missing four things

that will be needed by Thursday. The shower caddy is buried under a

beanbag chair. There are three decorative pillows and no surge protector.

Somebody bought a rug before anybody measured a floor.

None of this is anyone's fault. Dorm shopping is the only major purchase

project most families ever do with no floor plan, no dimensions, no list of

what the building already provides, and a hard deadline. Of course it goes

sideways. The stores know it goes sideways - the entire 'college section' of

every big-box store in America is engineered for families guessing under

pressure.

This chapter ends the guessing. Not with more stuff - with a sequence.

Know the room, then make the list, then split it with your roommate, then

buy, then load the car in reverse, then build the room in the right order on

the one day you'll ever have free labor. Do it in that order and move-in day

takes three hours and no tears. Do it in store-aisle order and you'll be

shipping boxes home in May with the tags still on.

Step One: Know Your Actual Room

The single most expensive sentence in dorm preparation is 'it'll probably fit.'

Residence hall rooms are not a standard size - they swing wildly between

buildings on the same campus, from cozy doubles where two dressers touch
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to older halls with ceilings tall enough to loft anything. The bed is almost

always Twin XL, but everything else - closet type, drawer count, whether a

microwave or minifridge is provided or banned, whether the bed lofts,

what's bolted down - varies hall by hall.

So, before you spend a single dollar, find your assigned hall's actual

specifications. Your housing portal's room-assignment email usually names

the hall; the housing site lists some details, and ElevateMyDorm.com keeps

room dimensions and packing lists organized hall by hall for hundreds of

campuses, along with a free room designer that lets you drag real-scale

furniture around your actual room's footprint before you buy any of it. Ten

minutes of that beats every guess your family will otherwise make in a store

aisle. If your specific hall isn't listed anywhere, your school's housing office

will tell you dimensions if you email - and Chapter 7's email rules work on

housing staff, too.

While you're at it, get the two lists every housing site buries:

• What's provided (you'd be amazed how many families buy a second

mattress topper of the exact kind the school already supplies), and

• What's prohibited (candles almost everywhere; extension cords without

surge protection in many halls; hot plates, string-light types, and

adhesives vary). The prohibited list isn't a suggestion - RAs do room

checks, and confiscation day is not the day you want to meet yours.

Step Two: The List Is the Whole Game

Now, and only now, the list. Not the store's list - the store's list has forty-one

items because the store sells forty-one items. The real master list runs about

sixty things across nine categories: bedding, bath, desk and study, storage,

laundry, tech and power, kitchen, health and documents, and decor. (The

full printable version, checkable and shareable, lives at ElevateMyDorm.com

- print two copies, one for you and one for whoever's helping you shop (or

use the website to share the list), and check things off as they're acquired so

nothing gets bought twice.)
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Rather than reprint sixty lines here, let me give you the part the list can't

say: the priority essentials. A handful of items do enormous daily work and

are worth real money: the mattress topper (school mattresses are

plastic-wrapped springs; this is the single best comfort purchase in college),

a surge-protected power strip or two (outlets are always in the wrong place

and there are never enough), a fan unless your hall has real air conditioning,

shower shoes (non-negotiable; communal floors are a biology experiment),

and a laundry system you'll actually carry - a backpack-style bag beats a

cute hamper the first time you haul it down three flights.

A second tier of essentials matters more than it looks: command strips in

absurd quantity (they hang everything in a building where nails are

banned), a small tool kit, a first aid kit with real medicine for the 2 a.m.

fever, a power bank, over-door hooks (doubles your storage in a room with

one closet), and underbed bins - because under the bed is half the storage in

the room, and the bed lofts precisely so you can use it.

And the skip list, which saves you more than the buy list: no printer until

you've seen the free campus printing situation. No TV until you've seen the

lounge. No iron; a small steamer if anything. No 'desk decor' beyond one

lamp - desk space is work space, and Chapter 6 will explain why that desk

matters more than it seems. Nothing in quantities meant for a house: you

own two hundred square feet, shared.

Step Three: The Roommate Split

Somewhere out there, your roommate's family is filling an identical car.

Without one conversation, your room will contain two minifridges, two

microwaves, zero can openers, and a rug conflict. The week you get your

roommate assignment, send the message: 'Want to split the big stuff so we

don't double up?' Then divide the one-per-room items - fridge, microwave if

allowed, rug, mirror, any shared speaker or fan strategy - with each person

owning what they bring, because ownership matters in May when you both

move out, and matters more if the pairing goes sideways in November

(Chapter 3 handles that; buying half a fridge together is a small marriage,

and I'd advise against co-owning anything you can't cut in half).
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This first logistics exchange is also, quietly, your first roommate

negotiation - a preview of the treaty conversation Chapter 3 will script for

you. If they never answer the message, that's information too. Bring the

fridge.

Step Four: Buy Like a Professional, Pack Like a Mover

Buy in two waves, not one. Wave one, from home: everything you know you

need - the priority items above, bedding in your actual bed size, the

categories from the master list. Easiest online from a single retailer, or a few

retailers if you are certain of the style you want. Wave two, after three nights

in the room: everything you now know you need, which will be a shorter,

smarter, cheaper list than anything you'd have guessed in July. Families who

buy everything in July return a third of it. The store near campus will still

exist in September; some of the best dorm purchases are made from a phone,

in the actual room, measuring with the actual tape measure you packed in

the tool kit.

Packing: pack by category, label by category, and load the car in reverse

order of need - bedding and the tool kit go in last so they come out first,

because the first hour of move-in is 'build the bed and open boxes,' not 'find

the bed sheets somewhere behind the winter coats you won't need until

November.' Clothes travel in the containers they'll live in - duffels that

collapse flat or bins that slide under the bed - not in suitcases that will spend

nine months eating your closet. Heavy moving bags with handles beat

cardboard everywhere there are stairs, and there are always stairs.

Step Five: Build the Room in the Right Order

Move-in day gives you a few hours of free skilled labor - people who love you

and want a job. Give them jobs in this exact order. First, before anything

enters the room, photograph and video everything - the walls, the furniture,

existing damage - and note it on the room condition form, because that form

is the only thing standing between you and a damage charge in May. Second,

the bed. Loft decision, then build it (height of loft depends on ceiling height
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and the type of bed risers you brought), then make it completely - topper,

pad, sheets, the whole stack - because at 11 p.m. tonight, exhausted, the made

bed is the difference between a good first night and a bad one. Third, power -

place the surge protectors where the furniture layout wants them, before

furniture blocks the outlets. Fourth, big furniture placement, which you

already decided in the room designer instead of arguing about it live at 2

p.m. in a hot room. Fifth, boxes into their zones, closet and dresser filled,

empties flattened and carried out by your departing labor force.

What doesn't happen on move-in day: decor. Posters, photos, lights -

that's week-one evening work, honestly some of the best solo-decompression

and door-open-socializing time of your first week (Chapter 4 will make the

case for decorating with the door propped). Move-in day is for the machine;

the personality gets installed all semester.

The Room Is a System, Not a Look

One idea to carry out of this chapter into the rest of the book: your room has

three jobs - sleep, work, and refuge - and the setup either supports all three

or quietly sabotages them. Keep the sleep zone dark-capable and

screen-reluctant (Chapter 6 has opinions about phones and beds). Keep the

desk a one-purpose surface. When the desk is for work and only work,

sitting down at it starts the work. When it's for snacks, laundry staging, and

makeup, it starts nothing and delays work. And build one square foot of

refuge - the chair, the good headphones, the corner that's yours (or under

the lofted bed, if you're able to loft it high enough) - because Chapter 9 is

coming for everyone eventually, and the room that has a soft place to land

handles it better.

A room that runs itself - where things have homes, where the bed is made

because making it takes eleven seconds, where the power is where the

devices are - saves you a hundred small decisions a week. You'll need those

decisions for what's coming. Speaking of which, someone is about to move

into the other bed. Turn the page.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Find your hall assignment and get the room's actual dimensions and
provided/prohibited lists - housing portal, housing office email, or your
school's hall pages at ElevateMyDorm.com, where you can also lay the
room out in the free designer before buying anything.

2. Print the master packing checklist twice and put a name on each copy.

3. Message your roommate about the big-item split today - fridge,
microwave, rug.

4. Buy the priority seven before anything decorative: topper, surge strips,
fan, shower shoes, laundry bag, command strips, first aid.

5. Pick your move-in build order crew - who's on bed, who's on boxes -
before you're standing in the parking lot.
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CHAPTER 3

The Roommate Chapter: Strangers,
Boundaries, and the Contract You

Actually Need

You are not looking for a best friend. You are negotiating a treaty
between two sovereign nations that share a bathroom sink.

Sometime soon, if it hasn't happened already, you will sleep eight feet from a

stranger. This is objectively a bizarre arrangement. At no other point in adult

life will anyone ask you to share two hundred square feet with a person

you've never met, chosen for you by a questionnaire you filled out in twenty

minutes while watching television.

And yet the roommate lottery has quietly taught more people how to live

with other humans than any institution in America. Marriage counselors

joke that everyone should have a random freshman roommate before

they're allowed to have a spouse. The skills are the same - stating needs out

loud, hearing needs that aren't yours, negotiating without scorekeeping, and

repairing small ruptures before they become cold wars.

Here is the mindset shift that makes all of it easier, and I watched it

separate the good years from the bad ones for two decades. Stop hoping for a

best friend. The movies sold you a roommate soulmate, and the movies did

you dirty. The actual goal is a functional, respectful, communicative

arrangement between two people who might be very different - and if

friendship grows out of that, wonderful, it's a bonus. Aim for the treaty first.

Treaties, unlike friendships, can be negotiated on purpose.

Before You Meet: Read Less Into Everything
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The modern roommate relationship starts weeks before move-in, over text,

which means it starts with two people over-analyzing each other's

punctuation. Their messages are short - are they cold? They post constantly -

are they a party person? They took a day to reply - do they hate me already?

Stand down. You cannot read a person from a text thread, and half of

what you think you're reading is your own nerves reflected back. The

pre-move-in exchange has exactly three jobs:

1. Split the big items so the room doesn't get two microwaves (you did this

in Chapter 2).

2. Agree roughly on the room's look, if you both care.

3. Establish that you're both reachable humans.

That's it. Personality, schedule, cleanliness, the real stuff - none of it is

discoverable until you're in the room, and pre-judging it from social media

only means you'll arrive with a story about a person you haven't met.

One genuinely useful thing to notice, though. How they handle the

logistics conversation is a preview of how they'll handle every conversation.

Prompt, clear, a little flexible? Good sign. You had to ask three times about

the fridge? Note it - not as a verdict, but as an early weather report. You'll be

doing the initiating in this relationship, and knowing that early is worth

something.

The Week-One Conversation (Yes, Out Loud, Yes, Actually)

Within the first week - after the boxes, before the first conflict - you need

twenty minutes of conversation that most roommate pairs skip, and the

skipping is the origin story of almost every roommate horror story you've

ever heard. Many schools hand you a 'roommate agreement' form and most

pairs treat it as a joke, filling it out in ninety seconds. The form isn't the

point. The conversation is.

The script for opening it, since someone has to - 'Hey, can we do the

boring roommate-rules thing for twenty minutes so we never have to be

weird about it later?' That framing, boring now versus weird later, is the



THE ROOMMATE CHAPTER: STRANGERS, BOUNDARIES, AND T...

25

whole sell, and nobody's ever said no to it.

Cover four territories, because two decades of RA incident reports boil

down to these four:

1. Sleep. What time do lights and sound realistically go off on weeknights?

Who has the 8 a.m.? Are you a fan-noise sleeper or a silence sleeper?

2. Guests. What's the heads-up custom for having people over - a text an

hour before? Are overnight guests okay, how often, and never on what

nights? This includes romantic guests. Especially romantic guests. Say

the awkward sentence now - 'if either of us ever wants the room, what's

the protocol?' - and laugh about it, because the version of this

conversation that happens at 1 a.m. through a locked door is much

worse.

3. Noise. Headphones after when? Calls in the room or the lounge? Alarms

- how many snoozes is a crime?

4. Stuff. What's borrowable without asking (nothing is a legitimate

answer), what's shared (the fridge shelf situation), and what's sacred.

Write the answers somewhere you both can see (the school's form, a shared

note, tape it inside the closet door). You are not writing laws - you're writing

defaults. Defaults are what you'll both drift back to in week nine when

nobody wants to have a feeling about the thermostat.
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Twenty minutes now, or weird all year - your choice.

The Five Conflicts Every Pair Has (and the Script for Each)

1. The mess gap. One of you has a higher tolerance for chaos, guaranteed -

identical standards have never once happened. The script, from the

neater one - 'Can we agree the shared floor and my desk stay clear, and

your side is your business?' Zones, not standards. You will never convert

each other's souls; you can absolutely draw a border. From the messier

one, the move is simpler - containment. Your chaos, your footprint.

2. The sleep schedule. The 8 a.m. lab meets the 2 a.m. gamer. The script -

'I've got to be up at seven, so on weeknights can we go

headphones-and-desk-lamp after midnight?' Notice the shape. Specific

time, specific behavior, weeknights only. Asking someone to 'be quieter'

is asking them to guess; asking for headphones after midnight is asking

for one findable thing.

3. The guest who's always here. A partner or friend who has effectively

moved in, eating the room's privacy. This one curdles fastest because it

feels rude to name. Name it anyway, early - at the second occurrence,
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not the tenth. 'I like Jordan, and I also need the room to be ours some

evenings - can we figure out a rhythm?' The and-also construction does

heavy lifting. No accusation, two true things, an invitation to solve it

together.

4. The borrowed thing. Clothes, chargers, food - taken without asking, or

asked so often it's a tax. The script at first offense, lightly - 'Hey, ask me

before borrowing stuff, yeah? I'll always ask you.' The lightness matters;

the immediacy matters more. A borrowed sweater unmentioned in

September becomes 'she's been stealing from me all semester' by

November, and by then you're not fighting about the sweater.

5. The temperature. I am not going to solve the thermostat. No one has ever

solved the thermostat. Blankets are three dollars at a thrift store, and the

fan from Chapter 2 has a second career. Alternate weeks if you must.

This one is a test of whether two people can lose small things gracefully,

and it's better to learn on sixty-eight degrees than on anything that

matters.

The Passive-Aggression Trap

Somewhere around week five, when the first real irritations have

accumulated, you will feel the pull of the dark arts. The pointed sigh. The

dishes stacked slightly louder than necessary. The sticky note. The subtweet.

The complaint routed through a mutual friend so it can travel back with

interest. Every fiber of your conflict-avoidant being will whisper that these

are gentler than a conversation.

They are not gentler. They are a second language of hostility that the

other person hears perfectly well while being given nothing they can

actually respond to. Passive aggression communicates exactly one message -

'I have a problem with you and I've decided you're not worth talking to

about it' - which is a far more insulting sentence than anything you were

avoiding saying. And it escalates. The note begets a note, the sigh a sigh, until

two people who never had a fight are somehow enemies.
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The exit from the trap is embarrassingly simple and genuinely hard. Say

the small true thing at low volume, early. 'Hey, small thing - the alarm

situation is killing me. Can we fix it?' Every script in this chapter is just that

sentence wearing different clothes. And adopt the three-strikes rule. If a

thing has bothered you three separate times, it has earned fifteen spoken

words - to the roommate, not to the floor group chat, not to your mom.

The note is not communication. It just feels like it.

When to Escalate: Your RA Is a Mediator, Not a Tattle-Line

Some conflicts outgrow scripts. Bring in your RA when any of these is true:

• You've had the direct conversation twice, clearly and kindly, and the

behavior hasn't changed.

• The issue involves safety, or substances in the room that could get you

both in trouble.

• Your things are disappearing.

• You genuinely dread walking into your own room.
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That's the RA's actual job description. Resident Advisors are trained

mediators who have seen your exact conflict eleven times, and involving one

is not tattling any more than hiring a referee is cheating.

How to do it - privately, factually, and about behavior, not character.

'We've talked twice about overnight guests on weeknights and it's still

happening - can you help us re-mediate the agreement?' gives an RA

something to work with. 'She's the worst person I've ever met' does not.

Most RA mediations end with a revised agreement and a survivable rest of

the year, which is the honest goal. Not every pairing becomes warm.

Survivable, functional, and done by May is a perfectly successful

randomly-assigned cohabitation.

And the room switch? It exists, it's harder than the brochure implies -

mid-year vacancies are scarce and most schools require documented

mediation first - and about half the time the problem travels with the person

who was sure it wouldn't. Use it for genuinely bad situations. Safety,

harassment, a pairing that mediation has truly failed. Don't use it to dodge

the twenty-minute conversation this chapter has now armed you for twice

over.

A Hard Question Before You Go: What If You're the
Roommate?

Statistically, half the people reading this chapter are the louder one, the

messier one, the one whose partner is always over, the one hitting snooze

five times. Nobody experiences themselves as the difficult roommate -

difficulty is something the other person has. So, a quick audit, in private, no

witnesses:

• Whose stuff crosses the invisible midline?

• Whose guests are in the room more?

• Who got asked to change something and quietly didn't?

If any of those answers is 'me' - congratulations, you just learned it for the

price of a paragraph instead of a semester of icy stares. The repair is one
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sentence, and it buys back everything. 'Hey, I've been bad about the noise -

tell me when it's a problem and I'll fix it fast.' A roommate who self-corrects

once earns the treaty's good faith for the whole year.

Because here's the thing about the treaty. It's not really about this room

or this year. The person who can share two hundred square feet with a

stranger - state needs, hear needs, lose the thermostat gracefully, repair

early - has learned the single most portable skill college teaches. Apartments,

partners, coworkers, marriages... it's all the same twenty-minute

conversation, had on time, out loud. Learn it here, where the stakes are a

fridge shelf.

Your room is now a functioning nation of two. Time to meet the

neighborhood.

ACTION ITEMS

1. If you haven't met yet, send the logistics message - and read nothing
into the punctuation.

2. Within the first week, run the twenty-minute treaty (sleep, guests,
noise, stuff) and write down the defaults where you both can see them.

3. Say the awkward romantic-guest sentence while it's still funny.

4. Adopt the three-strikes rule - three private irritations earns fifteen
spoken words, always to the person, never to the group chat.

5. Run the am-I-the-roommate audit once a month. One honest sentence
beats a semester of frost.

6. If a real conflict has survived two direct conversations, bring in your
RA on purpose, factually, this week - not in November, when the frost
is load-bearing.
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CHAPTER 4

Your Dorm Is a Neighborhood

You didn't just get a room. You got forty neighbors, a mayor, and the
best odds of friendship you will ever be handed.

Sociologists have known for seventy years exactly how friendship forms, and

it is far less romantic than anyone wants to hear. The largest factor is not

shared interests, not compatible personalities, not fate. It is proximity plus

repetition - people become friends with the people they bump into over and

over without planning to. In the famous studies, the strongest predictor of

who befriended whom in an apartment building was the distance between

their doors.

Read that again, and then look down your hallway. A residence hall is a

friendship machine - the most concentrated dose of

proximity-plus-repetition you will ever live inside. Forty people your age, on

your schedule, sharing your bathroom, your microwave, and your walk to

campus, for nine months. After college, meeting people requires effort, apps,

and calendars. Right now it requires opening a door.

Which is exactly why it stings that so many freshmen live in the machine

and never turn it on - room, headphones, class, room, repeat - and then

wonder in November why college feels lonely. This chapter is the machine's

operating manual. The floor, the RA, the shared spaces, and the tiny repeated

behaviors that turn forty strangers into a neighborhood.

The Door Is a Dial

Chapter 2 mentioned the open door - here's the full case. In a hallway, a

closed door is a wall and an open door is an invitation, and nothing else you

do this semester communicates as loudly with as little effort. The rooms that
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prop their doors during the first month become the hallway's living rooms.

People drift in, sit on floors, stay twenty minutes. The residents of those

rooms don't work harder at friendship - they just lowered the toll.

Treat the door as a dial, not a statement of identity.

• Open while unpacking, while watching something skippable, and during

the after-dinner drift hours when the hall is alive. That's the social

setting.

• Closed for real work, for sleep, and for the introvert recharge that

Chapter 9 will defend as a legitimate need and not a failure.

• The mistake isn't a closed door - it's a door that's never open, which after

about three weeks the floor stops testing.

And when you walk past other open doors, that's the invitation working in

reverse. Lean in. 'What are you watching?' is a complete social strategy. The

hallway's whole economy runs on people pretending they had a reason to

stop.

The open door is the cheapest social technology ever invented.
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The First-Month Behaviors That Compound

A floor's culture sets in about six weeks, the same window as everything else

in this book, and it's built out of almost embarrassingly small behaviors.

• Learn names fast and use them. Keep notes in your phone if you have to

('Maya, 314, nursing, hates mornings'). Being greeted by name in week

two is startlingly powerful, and the person who does it becomes the

person everyone knows.

• Say yes to the low-stakes drift. The dining hall walk, the store run, the

terrible movie in the lounge. Each one is a deposit in the

proximity-repetition account, and Chapter 5 will show the compounding

math.

• Do easy homework in the lounge sometimes instead of your room.

Visible, interruptible presence is how you become part of the floor's

furniture, in the best sense.

• Bring one prop. Every floor develops gravity wells - the room with the

good snacks, the guy with the projector, the girl with the tool kit

everyone borrows (that's you, from Chapter 2). A doorstop and a candy

bowl, a deck of cards, a lint roller people can borrow. This isn't buying

friends. It's giving the proximity machine a reason to repeat.

• Go to the floor events. Yes, the RA's ice cream social with the

construction-paper flyer. It is not about the ice cream. It is a room where

every single person has pre-agreed to be introduced - a condition that

will occur perhaps five more times in your entire life. Twenty minutes,

learn three names, leave whenever.

The students who skip every floor event because they're 'cheesy' are correct

about the cheese and wrong about everything else.

Bathrooms, Laundry, Microwaves: The Commons Test

Every hall has commons - bathrooms, laundry, kitchens, lounges - and the

commons are where your reputation is actually written. Nobody on your

floor knows your GPA. Everybody knows who leaves hair in the shower
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drain, who takes wet clothes out of a washer and drops them on the table,

whose exploded burrito is fossilizing in the microwave, who treats the

lounge TV as personal property.

The code is short, costs four minutes a week, and buys the most valuable

neighborhood asset there is - being someone nobody has a story about.

• Leave shared spaces the way you'd want to find them.

• Set timers for your laundry. The abandoned-dryer offense is the

number-one commons crime in every hall in America.

• Claim nothing you can't defend, and clean the thing you exploded.

The co-ed bathroom deserves one honest paragraph, because it's the thing

freshmen are too embarrassed to ask about. Yes, it's strange for about ten

days. Then it becomes plumbing. Everyone is exactly as eager as you are to

get in and out with dignity intact. A bathrobe from the Chapter 2 list, shower

shoes, and eye contact reserved for the sink line is the entire etiquette. Ten

days. Then you'll never think about it again.

The RA: Your Building Comes With a Professional

Meet the most misunderstood job on campus. Your Resident Advisor is not a

hall monitor, not a narc with a lanyard, not the fun police. Your RA is a

trained upperclassman being paid (usually in free housing) to know things

you don't and to handle problems you can't. They know which dining hall is

good on which night, which professors to avoid at registration, how to get

facilities to actually fix the heater, what the add/drop form needs, and

where everything is. They are also, per Chapter 3, your built-in mediator -

and, as Chapter 9 will show, your fastest connector to real help when a night

goes wrong. Theirs is the door you can knock on at 2 a.m. That's the job.

Chapter 7 will hand you a whole playbook for professors - run it on your

RA now, in miniature. Introduce yourself in week one, when you need

nothing. Learn their name, let them learn yours, ask one real question. An

RA who knows you as 'the friendly one in 312' before any problem exists will

move mountains when a problem does. RAs keep the same quiet ledger
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professors do, and the students on the good side of it get warnings where

others get write-ups, help where others get shrugs.

One boundary to respect - the RA is also a student, with midterms and a

life, doing a job with terrible hours. 'Thanks, I know this is your Tuesday

night' is a sentence that will make you their favorite resident. It's also just

true.

Floormates Are Not Roommates: The Looser Treaty

The skills from Chapter 3 apply down the hall, but the treaty is looser and

the tools are lighter.

• Noise through walls gets one friendly in-person request before any

escalation. 'Hey, we can hear the speaker in 310 - can you pull it back

after midnight?' It works nine times out of ten, because most noise is

oblivious, not hostile.

• The floor group chat is for logistics and jokes, never for conflict. A

grievance posted to the chat becomes the floor's entertainment and your

reputation problem, per the passive-aggression physics you already

know.

• The drama that ripples down the hall by October - the falling-out, the

couple, the borrowed-and-unreturned - is weather you can watch

without joining. The neighborhood's most durable citizens are friendly

with every faction and enlisted by none.

One more floormate art - the graceful decline. You'll be invited to things you

don't want to do, by people you like, at volumes you can't sustain. 'Can't

tonight, but come get me next time' is the entire story. A no to the event, a

yes to the relationship. Use it freely. The door-as-dial principle applies to

your whole social life. The goal is never maximum open. It's deliberate open.

If Your Floor Is a Dud

Fairness requires this section - some floors just don't take. A quiet floor, a

fragmented floor, a floor where the doors stayed shut. It happens, through
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no fault of yours, and if it's yours, the diagnosis matters. You are not bad at

college. You drew a slow neighborhood. The machine still works; it just

needs more fuel from you, or a different building.

• Borrow a livelier floor through one friend from class. Floors adopt

outsiders readily - every hall has honorary residents.

• Shift your proximity-repetition venues to the places Chapter 5 opens up.

Clubs, campus jobs, study groups, the gym at the same time every day.

• Note it for housing selection in the spring, when you'll choose your

building on purpose with a year's intelligence.

The dud floor is disappointing, not defining. The principle underneath this

whole chapter travels anywhere there are humans on repeat. Show up, be

findable, learn names, keep the commons clean, and let repetition do what it

has always done. Speaking of which - the six-week window this book keeps

mentioning? It's time to talk about it directly. Turn the page before it closes.

ACTION ITEMS

1. Prop your door for one hour tonight during the after-dinner drift, and
do something interruptible.

2. Learn five names on your floor this week and use them in greeting.
Phone notes are encouraged.

3. Introduce yourself to your RA before you need anything - name, door
number, one question.

4. Attend the next floor event for twenty minutes, cheese and all.

5. Run one commons audit on yourself - laundry timer set, microwave
clean, nothing abandoned - and stay off every list of stories.

6. Walk past an open door and lean in once this week. 'What are you
watching?' That's the whole machine, turning on.
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CHAPTER 5

The First Six Weeks Decide Your Year

Colleges have known for fifty years that the first six weeks predict the
next four years. Nobody thought to tell the freshmen.

Here is something I knew as an administrator and professor that students

were never told directly. Inside every university, there is an office watching

the first six weeks of freshman year the way meteorologists watch a

hurricane season. Retention research - the field that studies who stays in

college and who quietly leaves - has pointed at the same window for two

generations. Students who connect to people and purpose in roughly the first

six weeks overwhelmingly stay and thrive. Students who drift through that

window unattached are the ones the statistics start following.

Universities respond by aiming everything at that window. The welcome

weeks, the activity fairs, the free food, the endless events that seem excessive

in September and vanish by October. None of that programming is random.

It is an institution spending millions to do one thing - collide you with

people and commitments while the collision odds are still hot.

This chapter tells you what the institution knows, and then hands you

the version of the plan you can actually run. How the social window really

works, the two-commitment rule, the academic habits to install before the

first exam ambushes you - and why the whole thing is more forgiving than

the word 'decide' in the title implies. The window matters enormously. It is

also not the only window, and knowing both of those things is the whole

game.

Why Six Weeks: The Ways of the Window

The window isn't magic - it's three forces stacking.
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1. Universal openness. For a few weeks, every freshman is unattached and

actively recruiting. 'Want to come?' is the ambient state, the invitation

acceptance rate is nearly perfect, and joining is frictionless because

nothing has formed yet.

2. Forming groups. Humans group together fast, and once groups form

they don't exactly close to others - but they develop a cohesion of shared

experiences. Joining a formed group takes an introduction. Joining one

that is still forming just takes being around and engaging.

3. Habit-setting. Your own routines - where you eat, when you study,

whether you go out or stay in - harden in about the same six weeks, and

the hardened routine of a person who stayed in is a difficult thing to

renovate in November.

Put the three together and you get the real rule. The first six weeks are the

lowest-effort of forming friendships and habits. Think of it like a

store...everything is still available and everything costs almost nothing.

Week two's 'mind if I sit here?' costs one breath. The same sentence in week

ten costs a small act of courage. Same sentence, same you - the price just

went up.

So the strategy is not 'be amazing for six weeks.' It's simpler and dumber.

While everything is cheap, buy broadly. Say yes widely, sit with strangers,

take every flyer at the fair. You are not choosing your people yet - you are

stocking the shelves at the store you'll shop from all year.

The Two-Commitment Rule

By the end of week six, you want exactly two standing commitments - things

that meet weekly, where specific humans expect specific you.

• One connected to your future. The major's club, undergraduate research,

the pre-professional society, a team, the campus paper, a job. This one

starts the network Chapter 7 will teach you to build, and makes your

major a community instead of a course list.
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• One that is pure joy with no resume value whatsoever. Intramural

anything, rock climbing, ultimate frisbee, the terrible-movie club, a

choir. This one keeps you sane and hands you friends outside your

academic bubble - insurance you'll want by midterms.

Why exactly two? Because the failure modes on either side are the two most

common freshman-year wrecks. Zero commitments means no standing

collisions - the proximity-repetition machine from Chapter 4 never runs

beyond your hallway, and loneliness arrives with the cold weather. But the

overcommitment trap catches the strongest students. The high school habit

of nine activities meets college's seventy free hours, everything gets a yes,

and by October you are triple-booked, exhausted, and doing nothing well -

including the classes that are, per the freedom math of Chapter 1, a full-time

job. Two standing commitments, plus classes, plus a social life, is a full week.

The math does not care about your high school resume.

The audition process works like this:

1. Sign up for everything at the fair. Email lists are free.

2. Attend maybe five things once.

3. Return to two things twice.

4. Commit to your two, and quit the rest without guilt. The fair signup was

an audition, not a marriage.

One special mention for the campus job, ten hours a week or so. It pays, it

builds the weekly-collision structure, it comes with a boss who writes

recommendation letters, and the research consistently finds that students

who work moderate hours do better academically than students who work

zero - because nothing teaches the time skills Chapter 6 will preach like

having less time.
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Sign up for everything; you're stocking shelves, not signing contracts.

The Social Plays, Run Honestly

Some concrete mechanics for the window, especially if 'just be social' has

always sounded like advice written for someone else.

• The dining hall is the highest-value venue. Eat at peak hours, not

off-peak. Sit at the long tables, not the two-tops. And use the September

sentence - 'mind if I sit here?' - while it's still cheap. Meals are the only

campus activity everyone must do daily, which makes them the most

reliable collision generator you have.

• Claim a seat neighborhood in class (Chapter 7 will tell you to sit in the

front third - start now) and talk to the same two people twice. 'Did you

get what she meant about the reading?' is a friendship seed disguised as

an academic question. Class friends become study groups, study groups

become actual friends, and this pipeline keeps producing all year.

• Be the one who converts acquaintance into plan. The entire freshman

class is standing around liking each other, waiting for someone else to

say 'we should get food - are you free Thursday?' The person who says it
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is not the neediest one in the room. They are the one everyone is quietly

grateful for.

Specific beats vague, every time. 'We should hang out sometime' is a

pleasantry. 'Thursday, six, the dining hall' is a friendship. If you do exactly

one hard social thing per week from this chapter, make it that sentence.

Meanwhile, the Academic Clock Is Running

Here is the collision hiding inside the window. The same six weeks that host

your entire social formation end, almost everywhere, with the first round of

exams. The freshman who spends September fully social and opens the

books in week five discovers - along with a large share of each year's

freshman class - that college grading has no cushion (Chapter 1 warned you -

four or five events, no homework padding) and that the syllabus said so all

along.

The academic moves for the window are few, cheap, and non-negotiable.

1. Go to everything. Attendance is the price of admission to the whole

strategy, per the tuition math you already did.

2. Do the reading before lecture. It converts every class from dictation into

review and cuts exam studying in half. The two-for-one hour ratio from

Chapter 1 mostly lives here.

3. Form a study group by week three from those class-seat neighbors. It's

simultaneously an academic tool and a social play - the rare move that

scores in both columns.

4. Visit one professor's office hours before anything is wrong. Chapter 7

will show you why this is the highest-return move on campus - and

week two is when the room is emptiest.

5. Build backward from the first exam date. The dates went into your

phone on day one (the Week-One Five), so real studying starts a week

out, not the night before. The first exam sets your baseline with every

professor and, more dangerously, with yourself.
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That first result deserves one framing sentence before it happens. Whatever

it is, it is calibration, not identity. A strong start is a baseline to defend. A

weak one triggers the 48-hour rule Chapter 7 will hand you - the office-hours

visit, the diagnosis, the adjustment - and becomes the origin story of a

comeback. What it never is, either way, is a verdict on whether you belong

here.

If the Window Closes on You Anyway

Now the honest section, because some of you will read this chapter in

October with a sinking feeling. Maybe homesickness ate September - it hits

hardest in weeks three through six, exactly on top of the window, and

Chapter 9 takes it seriously. Maybe your floor was the dud from Chapter 4.

Maybe you did everything right and it just hasn't taken. Here is what the

retention research also shows, and what the doom-flavored version of the

six-weeks rule leaves out. The window is when formation is cheapest, not

the only time it happens.

• Friend groups reshuffle constantly all year - after midterms, over winter

break, at housing selection.

• Clubs take joiners in January, and study groups form before every exam.

• Campus jobs post every month.

• Spring semester is a full second act, with a cast that now includes plenty

of people whose September groups quietly dissolved.

The two-commitment rule works in any month, the collision venues never

close, and the sentence 'Thursday, six, the dining hall' has no expiration

date. What has an expiration date is the discount - later just costs more

deliberateness, and now you know the exact plays to run at full price. The

only unrecoverable move is the one from Chapter 1, concluding that the

music stopped and it's too late. It is October, not a verdict. Run the plays.

And whether your window went perfectly or sideways, the next

constraint is the same for everyone. Seventy free hours a week, and a

calendar that will either serve you or eat you. Time to build the system.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. This week, sit with a stranger at a peak-hour meal and say the
September sentence.

2. Sign up for everything at the involvement fair, attend five things once,
and pick your two - one future, one joy - by week six.

3. Convert one acquaintance into a plan with a specific day, time, and
place.

4. Form or join a study group from your class-seat neighbors by week
three.

5. Work backward from your first exam date starting one week out - and
if the first result stings, the 48-hour rule, not the disappearing act.

6. If you're reading this after the window, run the same list at full price,
starting today. The store restocks all year.
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CHAPTER 6

Time Is the Only Thing You Own Now

Nobody fails college because they aren't smart enough. They fail
because Tuesday disappeared, seventy times in a row.

Back in Chapter 1 we did the freedom math. A week has 168 hours, and after

class and sleep, roughly seventy of them belong to no one but you. Nobody

schedules them, nobody audits them, and nobody will ever ask where they

went.

Here is what two decades of watching freshmen taught me about those

seventy hours. The students who struggled almost never had a motivation

problem, and they certainly didn't have an intelligence problem. They had a

visibility problem. Time they couldn't see was time they couldn't spend on

purpose, so it spent itself - one more episode, one more scroll, one more 'we

ordered food and suddenly it was 2 a.m.'

This chapter makes your time visible, then hands you the four tools that

do the actual work - a calendar with three layers, a fifteen-minute Sunday

habit, a set of phone rules, and a way to start tasks you're dreading. None of

it requires discipline in the movie-montage sense. Discipline is mostly what

visibility looks like from the outside.

The Three-Layer Calendar

Every functioning college schedule is three layers stacked on one calendar.

Most freshmen only build the first layer, and that's the whole problem.

• Layer one - fixed time. Classes, labs, work shifts, practices, and your two

commitments from Chapter 5. These arrive already scheduled. Enter

them once, set them to repeat, and include the exam and paper dates you

loaded from every syllabus in week one (the Week-One Five, promise
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kept).

• Layer two - claimed time. The hours you assign on purpose, before the

week starts. Study blocks tied to specific courses, meals at tables with

humans, the gym, laundry, and the Sunday Reset below. This is the

twenty-five-hours-on-purpose idea from Chapter 1, now with an address.

• Layer three - free time. Everything left over, and here's the part that

surprises people - you protect this layer just as fiercely. Free time you've

earned by claiming layer two is guilt-free, restorative, and enormous.

Free time that's really just unclaimed layer-two work follows you

around all day like a debt collector.

Two rules make the layers hold. First, claimed time gets scheduled at your

strong hours, not your leftovers - for almost everyone that means daylight,

between and right after classes, when campus is awake and your brain still

works. The freshman cliche of 'I'll study tonight' quietly converts your best

hours to scrolling and your worst hours to calculus. Second, a study block

names its course. 'Study 7-9' is a wish. 'Chem problem set, 3:00-4:30, library

third floor' is an appointment, and you'll learn quickly that a specific floor is

where your focus lives (every library has a personality per floor - find yours

in week two).
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A phone calendar screenshot showing one weekday with the three layers color-coded - fixed in
gray, claimed in teal, free left white. Caption points out how small the claimed layer actually is
against the white space

The Sunday Reset (Fifteen Minutes That Replace the
Scaffolding)

Chapter 1 promised you the full version of the Sunday check-in. Here it is -

the single habit that replaces most of what the high school scaffolding used

to do for you. Fifteen minutes, every Sunday, same time, with your calendar

and syllabi open. (Sunday evening works best for most people, but any

consistent weekly slot counts.)

1. Scan two weeks ahead. Read your calendar and every course's due dates

through the next fourteen days. You are looking for the wave before it

breaks - the week where two exams and a paper land together. Those

weeks are survivable only when spotted early.

2. Claim the blocks. Place next week's study blocks against what's actually

due, biggest deadline first. If a big assignment is more than a week out,

claim its first ugly hour anyway (more on ugly first hours below).
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3. Settle the logistics. Laundry, groceries, any forms or emails owed to the

adults in your life - registrar, professors, housing, parents. Two minutes

of list-making here prevents the Thursday scramble.

4. Check the money. One glance at the week's spending against your

weekly number - Chapter 8 will set that number and give you the tools.

Thirty seconds. Just look.

5. Check yourself. Three questions, honestly. Am I sleeping? When did I

last do something with people? Is anything sliding that's still cheap to

fix? If a course is sliding, that's your cue for the 48-hour rule Chapter 7

will give you - and if you are sliding, that's Chapter 9, and it belongs on

this checklist as much as anything academic.

That's the whole ritual. Students who run it describe the same effect - the

week stops happening to them. And notice what the reset really is. It's you,

checking on you, weekly, before the institution checks monthly with a grade.

That was the scaffolding's most important job, and it's yours now.

Your Phone Is a Roommate Too

Let's skip the lecture about screen time - you've heard it, and this book

doesn't need to repeat it. Instead, one reframe and three mechanical rules

from students who actually made it work.

The reframe. Your phone is a roommate. It lives with you, it talks

constantly, it has no idea you have an exam, and it will happily keep you up

until 3 a.m. every night forever. You wrote a treaty with your human

roommate in Chapter 3. The phone gets one too, and yours is the only

signature required.

• The desk rule. Chapter 2 made your desk a one-purpose surface, and this

is why. When you sit down for a claimed block on your calendar, the

phone goes face-down out of reach or in the drawer - not because of

willpower, but because reaching is friction and friction is the entire

science of habit. A block with the phone in the drawer is worth roughly

two with it on the desk.
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• The bed rule. The phone charges at the desk overnight, not on the pillow.

This single rule improves sleep more than any product on the market,

and it makes your alarm - now across the room - a physical commitment

to actually standing up. (A cheap real alarm clock is on the Chapter 2

list's honorable mentions for exactly this reason.)

• The walk rule. Cross campus with your head up a few times a day. Partly

because the Chapter 4 neighborhood runs on hallway and sidewalk

collisions, and partly because unscheduled thinking time turns out to be

where essays get outlined and problems get unstuck. Boredom is a

productivity tool that got a bad reputation.

A dorm desk at night - phone parked in a charging station on the desk, alarm clock on the
shelf, bed visible and screen-free in the background

Starting Is the Whole Battle

Procrastination in college is nearly universal, and it is almost never laziness.

It's the size of the thing. 'Write the ten-page paper' is too big for a human

brain to start, so the brain does the dishes, organizes the closet, and reads

about time management instead. (Hello.)
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The fix is mechanical, not moral. Shrink the entry point until starting is

easier than avoiding.

1. Cut every big task into starts. Not 'write the paper' but 'open a doc and

write the worst possible first paragraph.' Not 'study for the midterm' but

'make the list of what the midterm covers.' A task you can start in ninety

seconds is a task that gets started.

2. Use the ten-minute contract. Agree to work on the dreaded thing for ten

minutes with permission to quit after. You will quit maybe one time in

ten. Momentum is real; the contract just tricks you past the border.

3. Let the first version be ugly. Perfectionism is procrastination wearing a

nicer outfit. The ugly first draft, the wrong first attempt at the problem

set - these are the raw material every good final version is made of, and

they are the exact thing office hours can work on when you bring them

to your professor (a Chapter 7 preview - professors can fix ugly; they

cannot fix blank).

4. Pair the miserable with the pleasant. The dreaded reading goes with the

good coffee shop, the flashcards with the walk, the problem set with

your study group - which, you'll remember from Chapter 5, is a social

play and an academic play at the same time.

One honest boundary. If avoidance has stopped being ordinary

procrastination - if you're avoiding a course entirely, skipping it to escape

the feeling of being behind - that's no longer a time problem. That's a spiral,

it compounds weekly, and the exits are the 48-hour rule with the professor

(coming in Chapter 7) and the campus resources (coming in Chapter 9). The

earlier you take an exit, the easier it is. There is no version where waiting

helps.

In Defense of the Unscheduled Hour

This is the section the productivity books skip, and it might be the most

important one in the chapter. You know the overscheduled student -

calendar like a subway map, nine commitments, walking fast everywhere,
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quietly miserable by November. Chapter 5 warned you about becoming

them, and the calendar version of the warning is this. A schedule with no

slack isn't impressive, it's brittle. One sick day, one hard week, one friend in

crisis, and the whole tower falls over - taking your sleep and your mood with

it.

So the three-layer calendar deliberately leaves the third layer big. Empty

hours are where naps happen, where the two-hour dining hall conversation

happens, where the Chapter 4 open-door drift happens, where you actually

become a person instead of a resume. You claimed twenty-five hours on

purpose precisely so the other forty-five could be genuinely,

unapologetically free.

The test of a good college schedule was never fullness. It's this - are the

claimed hours truly claimed, and are the free hours truly free? Get those two

things and you'll be that student other freshmen can't figure out, the one

with good grades who never seems frantic. The trick was never speed. It was

visibility, a Sunday habit, and a phone in a drawer.

Now, about that thirty-second money check the Sunday Reset just added

to your week - it's time to talk about where the money actually goes. Turn

the page.



TIME IS THE ONLY THING YOU OWN NOW

51

ACTION ITEMS

1. Build the three layers tonight - fixed time first, then claim next week's
study blocks by course name, at daylight hours, biggest deadline first.

2. Put the Sunday Reset on the calendar as a repeating fifteen-minute
appointment with an alarm, starting this Sunday.

3. Sign the phone treaty - drawer during claimed blocks, desk overnight,
head up on one walk a day.

4. Take the biggest thing you're currently avoiding and shrink it to a
ninety-second start. Run the ten-minute contract on it today.

5. Count your truly free hours after claiming. If the number is under
thirty, unclaim something - a brittle schedule fails harder than a light
one.
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CHAPTER 7

How to Talk to Professors (From a
Retired Professor Who Was in the

Room)

Put any group of veteran faculty in a hallway and ask what surprises
them most about students, and you will hear the same answer in the
same weary tone. 'They never come talk to us. And the ones who do
get everything.'

I need to tell you something from the other side of the desk. I spent more

than twenty years in higher education - running freshman programs,

advising students across departments, and teaching in a university

classroom until I retired - and here is the secret that changes college once

you believe it. Professors are the most underused resource on any campus,

and we know it.

'The ones who do get everything' is not an exaggeration. The students

who learn to talk to professors get:

• The benefit of the doubt on borderline grades. THIS IS HUGE!!

• The research spots and teaching-assistant jobs that never get posted

anywhere.

• The recommendation letters that open graduate schools and first jobs.

• An adult advocate inside the institution - someone who knows how the

machine works and will pull levers for people they know.

And the price of all of it is a set of small, learnable behaviors that most

eighteen-year-olds have simply never been taught. High school trained you

to see teachers as authority to be managed. College professors are something

else entirely - future colleagues auditioning you for the adult world, whether
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you realize the audition is happening or not.

This chapter is the audition guide - the things my colleagues and I said to

each other in the hallway for two decades and almost never said to you.

Consider the door open.

First, Understand Who You're Talking To

A professor is a person who liked a subject so much they gave their whole

life to it. That is the skeleton key to every interaction in this chapter. You do

not need to be brilliant to impress them. You need to be interested - visibly,

sincerely interested in the thing they traded everything for. A curious

B-grade student is more memorable to faculty than a bored A-grade student,

every single time, and faculty will tell you so in exactly those words.

Understand also what their week looks like. Your professor teaches your

class and two others, sits on committees you've never heard of, supervises

graduate students, reviews papers, and answers somewhere between fifty

and a hundred emails a day. This is not a reason to leave them alone. It is the

reason the small courtesies in this chapter - clear emails, showing up

prepared, respecting stated policies - land so hard. Against that background

noise, a competent, courteous student is unforgettable.

Office Hours: The Most Valuable Empty Room on Campus

Office hours are scheduled time when your professor sits in a room, paid,

waiting to talk to you. If you are taking an online class...same, but it's a chat

room. Most weeks, in most courses, almost nobody comes. I sat through

entire semesters of office hours in which fewer than 5% of my class ever

appeared - and then watched the same absent students crowd the room in

the final desperate week asking for extensions or saying they didn't

understand something when it was too late for the visit to change anything.

So the strategy writes itself. Go early, go prepared, go without a crisis. Go

in week two, when you need nothing, and you will often have a full professor

entirely to yourself.
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What do you say if nothing is wrong? Any of these openers works:

• 'I'm [name], from your 10 a.m. section - I wanted to introduce myself.'

• 'The lecture Tuesday touched on something I read about - can I ask you

about it?'

• 'What's your own research on? How did you get into this field?' That last

one is nearly cheating - you are asking a person to tell you the story of

their life's great interest, and they will remember you warmly for it.

A visit needs only ten minutes and three beats:

1. A specific reason - a real question from lecture, the reading, or the field

itself.

2. A genuine exchange, where you listen and ask one follow-up.

3. A clean exit - 'this was helpful, thank you, I'll let you get on with your

day.' Leave before they wish you would.

Two office-hours crimes to avoid, straight from the faculty side of the desk -

arriving to ask a question answered in bold type on the syllabus, and

arriving to renegotiate a grade with feelings instead of substance. Both visits

are remembered exactly as long as the good ones.
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The most valuable empty room on campus. In week two, it's all yours.

Email: The Skill That Secretly Grades You

Faculty forward each other students' emails the way you forward memes. Do

not be the email that gets forwarded. The good news - the bar is so low, and

so few students clear it, that a merely competent email marks you as a

standout adult.

The form, once, so you have it forever:

1. A subject line that does the work. 'PSYC 101, Section 3 - question about

Friday's reading.'

2. Open with 'Dear Professor [Last Name].' Professor is the safe title - never

'Mrs.', never 'hey', never their first name until they explicitly offer it in

writing. If the professor makes a point of introducing themselves as 'Dr.

[Last Name]', make sure to call them Dr. because they worked hard and

long for that title...it shows respect for them.

3. Identify yourself and your course immediately, because they teach

hundreds of students.
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4. One clear question or request, in two to four sentences, showing you

already checked the syllabus.

5. Close with your full name.

6. Send between 8 a.m. and 8 p.m., then wait one full business day - not

twenty minutes - before any follow-up.

What never works, per every professor who has ever vented in a faculty

lounge:

• 'Did I miss anything important?' The answer, always thought and

sometimes said - 'no, we sat silently and mourned you.'

• 'Is this going to be on the test?'

• 'I couldn't make class - can you re-explain the lecture over email?'

• Any request that a policy printed on the syllabus be waived because of

feelings.

The syllabus question deserves its own law, because faculty repeat it like

scripture. Never ask a professor anything the syllabus already answers.

TRUST ME, this one is critical!! It is the fastest known method for

converting a professor's neutrality into quiet exasperation.

In Class: The Twelve-Inch Advantage

From the front of a lecture hall, a professor sees everything - who is present,

who is awake, whose eyes are on a laptop screen angled just so. You cannot

hide in the third row of a hall the way you think you can, and faculty

confirm they know their regular faces within three weeks, without ever

taking attendance.

Use that visibility instead of fearing it:

• Sit in the front third, where attention is easiest and the professor's

mental map puts you among the serious.

• Ask one genuine question a week - not to perform, but because writing

down a real question during lecture and asking it is the fastest way to
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learn and to be seen learning.

• If speaking in a two-hundred-seat hall terrifies you, ask on the way out,

or in office hours - 'you said something Tuesday I've been chewing on.'

Identical credit, zero audience.

Consistency beats theater. The student professors trust is not the one with a

comment on everything. It is the one who is always there, always prepared,

visibly trying - a reputation built in silence, by showing up, weeks before you

ever say a word.

When You're Struggling: The 48-Hour Rule

Here is the scenario that decides reputations. You fail the first exam. The

instinct is to disappear - skip the next class, avoid the professor's eyes, hope

to quietly fix it alone. Faculty watch students follow that instinct every

semester and describe it as the saddest predictable thing in teaching,

because the disappearing students were usually one conversation away from

saving the course.

Do the opposite of the instinct, inside 48 hours:

1. Email for an appointment or walk into office hours with the exam in

hand.

2. Open with the words faculty universally respect - 'I want to do better,

and I'd like your help understanding where this went wrong.' Not 'I'm

usually an A student.' Not 'this grade doesn't reflect my effort.' Not a

word about points. Diagnosis, not negotiation. In twenty years of

teaching, no student who opened with that sentence ever left my office

worse off - and most of them left with more help than they came for.

3. Then do the visible follow-through. Take the advice, change the method,

and come back once to report what changed.

Professors keep an informal ledger of students who did this, and that ledger

pays out for years - in benefit of the doubt on the borderline final grade, in

flexibility when your real emergency comes, and in letters that say the

golden sentence. 'When this student hit difficulty, they came to me and did
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the work.' Admissions committees and employers read that sentence the

way you'd read a five-star review. I cannot emphasize this enough. If you

participate in class (f2f or online), if you ask relevant and timely questions, if

you actually show up, you will get the benefit of the doubt every time.

One boundary, because faculty ask for it to be printed everywhere. Never

dispute points on emotion, and never open a grade conversation within

twenty-four hours of getting the grade back. If you believe an actual grading

error occurred, cool off for a day, then bring the specific question - 'can you

help me understand the points on question four?' - and accept the answer.

Grade-grubbing is the single fastest way to spend every drop of goodwill this

chapter builds.

The Long Game: Three Professors

Here is the assignment hiding inside your entire undergraduate career, and

almost nobody states it plainly. Graduate by having three professors who

know you by name, know your work, and would write you a strong letter

tomorrow. Nearly everything the adult world will ask of your college years -

recommendation letters, research experience, references, the first-job

network - flows through that trio.

Built across eight semesters, it requires almost nothing. Pick, each year,

one course you genuinely like, and run this chapter's playbook in it. Office

hours early. Real questions. The 48-hour rule if trouble comes. A thank-you

note - two sentences, at semester's end, about what stuck with you - which

faculty privately admit they keep for decades in a drawer with a name like

'the good folder.' I'm absolutely serious...we keep these notes and print these

emails.

Then, junior and senior year, the asks become easy and the answers

become yes - a research spot, a reference, a letter with specifics instead of

adjectives. When you request that letter:

1. Ask four weeks out, never four days.

2. Offer your resume and a reminder of the work you did in their course.
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3. Waive your right to read the letter. Every one of those signals reads as

professionalism from the far side of the desk.

Three people, four years, maybe ten hours of total effort. Faculty call

students who figure this out 'the ones who get it.' Now you're one of them.

'the good folder.' Nearly every professor has one, and two sentences at semester's end
is how you get in it.
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ACTION ITEMS: THE CARD TO TAPE ABOVE YOUR DESK

1. Go to office hours in week two, without a crisis.

2. Never ask anything the syllabus answers.

3. Email like an adult - course, section, one clear question, full name.

4. Sit in the front third and ask one real question a week.

5. When a grade goes wrong, show up within 48 hours asking for
diagnosis, never negotiation.

6. Say thank you at the end of the term - two sentences, aimed at 'the
good folder.'

7. Graduate with three professors who know your name.

That is the entire hidden curriculum, and now it's yours. (For the

roommate version of this chapter, flip back to Chapter 3. For the

family version - what to tell your parents when they ask if you're

'networking' - hand them Part Two. That's what it's for.)
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CHAPTER 8

The Operating Manual: Money, Food,
Laundry, Health

Nobody comes to college dreaming about budgets and vegetables.
But, nobody has a good sophomore year without them.

Every machine has an operating manual - the boring pages about fuel and

maintenance that nobody reads until something starts smoking. This

chapter is yours. Money, food, laundry, sleep, and health are not the exciting

part of college, and that is exactly why they wreck more freshman years

than any exam ever has. The student who runs out of money in November,

the one living on vending machines, the one who hasn't slept a full night

since September - their problems didn't start big. They started as skipped

maintenance.

Two decades of advising taught me something reassuring about all of

this. The students who kept their lives running were almost never the ones

with the most money or the easiest circumstances. They were the ones with

the simplest systems. A weekly budget, a few food rules, a laundry rhythm, a

sick-day plan. That's the whole manual, and you can set all of it up in one

afternoon.

One honest note before we start. Money situations in college vary

enormously - some students have family help, some are fully on their own,

many are somewhere in between with loans and a campus job in the mix.

Every system in this chapter works at every one of those levels, because none

of them are about how much money you have. They are about knowing

where it goes. That skill is free, and it is worth more than any allowance.

The Weekly Number
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Chapter 6's Sunday Reset promised you a thirty-second money check. Here is

what you're checking - your weekly number, the single figure that makes

college money manageable. It works like this:

1. Add up what you actually have for the semester after the fixed stuff is

paid - whatever combination of savings, family help, financial aid

refund, and job income applies to you. Fixed costs (tuition, housing, meal

plan, books) live outside this number. This is spending money only.

2. Divide by the number of weeks left in the semester. That's your weekly

number. For many students it lands somewhere between thirty and

seventy dollars - and whatever yours is, the number itself matters less

than KNOWING it and ABIDING by it.

3. Check it once a week, on Sunday, for thirty seconds. Ahead, behind, or on

track - that's all you're asking. Not a spreadsheet, not a lecture. Just a

glance, every week, forever.

A good rule of thumb to live by here - your money should be boring. Exciting

money stories in college are almost never good ones. The students who make

it to May without a crisis are the ones for whom money became a dull

weekly glance instead of a monthly surprise.

And know where the leaks are, because they are nearly identical for

every student in America. Almost no freshman is wrecked by one big

purchase. They are wrecked four dollars at a time - delivery fees, rideshares,

the third coffee, the subscription they forgot they had. Eleven small spends a

week, invisible until they aren't.

Cash vs. Cashless: Why Your Money Disappears Without
You Noticing

Now the section that explains why this is harder for you than it was for your

parents. You are the first generation to go to college nearly cashless - and

cashless spending is engineered, brilliantly, to be painless. That's the

problem.
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When your grandparents spent money, they handed over paper and had

less paper. The loss was physical. Researchers call it the pain of paying, and

it is a real brake on spending. Tap-to-pay removed the brake on purpose.

Consider what you're actually up against:

• The tap hides the total. A card tap takes under a second and shows you

nothing. Nine taps in a weekend feels like nothing happened.

Forty-seven dollars happened.

• Apps hide the leaving. Stored cards, one-click ordering, auto-reload on

your coffee and campus accounts - entire systems designed so money

exits without a single moment of decision.

• Subscriptions hide in the walls. Streaming, storage, apps, premium

versions of things you tried once. Individually tiny, collectively a

monthly bill you never agreed to in one sitting. Audit them once a

semester and cancel ruthlessly - if you wouldn't sign up for it today, it

doesn't get to stay.

• Delivery hides the multiplier. The eleven-dollar meal arrives costing

nineteen after fees, service, and tip. Delivery is a Friday event, not a

Tuesday habit - and Chapter 10 will say it again.

Now the answer, and it is probably not the one an older relative would give

you. Do not try to run your life on cash. The old advice was to pull your fun

money out in paper every week so you could feel it leaving, and that advice

made sense in a world that took paper. Yours does not. The laundry

machines want an app, the print account wants a card, the dining hall wants

a swipe, and plenty of counters near campus stopped taking bills years ago.

A student trying to run a cash week mostly spends it standing at a reader

that will not take what is in their pocket.

But notice what the cash was actually doing, because that part still

matters enormously. It was never about guilt. It was giving you information

at the moment you spent - a thinning stack tells you where you stand

without you having to ask anyone. That is the thing worth replacing, and

paper is not the only way to do it. Something that knows your weekly

number and does the subtraction for you does the same job faster, and it
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works at the register, where the twenty would not have.

Which leaves cash exactly one job. Carry a single emergency twenty,

folded into your phone case or behind your ID, and treat it as an emergency

and nothing else. A dead card reader, a cab, a vending machine, a friend who

is stuck. Not coffee. That one bill is the whole role cash plays in your college

life, and it will get you out of about four different bad evenings.

The entire role cash plays in your college life.

Track It Like You Mean It (Thirty Seconds, Not Thirty
Minutes)

Which means the weekly glance needs somewhere to look. You have three

workable options, in increasing order of power:

1. The bank app alone. Better than nothing - but it shows balances, not

behavior, and it has no idea what your weekly number is.

2. A dead-simple note. Weekly number at the top, subtract as you spend.

Crude, free, and honestly effective if you'll actually keep it up. Most

people won't past week three.



THE OPERATING MANUAL: MONEY, FOOD, LAUNDRY, HEALTH

65

3. A real-time tracker built for this. A tool that knows your weekly number

and shows you, at a glance, where you stand right now - which is the

entire question. RealTimeBudget.com does exactly what the name says

and was built for exactly this kind of live, glanceable tracking; pair it

with your Sunday Reset and the thirty-second check becomes genuinely

thirty seconds. Use it, or something like it, to get notifications in real

time about your spending habits and goals.

Whichever you choose, the rule is the same. The tool you'll actually glance at

beats the powerful one you'll abandon. Set it up once during the Chapter 1

week-one setup, wire it to your Sunday Reset, and let money become boring.

One more banking item while you're at it - if your campus has a credit

union or your bank charges out-of-network ATM fees, find the free ATMs

near campus in week one (your hall's around-campus guide at

ElevateMyDorm.com maps the banks and ATMs near the dorms). Three or

four dollars a withdrawal adds up faster than it sounds, and the same guide

maps the pharmacy and the grocery store while you're in there. TRUST ME

on this one - fees are the quietest leak of all.

The Meal Plan Is a Game. Learn the Rules in Week One.

You are probably paying for the most expensive regular food you will ever

have, and most freshmen never read its rules. Meal plans mix currencies -

swipes, dining dollars, guest passes - and each behaves differently. Get the

answers to these in week one, from the dining site or your RA:

• Do swipes expire weekly or per semester? A use-it-or-lose-it weekly plan

means an unused Friday swipe is money burned - eat the apple, take the

banana.

• Do dining dollars roll over between semesters, or vanish in December?

Every campus has students discovering an expiring balance in finals

week and panic-buying forty granola bars. Be the one who checked in

September.

• Where do dining dollars stretch furthest? Campus markets often price

like airport kiosks. Sometimes the same dollars work at better venues -
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know your map.

• What's the guest-pass situation? They're currency too, and hosting a

friend occasionally is exactly what they're for.

Then play the dining hall itself like the resource it is. It's the only

all-you-can-eat restaurant you'll ever have a subscription to - which makes

it your vegetable insurance, your social venue (Chapter 5's long tables), and

your budget's best friend. Every dining hall meal you actually attend is a

delivery order you didn't place.

Food, Sleep, and the 2 A.M. Kit: Maintenance for the
Machine That Is You

There are three main food rules, and they're the same three from the FAQ

because they're the whole game. Eat a vegetable on purpose once a day. Keep

real breakfast food in your room so the dining hall isn't a prerequisite for

functioning. And keep delivery a once a week event. That's it - no diet, no

lecture, just the difference between feeling human and feeling like wet

carpet by October.

Sleep gets one paragraph, and it's the one nobody believes until

midterms. The all-nighter is a payday loan - it borrows tomorrow's brain at a

terrible interest rate, and the research is embarrassingly clear that the

student who sleeps before the exam outperforms the one who crammed

until four. You already own the two best sleep tools from earlier chapters -

the phone charging at the desk (Chapter 6) and the lights-out treaty

(Chapter 3). Use them, and guard a consistent-ish schedule like the asset it

is.

Health has two rules:

1. Stock the 2 a.m. kit before you need it - the Chapter 2 first aid kit with

real medicine (fever reducer, cold medicine, stomach stuff, bandages, a

thermometer), because every freshman gets the plague by week six

(there's even a name for it - the freshman flu - when three thousand

immune systems meet each other at once), and 2 a.m. with a fever is not
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shopping hours.

2. Know where the campus clinic is and what it costs before you're sick -

usually little or nothing, usually walk-in, and going early is the move.

The same 48-hour logic from Chapter 7 applies to your body. Small and early

beats big and late, every single time.

And when the maintenance that's slipping isn't physical - when it's

mood, motivation, or the weight of the whole thing - that is not a discipline

problem, and it has its own chapter. Chapter 9 is next, and it's the most

important one in this half of the book.

Assembled in five minutes in August, priceless at 2 a.m. in October.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Calculate your weekly money number today - semester spending
money divided by weeks remaining - and write it where you'll see it.

2. Pick your tracker (bank app, simple note, or RealTimeBudget.com), set
it up once, and wire the thirty-second glance into your Sunday Reset.

3. Fold one emergency twenty into your phone case or behind your ID
today, and then forget it is there until something goes wrong.

4. Audit your subscriptions this week and cancel anything you wouldn't
sign up for again today.

5. Read your meal plan's actual rules - swipe expiration, dining-dollar
rollover, guest passes - and find the free ATMs near campus (your
hall's around-campus guide at ElevateMyDorm.com has the banking
map).

6. Stock the 2 a.m. kit and put the campus clinic's location and hours in
your phone. Future you, feverish at 2 a.m., says thank you.
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CHAPTER 9

The Hard Weeks: Homesickness,
Slumps, and Knowing When to Get

Real Help

Every college year contains some hard weeks. Nobody put that on the
brochure, so consider this your notice - and your plan.

Somewhere in your first semester - often around week four, though it keeps

its own calendar - most freshmen have a night when the whole thing stops

feeling like an adventure. Maybe it's homesickness arriving all at once.

Maybe it's exhaustion, or a bombed quiz, or the creeping suspicion that

everyone else received a handbook you didn't. For some students it's one

rough night. For others it's a stretch of gray weeks. Almost nobody gets

through freshman year without a version of it, and almost nobody says so

out loud - which is exactly why it feels like a personal defect when it's

actually just NORMAL.

Two decades of advising tells me something you should hold onto. The

students who ended up fine were never the ones who didn't struggle - I'm

not sure I ever met one of those. They were the ones who KNEW what was

normal, had a small menu of moves ready, and knew exactly where the line

was between handling a hard week themselves and getting real help. All

three of those are learnable, and all three are in this chapter.

So here is the note, and it's the sentence I most want you to remember

from this entire half of the book. A hard week is NORMAL, and it will pass.

What follows is the navigation tool - homesickness and its actual schedule,

the difference between recharging and hiding, the avoidance spiral and its

exit, and the two-week line where a slump earns professional attention. Plus

one section that isn't about you at all, because on every floor, somebody's
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hard week belongs to the neighbor.

Homesickness Has a Schedule

Chapter 5 warned you about this and here's the full picture. Novelty carries

almost everyone through the first two weeks - too much is happening to

miss anything. Then the newness wears off, the work gets real, and

homesickness lands hardest in weeks three through six, directly on top of

the friendship window. That timing is cruel but it isn't random. It's the

moment your brain finishes cataloging everything predictable it lost -

whoever and whatever made home feel like home - and files a formal

complaint.

Know two things about it. First, it says nothing about whether you chose

the right school - homesickness hits transfers, seniors, and study-abroad

students in their forties. Second, nearly everyone around you has a version

of it, including the people posting the happiest on Insta and TikTok. A useful

perspective: homesick means you had a home worth missing. That's an

asset, not a flaw.

What actually works, from watching thousands of freshmen ride it out:

• Stay on campus most weekends early on. The students who go home

every weekend keep the wound open and miss the exact weeks when

campus friendships form. TRUST ME on this one - the fastest cure for

missing home is making here feel like yours, and that only happens if

you're here.

• Schedule the calls instead of the constant drip. A Sunday call you look

forward to beats a nonstop text thread that keeps one foot planted at

home. Whoever your people are back home, put the call on the calendar

and let the space between calls belong to campus.

• Import one missing thing. The show you always watched with

somebody, the recipe, the Saturday-morning run. Rituals transplant

surprisingly well, and they turn missing into continuity.
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• Say it out loud to someone here. 'I'm weirdly homesick this week'

converts shame into normalcy, and the answer is almost always 'me too.'

Now it's a conversation instead of a secret.

Expect it in waves rather than a steady line - it spikes on bad days and

family occasions, and for most students it fades noticeably by midterms,

right around when campus quietly starts being 'yours.' If it doesn't fade, or it

deepens instead, the two-week line later in this chapter is built for exactly

that.

Recharge Is Maintenance. Hiding Is Not.

Chapter 4 promised a defense of the introvert recharge, and here it is. College

- especially a residence hall in September - is one of the most relentlessly

social environments ever constructed. If being around people drains your

battery instead of charging it, weeks of forced constant company will grind

you down, and needing to close the door and be alone is not a social failure.

It is maintenance, exactly like the sleep and vegetables of Chapter 8. That's

what the refuge corner from Chapter 2 was built for - and it's why the

door-as-a-dial idea matters. Closed sometimes is healthy. The question is

which kind of closed.

Because there is a counterfeit version of recharge, and learning to tell

them apart may be the most valuable skill in this chapter. Recharge has a

return time. Hiding doesn't.

• Recharge is a choice with an ending - 'I'm in for tonight, see you at

breakfast.' Hiding is automatic and open-ended - the third straight night

in, with no plan to surface.

• Recharge leaves you better - after the quiet evening, you actually feel

restored. Hiding leaves you worse - lonelier, heavier, and a little more

dreading of the hallway than yesterday.

• Recharge coexists with your commitments. Hiding starts eating them -

the club skipped, the dinner canceled, the class slept through.
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Sometimes the right recharge leaves campus entirely - a quiet coffee shop

where nobody knows you is a legitimate reset button (your hall's

around-campus guide at ElevateMyDorm.com marks the coffee spots near

the dorms, including the quiet ones). And on a good day - this matters, do it

on a GOOD day - build your bad-day menu. Write down three actions that

reliably bring you back. A walk with a particular playlist, a call to a

particular person, a particular meal with a particular friend. Tape the card

inside your closet door. When a bad day arrives, you don't have to think, and

per Chapter 1, any bad day needs an option that isn't 'hide.' PLAN the option

while planning is easy.

The bad-day menu - written on a good day, so the bad day doesn't have to think.

The Avoidance Spiral (and the Exit)

Chapter 6 named the avoidance spiral and promised the exit. First, the

anatomy, because knowing the machine is half of beating it. You miss one

class or one assignment - it happens to everyone. But now the class has a

little shame attached, so thinking about it feels bad, so you don't. Skipping

the thought becomes skipping the class, each absence makes returning feel
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more impossible, and within three weeks a single missed Tuesday has

metastasized into a course you can't look at. The spiral runs on exactly one

fuel - the belief that it's too late. It is never as too late as the spiral makes it

feel it is.

The exit has four steps, in this order:

1. Go back to the thing physically at its very next occurrence. No

announcement, no dramatic re-entry, no catching up first. Walk in, sit in

your seat neighborhood, take notes. Attendance first, feelings later.

2. Send the professor the two-sentence email. 'I've missed the last two

classes and I'm getting myself back on track. Could I come to office hours

this week to see what to prioritize?' No confession, no essay of excuses -

professors have seen this spiral a hundred times, and per Chapter 7's

ledger, the student who resurfaces on their own moves straight to the

good side of it.

3. Do the newest work first, not the oldest. This feels backwards and it is

the whole trick. Being current stops the spiral today; the backlog gets

negotiated at office hours or triaged later. Students who try to backfill

first stay behind forever and quit twice.

4. Tell one human what happened. Roommate, friend, RA, parent - anyone.

Spirals are grown in secrecy, and saying 'I fell behind and I'm fixing it'

out loud cuts the shame supply.

One institutional tip while we're here, because it's the safety net nobody

reads about until it's too late. KNOW your registrar's drop and withdrawal

deadlines - they're published dates, put them in your phone with the exam

dates. If a course is truly unrecoverable, a W on a transcript is a shrug where

an F is a scar, and a conversation with your advisor BEFORE the deadline

beats both. That conversation is the adult version of the spiral exit, and

advisors have it every single semester with students far less on top of things

than you are for having read this paragraph. Keep in mind that a withdrawal

usually means you don't get a refund on the tuition you paid for that class,

but it's still better than an F grade. Also, a withdrawal could mean you need

to take an extra class in the spring or summer term to maintain your
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full-time status - a quick email or appointment with your advisor will give

you the answer.

The Two-Week Line: When It's More Than a Slump

Everything so far - the homesick wave, the drained battery, the spiral -

responds to the ordinary maintenance moves. Sleep, food, a recharge night

with a return time, one honest conversation, the four-step exit. Ordinary bad

weeks bend to those. So here is the line, and I want you to set it now, while

you feel fine. When roughly two weeks pass and the usual moves have

stopped working - or you've stopped caring enough to try them - that is no

longer a discipline problem. That is the line, and crossing it means it's time

to bring in a professional.

What the far side of the line tends to look like:

• Sleep changing in either direction - can't fall asleep, or sleeping twelve

hours and napping through afternoons to skip the day.

• Appetite quietly leaving, or eating on autopilot without tasting anything.

• Things that were reliably fun going flat - the show, the game, the people.

• Canceling on people repeatedly, and feeling relief instead of

disappointment each time.

• A hopeless mist creeping into your thoughts about the semester, or

about yourself.

None of those alone on a random Tuesday means anything - everyone has

flat days. It's the combination, the duration, and the

not-responding-to-maintenance that marks the line. And one thing is

different in type. If your thoughts turn toward hurting yourself, the

two-week rule is canceled - that is an immediately, 'right NOW' kind of

signal. RIGHT NOW - the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline works by call or text

from any phone at any hour, your campus almost certainly has its own

after-hours crisis line, and your RA's door at 2 a.m. is real and staffed by

someone trained for exactly that knock (Chapter 4 told you - that's the job).

You will probably never need any of those. Keep the info in case you do, or in
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case it happens to someone you know. Nothing, absolutely NOTHING at

college is worth hurting yourself.

The Counseling Center Is an Office-Hours Move

Now the destination on the far side of the line, and the reframe that gets

students through the door. You already learned this book's highest-return

move in Chapter 7 - walking into a professor's office hours instead of

struggling alone. The counseling center is the identical move applied to a

different subject. Same logic, same early-beats-late math, same quiet ledger

of people being far more helpful than freshmen expect. Small and early beats

big and late - Chapters 7 and 8 already taught you that rule. It applies to your

mind, too.

The practical facts, because mystery is half the barrier:

• You've usually already paid for it. At most schools, counseling comes

bundled with your fees - free or nearly free for short-term sessions. You

are not buying therapy; you're using a service you own.

• The first visit is boring in the best way. A form, a conversation with a

person whose entire job is college students, and a plan. Nobody assigns

you a diagnosis in the lobby, and counseling records are kept separate

from your academic file.

• Demand is real, so early beats late here too. Waitlists grow as the

semester ages - one more reason the week-ten version of you will thank

the week-two version who already knows how booking works. Many

centers hold same-day slots for urgent situations - KNOW whether yours

does.

• It is not a forever commitment. Plenty of students go three times, get a

toolkit for the specific thing, and are done. Going once obligates you to

nothing.

Find the building in week one, the way you found the dining hall and the

clinic. Put the location, hours, and booking method in your phone next to the

Chapter 8 clinic entry. You're not committing to going. You're stocking the
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kit, so that if a February version of you needs it, the only step left is walking.

Find it in week one, the way you found the dining hall. Stocking the kit is not the same
as needing it.

If It's Your Floormate

One section for the other side of the door, because on every floor, every year,

somebody's hard weeks belong to the neighbor - the floormate who hasn't

been at dinner in a while, whose door stopped opening, who went quiet in

the group chat. You'll notice, because neighbors notice. Here's what to do

with what you notice.

• Say the small true thing, gently. 'Haven't seen you at dinner lately - you

good? Want to walk over?' An invitation beats an interrogation every

time, and 'want to come?' is easier to accept than 'what's wrong?'

• Accompany, don't diagnose. Your job is walks, meals, sitting nearby, and

'me too' - not figuring out what's clinically happening. You are not your

floor's therapist. You're their neighbor, and neighborly is the actual

assignment.
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• When worry reaches the safety level, tell your RA - that day. If someone

talks about hurting themselves, gives things away, or disappears from all

contact, that is above your pay grade by design. Telling the RA is not

betrayal or drama. It is literally what the 2 a.m. door exists for, and RAs

are trained on exactly what to do next. Let the professionals be

professionals; you be the friend.

And notice the mirror. Everything in this chapter about your floormate is

what your floormates would do for you - which is one more reason the

Chapter 4 neighborhood was worth building. People who know your name

notice when you're missing. That's not surveillance. That's the safety net,

and you're a strand of it.

That's the hard-weeks map - and with it, your half of this book has

covered the room, the people, the systems, and the storms. One chapter

remains, and it's the one you'll actually reread all year. The questions

everyone has and nobody asks out loud.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Put the counseling center's location, hours, and booking method in
your phone this week, next to the clinic entry from Chapter 8. Stocking
the kit, not committing to anything.

2. Write the bad-day menu on a good day - three actions that reliably
bring you back - and tape it inside the closet door. Any bad day needs
an option that isn't 'hide.'

3. Plan your first four weekends on campus before homesickness gets a
vote, and put the scheduled call home on the calendar in place of the
all-day text drip.

4. Set the two-week line with yourself now, in writing, while you feel fine
- 'if the usual moves stop working for two weeks, I book the
appointment.'

5. Save 988 in your phone and learn where your RA's door is. Probably
never needed. Stocked anyway.

6. Check one door besides your own this week. The floormate missing
from dinner is somebody's hard week - be the neighbor who noticed.
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CHAPTER 10

Student FAQ: Things You Wish You
Knew Before Starting College That No

One Ever Told You

There is no manual. There is only a few million people your age
improvising at the same time.

Every August, a few million people your age pack up their lives and drive

toward a building full of strangers, and every single one of them is handed

the same brochure advice - get involved, manage your time, call home. All

true. All quasi-useless, because it isn't the stuff you actually need to know.

What follows is the other list. The things sophomores wish someone had

told them in August, collected here and answered straight. No warnings

from the school, no lectures from home. Just the answers.

Read it now, then read it again in October. Half of these won't make sense

until they happen to you.

The Social Illusion

Does everyone else already know each other?

No. It is an illusion, and it is the single most convincing illusion of your first

month. Those laughing groups in the dining hall met eleven days ago. The

person who seems to know everyone is working exactly as hard as you are -

they just started talking first. For roughly six weeks, the entire freshman

class is 'performing' confidence at each other. The moment you understand

that everyone is faking it, you stop being intimidated by people who are

exactly as nervous as you.
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How fast do friendships actually form, and are my first friends my
real friends?

Fast, and probably not. Your orientation-week friends are proximity friends

- you grabbed each other like life rafts. Some become real. Most fade by

Thanksgiving, and that is normal, not a failure. Your actual college friends

tend to show up in weeks four through ten, through classes, clubs, and the

friend-of-a-roommate pipeline. So keep saying yes to things even after you

'have a group.' The group you have in September is rarely the group in the

graduation photos.

Is it weird to eat alone?

Nobody is looking at you. TRULY, nobody. Half the dining hall is eating alone

with headphones in, and none of them are being judged either. That said, the

dining hall is the easiest, lowest-bar social tool you own - 'mind if I sit here?'

has a roughly one hundred percent acceptance rate in September. Use it

while the window is open.

Everyone on my floor leaves their door open. Do I have to?

The open door is the oldest social technology in dorm life, and it means one

thing - you can say hi. You don't have to adopt it, but understand the trade.

In the first month, the open-door rooms become the default hangouts and

their residents get a social head start for free. Prop it open while you unpack,

while you watch something, while you do easy homework. Close it when you

need to actually work or actually sleep. Both are allowed.

What do I actually wear? Is everyone dressed up?

Within two weeks, the entire campus converges on sweatpants or some

version of relaxed, pajama-like clothes. Nobody remembers or cares what

you wore. The freshman tell isn't clothing - it's the lanyard around the neck.

Pocket the keys.

How do I join things without overcommitting?
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Sign up for everything at the club fair, because the email lists cost nothing.

Attend five things once. Commit to two things twice. By October you want

exactly two ongoing commitments - one connected to your future (major

club, research, a team) and one that is pure joy. More than three and your

grades pay for it. Zero and your loneliness does.

Is it too late to make friends after the first month?

No, and believing it is too late is the actual mistake. The friend groups that

form in week one are soft - they reshuffle constantly through the whole first

year. Clubs, jobs, study groups, and spring roommate hunting all reopen the

market. The only people who stay lonely are the ones who decide in October

that the music stopped. It didn't. It never really does.

The open door is the oldest social technology in the building.

The Academic Reality

How much should I actually study? Nobody will tell me a number.
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Here is the number - plan for two hours outside class for every hour in class.

Fifteen credit hours means thirty hours of reading, problem sets, and

writing, which is a full-time job's worth in total. Almost nobody does that in

week one, which is why almost everybody is stunned by their first midterm.

You will not need all thirty hours every week. But PLAN for them, and the

weeks that need them won't wreck you.

When is the first exam, really?

Sooner than feels fair - typically week four to six, when you are busiest

socially and least established academically. The students who do well on it

started in week one, not because they are smarter, but because college

grades are usually built on four or five events, not forty homework grades.

There is no cushion. Know your syllabus dates on day one. They are the only

warning you get.

What is the biggest academic difference no one explains?

Nobody checks. That's the whole thing. No one takes attendance in half your

classes, no one collects homework, no one calls home. Every structure that

held you up in high school is gone, and it isn't replaced with anything except

you. This is either the best news of your life or the reason for your first

academic crisis, and the deciding factor is whether you build your own

structure in the first two weeks or wait for someone to make you.

Do people actually skip class? Should I?

They do, and the math says don't. Divide your tuition by your number of

class meetings - each lecture is a three-figure purchase you already made.

More practically, attendance is the single strongest predictor of grades that

you fully control, and professors quietly notice the faces that are always

there. Skipping is a habit with a slope. The first skip is free. The fifth one is

your GPA.

What do I do the first time I fail something?
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First, a failed exam in college is data, not a final verdict. The grading is

harder and the first exam of a course is where everyone finds out what the

professor actually wants. Second, the move that separates students is what

happens in the next 48 hours. Go to office hours with the exam, say 'I want to

do better - where did this go wrong?', and adjust how you study, not just how

much. Professors keep quiet mental lists of students who do this. It is the

single most respected move in the building, and the full playbook is back in

Chapter 7.

Nobody told me about the paperwork. What administrative traps
should I know?

Three dates rule your life and nobody makes you learn them:

• The add/drop deadline - a free undo button on any course, for about two

weeks.

• The withdrawal deadline - a W on a transcript beats an F, always.

• Registration day for next semester - the good classes go in minutes, so

know your time slot and have backups picked.

Put all three in your phone in week one. And KNOW how many credit hours

your program requires for full-time status, because dropping below it can

quietly affect financial aid, insurance, and housing. Read the emails from the

registrar - buried in the boring ones are the deadlines that cost real money.

The Room and the Roommate

My roommate and I aren't becoming best friends. Did I fail the
roommate lottery?

You won it, actually. The goal of a random roommate isn't friendship - it's a

functional treaty between two strangers sharing two hundred square feet.

Best-friendship is a bonus with real costs when it goes bad. Aim for

respectful, communicative, and boring. The pairs that end badly usually

failed at logistics (sleep, guests, noise, stuff), not friendship. Have the boring

conversation about those four things in week one and you are ahead of most
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of your floor.

What do I do when my roommate does something that drives me
crazy?

Say something the second week it bothers you, not the eighth. The formula is

smaller than you think - name the thing, not the person. 'Hey, I have an 8

a.m., can we figure out a lights-out plan for weeknights?' beats three months

of silent fury followed by an explosion over a toothbrush. Passive aggression

(the note, the sigh, the subtweet) reads as hostility and fixes nothing. If a

direct conversation fails twice, that is what your RA is for. Involving them

isn't tattling, it's using the building's built-in mediator.

What is the one supply nobody brings and everyone needs?

Basic medicine. At 2 a.m. with a fever, the campus store is closed and

whoever takes care of you at home is far away. Bring the small pharmacy -

fever reducer, cold medicine, stomach stuff, bandages, a thermometer.

(There is a full pre-move checklist you can print at ElevateMyDorm.com,

along with your specific dorm's room dimensions so you buy things that

actually fit. Half of what freshmen ship to school goes home in May unused.)

The Body, the Budget, and the Basics

How do I handle laundry, actually?

Wash everything in cold, separate nothing, and you will be fine. The sorting

rules your grandmother knew were for fabrics you don't own. Dark towels

can't show stains. Set a timer when you start the machine, because the

person who leaves clothes in a shared dryer for three hours becomes the

villain of the floor. Sunday morning is the secret empty-laundry-room

window.

What food rules keep me from feeling terrible by October?

Three, and they're the whole game:

1. Eat a vegetable on purpose once a day.
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2. Keep real breakfast food in your room, so the dining hall isn't a

prerequisite for functioning.

3. Treat late-night delivery as a special event, not a Tuesday habit - it is the

quietest budget-killer in college.

The 'freshman fifteen' is less about the dining hall and more about eating a

second dinner at midnight four times a week.

How does money actually disappear?

Four dollars at a time. Almost no freshman is wrecked by a big purchase -

they are wrecked by coffee, delivery fees, and rideshares, which is eleven

small yeses a week. And you can't feel it happening, because you are the first

generation to go to college nearly cashless and a tap shows you nothing. So

do the two things in Chapter 8. Pick a weekly number for spending money

and glance at it every Sunday, and put that number somewhere that does the

subtraction for you as you spend, like RealTimeBudget.com or something

similar. Do not try to run on cash - campus barely takes it. Carry one

emergency twenty and nothing more. Also KNOW the difference between

the meal plan money that expires and the money that doesn't. Every campus

has students who discover an expiring balance in December and panic-buy

forty granola bars.

What about parties, actually - no lecture, just the truth?

The truth is that they are less central than movies promised, and the people

who make them their whole personality in September are usually struggling

by November. Go if you want. Go with people you came with, keep track of

your own cup, and have a leave-together agreement before you arrive. The

most valuable party skill is the confident early exit. Nothing good happens

after the point where you'd text someone you shouldn't.

Is it okay that I don't drink?

Completely, and you will be less alone in it than you expect. The share of

students who don't is far larger than a Friday night makes it look. Nobody

interesting cares. 'I'm good' is a complete sentence, and the person offering
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forgets the exchange in nine seconds. Find the late-night food group - every

campus has one, and they are having a better time than half the party.

The Hard Parts

What's the deal with homesickness? When does it hit?

Usually not in week one, because week one is adrenaline. It hits in weeks

three through six, when the novelty burns off and the texture of home (your

dog, your bed, food that isn't from a tray) gets loud. It is nearly universal and

it is not a sign you chose the wrong school. Treat it like weather - real,

uncomfortable, passing. The mistake is going home every weekend to escape

it, because students who do never finish moving in. Give it until

Thanksgiving before you judge anything.

Everyone else seems fine. Why am I the only one struggling?

You are seeing everyone's 'performative' exterior and comparing it to your

interior pit of despair. The student who seems effortlessly happy posted the

one good hour of a hard week. By midterms, the number of freshmen who

have cried about something - grades, loneliness, a call home - is close to all of

them. The fine-seeming people aren't evidence you are behind. They are

doing what you are doing, which is performing okay while figuring it out.

When should I actually use the counseling center?

Before you think you qualify. Campus counseling isn't the emergency room,

it's an oil change, and your tuition already paid for it. The students who use

it early - for stress, sleep, a rough transition - do dramatically better than the

ones who wait for a crisis to justify the appointment. Book it the way you'd

book a haircut. Nobody is notified. It goes on no record that follows you.

My high school friends are drifting. Is that normal?

It is the most normal thing in this entire list. The group chat slows, the daily

texts become weekly, and Thanksgiving is honestly strange - everyone comes

home slightly different and slightly performing their new life. The



STUDENT FAQ: THINGS YOU WISH YOU KNEW BEFORE START...

87

friendships worth keeping survive on one good call a month, not constant

contact. Let the rest go with gratitude. You aren't betraying anyone by

growing.

How often should I call home?

More than never, less than daily, and ideally on a rhythm you choose -

because if you don't choose one, the anxiety back home will choose one for

you. A standing Sunday call is the single cheapest way to buy yourself a

low-surveillance week. People who know the call is coming stop pinging you

Tuesday at midnight. And call occasionally with good news. If home only

hears from you in crisis, home starts to panic every time the phone rings.

The cheapest thing you will ever do for your own privacy.

The Stuff Nobody Mentions

What do upperclassmen know that freshmen don't?

• That the library has floors with personalities, and the good one is never

the first floor.
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• That professors are the most underused resource on campus (again -

Chapter 7).

• That the add/drop period is for auditioning courses, not suffering

through them.

• That campus jobs are the best-kept secret on campus - paid hours,

built-in friends, and bosses who write recommendation letters.

• That syllabus week is for reading syllabi, which sounds obvious and is

somehow the rarest behavior in the building. That syllabus is your

course contract...KNOW it!

• And that everything, EVERYTHING, is easier the second semester.

What's the one thing to get right in the first 72 hours?

Say yes to every low-stakes invitation - the dining hall walk, the store run,

the terrible movie in the lounge. The first 72 hours are the only time in your

life when 'want to come?' is the ambient state of an entire community. You

can skip any one of those invitations harmlessly. Skipping all of them is how

the door quietly closes. It reopens, as covered above, but it is so much easier

to walk through while it's wide open.

And the one thing everyone gets wrong?

Believing that everyone else got a manual they didn't. There is no manual.

There is only a few million people your age improvising at the same time, a

campus full of adults who are paid to help you and mostly never asked, and a

version of you - about eight months from now - who walks across that same

quad like they own it. You will not believe how fast that happens. TRUST ME

on this one. Keep this book, because you'll want to check.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Put the three dates in your phone today - add/drop, withdrawal, and
your registration time slot - and confirm how many credit hours your
program calls full-time.

2. Say yes to the next three low-stakes invitations, whatever they are.

3. Prop your door open for one hour tonight while you do something easy.

4. Pick your weekly spending number, put it in a tracker that does the
subtraction for you, and carry one emergency twenty.

5. Put the campus counseling center's number in your phone before you
think you need it.

6. Set a standing weekly call home, on a day you chose.
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PART TWO

For The Parent: Their Move



CHAPTER 11

From Manager to Consultant

For eighteen years, your job was management. Starting in August, the
job is consulting. Same love. Different desk.

Welcome to your half of the book. Maybe you read the student half first,

maybe you skipped straight here - both are fine, though I'll make the case

for reading theirs before this half is done. And a word about the term

'parent' before anything else. If you're the stepparent, the grandparent, the

aunt who did the raising, the guardian - this half is yours. 'Parent' here

means whoever loved this student into being ready for August, in whatever

configuration that took.

Here is where I'm writing from. I spent more than two decades on the

other side of your kid's college - as a professor, an academic advisor, and a

Director of Freshman Programs - which means I have sat across a desk from

thousands of freshmen, and I have been on the receiving end of a great many

parent phone calls. I know what the worried voice on that phone wants,

because it always wants the same thing. For someone to confirm their kid

will be okay. So let me do that up front. The overwhelming majority of them

are okay, and the ones who struggle are rarely sunk by the struggle itself.

What actually moves the needle - and the research on student success has

been unusually clear about this - is whether the adults back home make one

specific job change.

The single most important thing a parent does in the college years is

move from manager to consultant. That's the whole chapter, and in some

ways the whole half of this book. Everything that follows - the money talk,

the call rhythm, when to worry, how to help without taking over - is that one

sentence applied to a different department.
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The Job You're Leaving (You Were Excellent at It)

Chapter 1 of the student half tells your freshman that the 'scaffolding' is

gone - the invisible support system that woke them, fed them, tracked their

deadlines, and caught their slides before they became falls. What that

chapter doesn't dwell on, and this one should, is who built it. You did.

Eighteen-ish years of wake-ups, appointments, forms, practices, permission

slips, course selections, and course corrections. That was management, you

were good at it, and the proof is that your student got in.

So hear this clearly, because the rest of the chapter is about giving that

job up and I don't want the point mistaken. The manager job ending is not a

criticism of the manager. It's the opposite. Management was always

supposed to end - the whole point of the job was to make itself unnecessary.

August isn't your firing. It's your success story.

And the institution will enforce the change whether you're ready or not.

KNOW this one before it surprises you in October - under federal law

(FERPA, the education privacy act), your student's grades, records, and

campus dealings now belong legally to them, not to you. No report card is

coming in the mail. The school can't tell you much of anything without your

student's written say-so, even if you're paying every dime of tuition. Colleges

are not being rude when they say this - they're following the law, and the

law is making a developmental point. The decision-making responsibility

has been transferred to its new owner.

The Job You're Taking

Now the good news, because the new job is better than it sounds. Think

about what an actual consultant does, and notice how much dignity there is

in it:

• Consultants wait to be engaged. They don't burst into the building and

start rearranging desks. They're invited in, which is precisely why their

advice gets heard.

• Consultants ask before they advise. The first move is always diagnostic -

'walk me through what's going on' - not prescriptive. Managers already
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know the answer. Consultants find out first.

• Consultants present options and let the client decide. The decision, and

the consequences, stay with the person who owns the problem. That

ownership is not a technicality. It's how the client learns to run the

company.

• Consultants get called back by being useful, not by being in charge. Their

influence runs entirely on trust and track record. Which - notice - is the

only kind of influence you'll have from now on anyway.

That last bullet is the aphorism to tape to the fridge. Managers get obeyed or

resisted. Consultants get called back. Every interaction with your college

student quietly sorts you into one of those two categories, and the entire

game of the next four years is staying in the second one.

One more reframe, from the research side. Studies of college students

have compared those whose parents shifted toward supporting their

independence against those whose parents kept managing - the students

behind the terms you've heard, 'helicopter' and its newer cousin the

'snowplow', the parent who clears every obstacle before the student reaches

it. The managed students don't do better. Across study after study they show

more anxiety, less confidence in their own coping, and more trouble

handling setbacks - because a person who has never handled a problem has

no evidence they can. The consulted students build that evidence one

handled problem at a time. TRUST ME, this is the finding that should change

your behavior - your restraint is not neglect. It is the core of the task.

What It Looks Like on an Actual Tuesday

Theory is easy. The test arrives as a phone call, usually in late September,

usually at a bad hour. The voice is shaky. The quiz went badly, or the

roommate is impossible, or everything is fine except nothing is. Every

instinct you have - the instincts that ran eighteen years of successful

management - says to fix it. Call the professor. Email the housing office. Get

in the car.



THE FIRST SEMESTER

94

Here is the consultant's protocol instead, and I'd write it on the inside of

a cabinet door:

1. Ask the sorting question first - 'do you want help, or do you want to

vent?' This one question, asked every single time, will do more for your

relationship with your college student than anything else in this half of

the book. Roughly half the calls are venting. A vent handled as a vent

ends with 'thanks, I feel better.' A vent handled as a crisis ends with

your student learning not to call.

2. Listen all the way to the end. Not to the first fixable thing - to the end.

Managers interrupt with solutions. Consultants take notes.

3. Ask what they've tried and what they're thinking of trying. Most of the

time, somewhere in the answer, is a perfectly good plan that needs only

a witness. Your job is to find it and say 'that sounds right' - because a

plan they authored is one they'll execute because of buy-in.

4. Point toward the campus tools, not toward yourself. The professor's

office hours, the academic advisor, the RA, the counseling center. You

already paid for all of it, and their half of this book taught them the exact

scripts. 'Have you hit office hours yet?' is consulting. 'I'll email the

professor' is management - and at college, a parent email to a professor

mostly accomplishes one thing, which is telling the professor your

student didn't come themselves. Plus, the professor can't tell you

anything about your student...remember, FERPA.

5. Close with confidence, not with worry. 'You'll handle this - call me after

and tell me how it went.' That sentence does two jobs. It says I believe

you're capable, and it books the consultant's follow-up meeting.

And a note of mercy for you in the middle of all that restraint. The urge to fix

is not a character flaw - it's eighteen years of love with nowhere to go. It

helps to give it an allowed outlet. Care packages are consulting (students

LOVE care packages). Helping set up the room is consulting (their half sends

them to ElevateMyDorm.com for the packing lists and room planning - it's a

project the two of you can share before August, and it's the good kind of

helping). Venmo, CashApp, or the like for the occasional pizza is consulting.
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Doing anything your student could do themselves, to a person the student

could talk to themselves - that's the old job, and it's closed.

The sorting question, asked every time, is the whole new job.

Why They Hide Things (and How Consultants Prevent It)

One dynamic explains most of the college-parent heartbreak I witnessed in

two decades, so it gets its own section. Students hide things from managers.

Not because they're deceitful - because a manager's reaction becomes

another problem to manage, on top of the original problem. The failed

midterm now comes bundled with your disappointment, your escalation,

your plan. So the struggling student with manager parents goes quiet, and

the parents find out in December what a consultant would have heard about

in October, when it was still easy to fix.

Consultants get told things early, and early is everything - their half of

this book drills one rule into them, 'small and early beats big and late,' and it

applies to what they tell you, too. You set the tone early with your reaction to

bad news. React to the first stumble with calm curiosity - 'okay, what's the

plan?' - and you have just taught your student that you are safe to call with
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the second stumble. React with alarm or takeover, and you've taught the

opposite lesson instead, and no lecture about 'you can always tell me

anything' will unteach it. Your reaction to small bad news sets the

expectation for telling you big bad news. Keep the reaction low and the

conversation easy, but supportive. You want that phone to ring.

The goal state - a student who calls because it's safe, not because it's required.

When the Manager Comes Out of Retirement

Consultant is the default, but sometimes it isn't the best fit. There are

moments - real ones - when the old job reactivates. If safety is in question, if

health is failing, if the signals say your student has stopped being able to act

on their own behalf, you need to shift back to manager, and Chapter 15 maps

that line in detail - which signals are growing pains, which are red flags, and

what justifies getting in the car. The manager's return is for emergencies,

and the surest sign of a true emergency is that your student can't make the

call themselves. A bad grade is not that. A bad month might be. Chapter 15

will teach you the difference, and Chapter 9 of their half - read it - taught

your student where the line is, too.
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Everything else in this part is the consultant's handbook, department by

department. Money is first, because it's August's most avoidable fight - and

because the account setup has a deadline. Turn the page with your calendar

handy.

ACTION ITEMS

1. Have the FERPA conversation before move-in - not 'sign the waiver so I
can watch you,' but 'what will you share with me, and when?' Decide it
together and write it down. (The Shared Pages in the back of this book
exist for exactly this kind of agreement.)

2. Practice the sorting question out loud until it's reflex - 'do you want
help, or do you want to vent?' It will feel awkward twice and then it
will feel like wisdom.

3. Make your own scaffolding list - everything you currently manage,
from wake-ups to refills to deadlines - and hand over two items per
week between now and August, while the stakes are still small and the
manager is still down the hall.

4. Rehearse your bad-news face. The first stumble call is coming, and
'okay - what's the plan?' has to be ready before you need it, because
your reaction sets the expectation for the next call.

5. Read their half of this book. You'll consult far better knowing exactly
which plays they've been taught - and it tells them the counseling
center, the RA, and office hours are the moves, so you can point there
with confidence.

6. Put one recurring reminder in your phone for the first six weeks that
says only this - 'Consultants get called back.'
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CHAPTER 12

Move-In Day Without Tears (Mostly)

You will carry boxes up three flights in August heat, build a loft, and
then drive away from your child on purpose. Yes, there is a plan for
that.

I spent years of Augusts watching move-in day from the institution's side -

thousands of families, one long sweating parade of minifridges - and I can

tell you the day has a secret structure. It is not really a moving day. It is a

ceremony. Move-in day is the official handoff from manager to consultant,

performed in public, with boxes. The families who understand that have a

good day, a real goodbye, and a first phone call that comes sooner than they

expected. The families who don't understand it - who arrive with the

manager still fully in charge - have the same sweaty day plus a fight, and

they usually have it in front of the new roommate.

So here is the thesis of the whole chapter, and it sorts every decision the

day will throw at you. On move-in day, the parent owns the logistics and the

student owns the decisions. You carry, you build, you fetch. They decide,

they sign, they introduce themselves. Congratulate yourself on a job well

done! Hold that line all day and everything else in this chapter is just details

- which, since a smooth day is mostly won in advance, is where we start.

One hedge before the timeline, because families come in every shape.

Maybe two parents are making this drive, maybe one, maybe a grandparent

and an aunt, maybe you're flying and renting a car, maybe your student is

driving themselves and this chapter is about a goodbye in the driveway. The

plays are the same at every scale. Adjust the individuals, keep the structure.

The Week Before: Win the Day in Advance
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1. KNOW your assigned time slot, and treat it as real. Most schools stagger

arrivals with assigned windows, specific unloading zones, and rules

about how long a car can sit at the curb. It's all in the housing email

nobody reads closely. Read it closely - the family that shows up in the

right window finds carts, volunteers, and a parking spot. The family that

wings it finds none of those things at noon.

2. Run the pre-trip readiness check together. Sit down with your student a

week out and confirm the room's actual dimensions, what the hall

provides, and what's still missing from the packing list (the pre-trip

dorm readiness check at ElevateMyDorm.com walks the two of you

through it - and note the word 'together,' because this is a consulting

session, not a parent project).

3. Pack the car in reverse order. What's needed first goes in last, on top -

the tool kit, the mattress topper and bedding, the command strips, the

paper-towels-and-water-bottle layer. Decor, off-season clothes, and

everything optional goes in first, at the bottom, and honestly some of it

can just stay home (their Chapter 2 has a skip list - believe it).

4. Build the paper folder. One folder, in the glove box - the housing

assignment email, the parking pass, student ID paperwork, a copy of the

health insurance card, prescriptions list, and any forms the school still

wants signed. Every August, I watched families dig through phones at a

check-in table while a line formed behind them. Be the folder family.

TRUST ME.

5. Label every box with name, hall, and room number. At many schools,

cheerful volunteers will grab boxes out of your trunk and vanish toward

the building. This is wonderful exactly as long as the boxes can find their

way home.
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Reverse-order packing - the day goes as smoothly as the trunk was loaded.

The Day Itself: Who Does What

The division of labor, stated plainly so everyone can be assigned a role in the

car on the drive up. Parents and helpers are the labor and the builders -

hauling, loft-raising, fridge-installing, fan-assembling, run-making. The

student is the decider and the diplomat - where furniture goes, what gets

unpacked, every signature, every key, and every single introduction. That

last one matters more than it seems:

• Let them check in alone. You hang back with the boxes; they walk to the

table, say their own name, and take their own key. It's a thirty-second

ceremony and it's theirs.

• Let them meet the RA and the roommate first. You get introduced

second, by your student. A warm hello from you is perfect. An interview

is not - the RA is their resource now (their half of this book has a whole

plan for that relationship), and the roommate relationship has a script

that doesn't need a parent author.
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• Build the process, don't install the personality. Loft the bed, set up the

fridge, run the power strips - then stop. Do not organize their desk, fold

their clothes into drawers, or arrange the room to your taste. Their

Chapter 2 told them decor and arranging is week-one evening work,

done with the door propped open, because it's a social play. An

arranged-by-a-parent room isn't a favor. It's a decision made in their

lane.

• Make the store run happen once. Something will be missing - it always

is. One run, one list, their list. Resist the urge to buy the whole aisle 'just

in case.' The just-in-case items are what next month's care packages are

for.

And a quiet note on the emotional aspects. August heat, long lines, IKEA

instructions, and a day this loaded will produce at least one snappish

exchange - almost every family gets one. When it comes, let it go past you.

Nobody's crabby sentence on move-in day is a verdict on eighteen years.

Water helps more than analysis. So does lunch.

The Goodbye: Short, Scheduled, and Outside

The goodbye is the part families most often get wrong, and the fix is almost

mechanical. Decide the departure time in advance, say it out loud in the

morning, and do the goodbye at the car - not in the room.

Each piece earns its place. Scheduled, because an open-ended goodbye

hangs over the whole afternoon and everyone's dread grows to fill the

available time - 'we'll head out at four' lets the day breathe. Announced,

because a surprise goodbye feels like an ambush to a student who's already

at an emotional redline. And outside at the car, because the room now

belongs to a person who has to turn around and live in it - with a roommate

watching - the moment you leave. The hallway is a stage. The parking lot is

private.

Keep the speech to a sentence or two, and write yours in advance,

because improvising while your throat is closing goes badly. Something like

'I'm proud of you, I believe you're ready, and I can't wait to hear about it'
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covers everything that needs covering. Then - this is the move - you leave

while it's still good. The goodbye that goes best is the one that ends about

ninety seconds sooner than your heart wants it to. Many schools actually

build this into the schedule with a formal parent send-off event during

orientation week; if yours does, follow the program's cue. The institutions

figured out a long time ago that everyone does better with a defined ending.

And then, yes - cry in the car. Everyone does. The tears are not a sign the

day went wrong. They're the receipt for eighteen years, and the title of this

chapter promised only 'mostly.'

The goodbye happens here - short, scheduled, and outside. The room is theirs now.

The Drive Home and the First 72 Hours

The day has one more section, and it happens after you pull away. What you

do in the first seventy-two hours sets the tone for the semester's whole

communication pattern - Chapter 14 will build the full rhythm, but the

opening moves belong here:
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1. Send one text that night, then hold. Something with pride in it and no

questions - 'So proud of you today. Call whenever you want. Go meet

your hallway.' No 'did you eat,' no 'send a picture of the room,' no thread

that needs tending. One note, then radio quiet.

2. Let them initiate for the first few days. Their job right now is the

six-week window their half of this book has drilled into them - saying

yes to everything, meeting the floor, building the new life. Every

parent-initiated check-in in week one pulls them out of that new space

and back into the old one. Silence in the first days is not distance. It's

usually the sound of it going well.

3. Answer fast when they do call. The consultant's phone gets answered.

And when the call comes, run the Chapter 11 protocol - sorting question

first, listen to the end, and 'okay, what's the plan?' ready in the chamber.

4. Set the first scheduled call for the first weekend. Agree on it before

move-in day so it's a plan, not a demand - Sunday works well (their half

is building a Sunday Reset habit anyway, and a scheduled call beats the

all-week text drip for both sides).

The drive home with the empty back seat, the first dinner with the empty

chair, the strange quiet of the house - that's real, it deserves more than a

paragraph, and it gets a full chapter. Chapter 17 is yours; this book hasn't

forgotten who else just had a life change. But first, the area that causes the

most calls home in September: Money. Turn the page before August does.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Read the housing move-in email closely and put your time slot,
unloading zone, and parking plan in your phone.

2. Run the pre-trip readiness check with your student a week out -
dimensions, what the hall provides, what's still missing - and let their
list, not your worry, drive the final purchases.

3. Pack the car in reverse order with a FIRST OUT tote on top, and label
every box with name, hall, and room number.

4. Build the paper folder for the glove box. Be the folder family.

5. Agree out loud, before the drive, on two times - the hour you'll leave
campus, and the day of the first scheduled call.

6. Write your one-sentence goodbye in advance, deliver it at the car, and
leave ninety seconds before your heart wants to. Then cry in the car
like everyone else, and send the one proud text that night.
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CHAPTER 13

The Money Talk

Almost every family has this conversation. Most of them have it in
October, at eleven at night, at high volume. You can have it in July
instead.

Here is the single most predictable fight of freshman year, and I watched

some version of it land in my office every fall. It is not about grades and it is

not about the roommate. It's about money. It happens somewhere between

the second week of October and Thanksgiving, and it always sounds the

same. The student is out of money and doesn't understand where it went.

The parent is looking at a bank app and cannot believe what they're seeing.

Both people are genuinely surprised, which tells you the real problem.

Nobody ever agreed out loud on who pays for what.

That's the whole chapter. Not a budget lecture - your student has their

own money chapter, Chapter 8, and it does the arithmetic. This one is about

the conversation between the two of you, which is a different job. And it is

the most consultant-shaped conversation in the entire book, because money

is where the manager instinct dies hardest. Managers control the account.

Consultants set the terms, hand over the controls, and then let the student

find out what a Tuesday costs.

One hedge before anything else, and it matters more here than anywhere

else in this half of the book. Family money situations vary enormously. Some

students arrive with a monthly allowance, some arrive with a work-study

job and a tight ceiling, some are paying their own way entirely and sending

money home. Every play in this chapter scales. If the numbers in your house

are small, the conversation matters MORE, not less, because there is less

room for a surprise.
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The July Conversation That Prevents the October Fight

Have it before move-in. Not on move-in day. Move-in day belongs to Chapter

12 and there is no room in it for a spreadsheet - and not in September, when

the pattern has already set itself. Sit down in July, at a table, for about forty

minutes, and answer these out loud. The Money Shared Page at the back of

this book walks the two of you through it line by line, and the format

matters more than it sounds. You each fill out your ideal version alone, no

peeking, and only then compare.

The questions that need actual answers, not assumptions:

1. Who pays for what, item by item? Tuition, housing, and the meal plan

are usually settled. It's the second tier that starts fights. Books and

course materials. The phone bill. Streaming. Clothes. Haircuts. Travel

home at breaks. Greek life dues. The spring break trip. Say each one out

loud and assign it to a person.

2. How much money arrives, how often, and by what method? A lump sum

per semester and a fixed amount per month are completely different

educations. Say which one you're doing and say it in dollars.

3. What happens if they run out early? Decide this in July, when nobody is

upset. This is the single highest-value question on the list and the one

families skip.

4. What are the non-negotiables? Every family has two or three. Maybe it's

no credit card in freshman year. Maybe it's the emergency fund stays

untouched. Maybe it's you tell me before you sign anything with a

monthly fee. Name them now, while they're rules instead of reactions.

5. What does an emergency mean? You will not agree on this by accident. A

plane ticket for a grandparent's funeral is an emergency. Concert tickets

that go on sale Friday are not. Get the boundary drawn while it's

hypothetical.
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Forty minutes in July buys you a quiet October.

Set Up the Accounts Before August

The logistics are boring and they take one afternoon, and doing them early

removes an entire category of panic from the first month. Get these done

before the car is packed.

• A checking account with a debit card in your student's own name, with a

bank that actually exists near campus or has a solid app and a fee-free

ATM network there. If you want visibility, most banks allow a joint

account or a parent view - decide which you want and set it up now, not

after the first overdraft.

• Know the ATM situation near their dorm. Out-of-network fees run three

or four dollars a withdrawal, which adds up faster than it sounds. Their

chapter tells them to find the fee-free machines in week one. Help them

do it in August instead.

• Turn on the low-balance and transaction alerts together, on their phone,

while you're sitting next to them. Ninety seconds, free, and almost no

student has them switched on.
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• Decide about credit before someone else does. Credit card tables show up

on the quad in September with free t-shirts, and a nineteen-year-old

with no income and a shiny piece of plastic is a business model. If you

want them building credit, a student card with a low limit on your

terms, or an authorized-user spot on your account, beats whatever the

table is offering. If you'd rather wait a year, say so plainly in July.

• Handle the school's money portal. Tuition, fees, and refunds run through

a student account that only your student can see by default. If you're

paying the bill, have them add you as an authorized payer - it takes two

minutes in their portal and it is a completely different permission from

grades. Chapter 15 has more on the privacy rules behind that.

One institutional tip while you're in there, because it costs families real

money every year. KNOW how financial aid interacts with dropping a class.

Aid and scholarships usually require full-time status, and a withdrawal that

pushes a student under the credit-hour line can trigger a bill or a repayment

that arrives months later. Their Chapter 9 tells them to talk to an advisor

before the withdrawal deadline. This is the reason.

Three Ways to Do the Allowance (Pick One on Purpose)

There is no correct answer here, only a correct process, which is choosing

deliberately instead of drifting. Each of these teaches something different.

1. The lump sum. One transfer at the start of the semester, and it has to

last. Highest ceiling for learning, highest risk of a February with nothing

in it. Best for a student who has already managed money over a stretch

of time and proved it.

2. The monthly transfer. The most common and the most forgiving. Four

resets a semester means four chances to correct, and a bad month is a

bad month instead of a bad year. This is where most families should

start.

3. The weekly transfer. Very tight training wheels. Useful for a student

who has genuinely never handled money, and worth stepping up to

monthly by second semester, because a student who never plans past
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Friday hasn't learned the thing you were trying to teach.

Whichever you pick, add the one rule that makes it work. The money arrives

on a schedule, not on request. The moment funds arrive because a text you

received was upsetting enough, you have accidentally taught a skill nobody

wanted. A schedule is a consultant. A responsive tap is a manager with a

phone.

And say the quiet part out loud when you set it. Tell them what happens

if it runs out, in a calm voice, in July. Something like this - if you run out in

week three, I'm not refilling it, and we'll figure out together what to change

for next month. Then hold that line ONCE, and you will likely never have to

hold it again.

What Their Chapter Tells Them (So You Two Are Speaking
the Same Language)

It helps enormously if you know what your student has already been told,

because you can then reference it instead of re-teaching it. Their money

chapter is built on three moves.

First, a weekly number. Semester spending money divided by weeks

remaining, written where they'll see it, checked for thirty seconds during

their Sunday reset. Ask them what their number is sometime in September.

It's a friendlier question than asking what they spent.

Second, and this may be the opposite of the advice you would have given,

their chapter tells them NOT to try to run on cash. The old envelope method

worked in a world that took paper, and campus no longer does - the laundry

machines want an app, the print account wants a card, the dining hall wants

a swipe. What the cash used to provide was information at the moment of

spending, and that is the part worth replacing. The one bill they should carry

is a single emergency twenty, folded into a phone case or an ID sleeve and

treated as an emergency and nothing else. A dead card reader, a cab, a

vending machine. Not coffee.
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Third, something that does the subtraction for them. A bank app shows

balances, not behavior. A tracker built for this shows where they stand

against their own weekly number right now, which is the entire question a

nineteen-year-old is actually asking at the register. RealTimeBudget.com, or

something similar, is built for exactly that kind of live, glanceable tracking,

and it takes about five minutes to set up. Sit next to them for those five

minutes in August.

Then here's the part that is your job and not theirs. Once they have a

system, stop checking the account daily. I have watched this specific habit

poison good relationships. If you're reading every transaction, you will see a

nineteen-dollar delivery order at midnight and you will have a feeling about

it, and the feeling will arrive as a text, and what you have built is

surveillance rather than a budget. Look monthly. Ask questions at the

monthly mark. Let the small stuff be theirs.

The number they can actually act on.

The October Call, and What to Say
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It will come. Some version of I'm out of money, or a request that isn't quite a

request, or a very long story that ends in a number. Here is how to be a

consultant while it's happening.

Start with a real question instead of a verdict. Where did it go? - asked

with curiosity, not as an accusation - is the most useful sentence in this

chapter, because most students genuinely do not know, and finding out is

the whole education. Have them walk backward through a week out loud. It

is usually delivery fees, rideshares, and eleven small yeses nobody

remembers saying. Or, have them go over what is on their tracker, which

gives them information like what percentage of their spending went to food,

clothing, fees, and the rest.

Then sort what they're asking for into one of three buckets, out loud,

together.

• A true emergency - medical, safety, travel for a family crisis. You cover it,

immediately, no lecture attached. That's what the category is for and

this is not the moment for a lesson.

• A cash-flow problem with a real cause - the books cost more than either

of you expected, a required lab fee appeared, the meal plan turned out to

be short. Fix it, and then fix the plan, because the plan was wrong rather

than the student.

• A ran-out-because-they-spent-it problem. This is the one you decided

about in July. Hold the line, and hold it warmly. Something like this -

you're going to be tight until the first, that's genuinely uncomfortable,

and I know you'll get through it. Let's look at what changes next month.

Then talk about campus jobs, which are the actual answer, and which

are almost always the most schedule-friendly work a student will ever

have.

One thing to avoid, and it's tempting. Do not rescue silently. Quietly moving

money without saying anything feels generous and teaches nothing, and it

also removes the one piece of information your student needed - that the

number was real.
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The Talks Worth Having Once

A handful of money conversations pay for themselves for decades, and

college is the moment they land. Have each one once, briefly, without a

lecture attached.

• What a credit score is and how it gets built. Ten minutes, once. Most

adults never got this talk and spent years paying for the gap.

• How much the small subscriptions add up to. Have them read their own

list out loud. That's the whole lesson - nobody argues with their own list.

• What things actually cost. If you've handled the bills for eighteen years,

your student may have no real sense of the price of a phone plan, a flight

home, or a semester of books. Say the numbers.

• That asking for help early is not a failure. Financial aid offices have

emergency funds, book grants, and appeal processes that almost no

student knows exist. So do most deans of students. A student who is one

bill away from a bad decision should knock on that door in October, not

in April.

And one gentle note about what could be an underlying factor. Money fights

between parents and college students are almost never about money.

They're about control, and about a handoff both people can feel happening.

If a conversation about a thirty-dollar dinner is getting loud, it isn't a

thirty-dollar conversation. Naming that out loud - I think we're both a little

thrown by how this is changing - ends more of these arguments than any

spreadsheet ever will.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Schedule the money conversation for a specific day in July, and use the
Money Shared Page at the back of this book so you each fill out your
ideal version alone before you compare.

2. Settle the second tier item by item - books, phone, streaming, clothes,
travel home, dues, spring break - and write down who pays for each.

3. Decide in advance what happens if they run out early, and say it out
loud in a calm voice before anyone is upset.

4. Set up the checking account and debit card, add yourself as an
authorized payer on the school's billing portal if you're paying the bill,
and switch on the low-balance and transaction alerts together.

5. Pick your allowance method on purpose - lump sum, monthly, or
weekly - and commit to sending it on a schedule rather than on
request.

6. Sit with them for five minutes in August while they set up their weekly
number and their tracker, then stop checking the account daily. Look
monthly instead.

7. Make sure they leave with one emergency twenty folded into their
phone case or ID sleeve, and agree out loud that it is for emergencies
and not for coffee.

8. Find the fee-free ATMs near their hall together before you drive away.
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CHAPTER 14

How Often Should You Call?

The right answer is a rhythm, and the person who sets it should
mostly be them. That sentence is harder to live with than it looks.

This is the question I was asked more than any other by parents, usually in a

slightly embarrassed voice, as though wanting to talk to your own child were

a character flaw. It isn't. But the question underneath it is the real one, and

it's worth saying plainly. How do I stay close without becoming the reason

they can't settle in?

Both halves of that are true at once, which is what makes it hard.

Students who stay connected to home do better - the research is consistent

and it is not close. Students whose parents call constantly do worse, and

specifically they take longer to build a life in their new space. Same phone.

Opposite outcomes. The difference is not the number of calls. It's who the

calling is for.

So here is the whole chapter in one line, and everything after it is

application. A rhythm they can predict beats a frequency you can tolerate.

Predictability is what lets a student stop bracing. It is also, not incidentally,

the thing that gets you MORE contact rather than less.

Set the Rhythm in the First Week, Together

Do this before the semester starts, before a pattern sets by accident, and do it

as a negotiation rather than an announcement. Then revisit it a few weeks

in, once you both have real information instead of guesses. The

Communication Shared Page at the back of this book is built for exactly this

conversation - each of you writes down your ideal version alone, then you

compare, which usually reveals that the gap is smaller than either of you
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feared.

What a workable rhythm looks like for most families:

1. One standing call a week, on a day and time you both name. Sunday

afternoon and evening are the classics for a reason - the week is over,

nothing is due for a few hours, and it lines up with the Sunday reset

their own chapter puts them through. Put it in both calendars as a real

appointment.

2. Texts in between, freely, with no expectation of a fast reply. This is the

part parents find hardest and it is the part that buys the most goodwill.

A text that says thinking about you, no reply needed is a gift. A text that

says are you okay?? at 11 p.m. is like surveillance.

3. An agreed answer for what a real emergency looks like, in both

directions, so an unanswered phone doesn't become a catastrophe by

midnight. Two calls back to back, or the word urgent, or whatever code

you like. Then everything else can wait.

4. A check-in after the known hard weeks. Weeks three through six are

when homesickness lands hardest and midterms are the next spike.

Knowing the calendar means you can reach out at the useful moments

instead of reaching out constantly and hoping to catch one.

And one rule that protects the whole structure. Whoever cancels

reschedules. They will miss a Sunday - a group project, a trip, a nap that got

away from them. A missed call is not a signal about your relationship. It's a

nineteen-year-old with a calendar problem. Move it and move on.
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A rhythm they can predict is a week they don't have to brace for.

What the Weekly Call Should Actually Be

The rhythm is the easy half. The content is where good intentions go

sideways, because the natural parent questions are almost all audits. How

are your grades? Did you do the reading? Have you made friends yet? Are

you eating? Each is asked out of love and each lands as an inspection, and a

student who feels inspected gives shorter and shorter answers until the call

is four minutes of nothing.

Trade the audits for openers. The difference is that an audit has a right

answer and an opener doesn't.

• What's something that surprised you this week? Almost impossible to

answer with fine.

• Who did you eat with? It gets you their social life sideways, without the

word friends in it.

• What's the best thing you've eaten and the worst? Silly, reliable, and it

opens ten more minutes.
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• What are you working on that you actually like? Notice this is not what's

your grade in it.

• Tell me something about your roommate that has nothing to do with a

problem.

Then do the thing that makes them call you back, which is talk about

yourself. Tell them the dog is limping and the neighbor is feuding with the

recycling guy and you burned the good pan. It sounds trivial and it is

load-bearing. A student who only ever gets asked questions is being

managed. A student who also gets told things is being included, and

inclusion is what makes a phone ring on a Wednesday for no reason at all.

Consultants get called back.

One more piece of restraint, offered with sympathy because it is

genuinely hard. When they tell you something is going badly, do not fix it

inside the first sixty seconds. Chapter 16 is entirely about this. On the call

itself, the move is simply to let the sentence land - that sounds hard, tell me

more - and let them do the next part.

Texting, Tracking, and the Silence That Isn't a Sign

Text is where most of the actual relationship lives now, so it's worth being

deliberate about it. Send freely, expect nothing, and let the ratio run in their

favor. A photo of the dog beats a paragraph. And when you need something

answered, say so plainly, because a nineteen-year-old cannot tell the

difference between a question and a conversation starter on a screen.

Then the harder topic. Many families arrive at college with location

sharing already on, and it is worth deciding on purpose whether it stays on.

There is a real difference between a shared map that everyone finds

reassuring and a map one person checks at midnight to see whether the dot

moved. If your student wants it off, that request is not a red flag - it's a

nineteen-year-old asking for the privacy that eighteen years of good

parenting was aiming at. If it stays on, agree out loud that it's for safety and

not for questions the next morning.
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And the silence. Three unanswered texts on a Thursday does not mean

something is wrong. It very nearly always means a chemistry lab, a nap, a

phone at four percent, or a good day so absorbing that home didn't come to

mind. That last one is the thing you were working toward for eighteen years,

even though it stings a little. The goal was always a kid with a life you are

not in the middle of.

If you're worried and you want to hedge rather than to spiral, use the

low-stakes version. A text that says no need to reply, just give me a thumbs

up when you see this costs them one second and costs you nothing. Save the

panic for Chapter 15, which tells you exactly when panic is the right call.

When the Rhythm Needs to Change

Rhythms change, and a good one in September is often the wrong one in

March. Expect the drift and let it happen.

• The first month usually runs hot. More calls, more tears, more

homesickness. That's normal, and it is not the new baseline. Meet it, and

don't build the whole year around it.

• By October or November, most students taper. Fewer calls, shorter ones,

a longer gap. This is the sound of a life forming. It reads as rejection and

it is the opposite.

• Finals and breaks scramble everything. Don't read anything into

December.

• Second semester is when a real adult rhythm settles. Frequently

something like a standing call plus scattered texts, which will still be

roughly the shape of it in ten years.

The one drift worth paying attention to is a student who goes quiet AND flat

- short answers, canceled calls, a voice with nothing in it, over a stretch of

weeks rather than a bad Tuesday. That is not the tapering. That's the next

chapter, and it has its own rules.

For everything else, hold the rhythm loosely and hold the door open. The

line I gave parents for years, and it held up. Be reachable, be predictable, and
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be interesting. Do those three and the calls take care of themselves.

ACTION ITEMS

1. Use the Communication Shared Page at the back of this book before the
semester starts, each filling out your ideal version alone before you
compare - then revisit it a few weeks in.

2. Put one standing weekly call in both calendars as a real appointment,
and agree that whoever cancels reschedules.

3. Agree on what an actual emergency looks like in both directions, so an
unanswered phone doesn't become a crisis by midnight.

4. Write down three openers to use instead of audit questions, and use
them on the first call.

5. Decide together, out loud, what happens with location sharing.

6. Put weeks three through six and midterms in your own calendar, and
reach out at those moments rather than constantly.

7. Tell them something about your week on every single call. Consultants
get called back.
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CHAPTER 15

When to Worry, When to Wait

Most of what frightens you in October will blow over and pass. A
small amount of it isn't. This chapter is about telling them apart
without guessing.

Every parent I ever spoke to on the phone wanted the same thing from me,

and it was never advice. It was a ruling. Tell me whether this is normal. They

had a piece of evidence - a crying phone call, a bad grade, three days of

silence - and no way to size it, because a freshman year is the first stretch of

your child's life you are not watching directly.

So this chapter is the sizing tool. It has one organizing idea, and it is the

same one their Chapter 9 gives them from the inside. Judge the duration and

the direction, not the intensity. A terrible night is not a red flag. A terrible

month is. The loudest phone call of the semester is frequently the least

worrying thing in it, because a student who is still calling you and still crying

is a student whose systems are working. The quiet ones are the ones I

learned to watch.

Two things before the lists. First, you know this person. Eighteen years of

baseline is real information and no chapter overrides it - if something feels

wrong in a way you can't explain, that instinct has earned a phone call.

Second, everything here is about the ordinary hard weeks, with one

exception that gets its own section at the end, and that exception has no

waiting period at all.

The Normal Hard Things (Wait, and Stay Close)

These are the things that fill October, and nearly all of them resolve on their

own within two weeks. Meeting them with alarm or intensity makes them
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worse, because a student watching a parent panic learns not to report

anything next time.

• A crying phone call. The single most misread event of freshman year.

They call in the worst ninety seconds of a bad day, offload it, hang up,

and go to dinner feeling better. You then carry it for six hours. Their

chapter tells them to call. It doesn't tell them to call you back afterward

to say they're fine, and they almost never think to.

• Homesickness in weeks three through six. On schedule, on time, and

near universal. It says nothing about whether they chose the right

school.

• The first bad grade. A student who got A's in high school and gets a 68 on

a college midterm is having a normal and useful experience. The curve is

different, the expectations are different, and the recovery is a

conversation with a professor...THEIR conversation with a professor, not

yours.

• I haven't made real friends yet in September or October. The friendship

window in their book runs six weeks and the real friends often arrive in

the second semester, from a class or a job rather than the first-week

scramble.

• Roommate friction. Ordinary and largely resolvable, and it is theirs to

resolve. Chapter 3 gave them the tools and Chapter 16 will tell you

exactly how hard it is to keep your hands off this one.

• I want to transfer, said in October. Almost always an emotion

masquerading as a hard decision. The rule I gave families for twenty

years - no transfer decision before the end of the first semester. Say yes,

let's look at that seriously in December, and then watch what December

actually brings.

• Three days of not answering. Chapter 14 covered this. It's a lab, a nap, a

dead phone, or a good week.

What to do with all of these is the same thing. Stay close, stay calm, stay

curious, and let the two-week clock run. Your job in a normal hard week is to

be a steady voice, not a rescue party.
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The Watch List (Pay Attention, Don't Panic Yet)

This middle category is where judgment actually lives. None of these is an

emergency, but none should be ignored. The move is to get more

information, gently, and to start counting weeks.

• Two or more weeks of the same flat voice. Not a bad day. A stretch with

nothing in it - no complaints, no stories, no plans.

• Sleep that has come off the rails in either direction, especially sleeping

through classes.

• Withdrawal from everything at once. Not going to meals, not seeing the

people they mentioned in September, staying in the room with the door

shut.

• Stopped going to a class, or several. Their book calls this the avoidance

spiral, and it feeds on the belief that it's too late. It compounds fast and it

has a clean exit through a professor's office.

• A new sharp edge in how they talk about themselves. Hopelessness

that's about them rather than about the semester.

• A significant change in eating, or in drinking. Not one loud weekend. A

pattern.

• Money moving in a way that doesn't match the story you're being told.

When something on this list shows up, ask directly and without softening it

into nothing. The question that works is close to this - I've noticed you've

sounded off for a few weeks, and I want to ask straight out how you're

actually doing. Then be quiet long enough for an answer. Most of the time

you'll get a real one, and it will be a class or a person or an exhaustion you

can name together.

And know what you're going to suggest before you're on the call. Every

campus has counseling, usually free or nearly free for enrolled students,

usually with a same-week or same-day intake option, and universally

underused because nobody wants to be the first person in their family to
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walk in. Say the sentence that removes that barrier - going once to talk to

somebody is a normal thing that a huge number of students do, and it does

not go on a transcript.

The useful posture is quiet, not fast.

Call Now (These Are Not Waiting Items)

A short list, and it overrides everything above. If any of these appear, the

two-week rule is off and you act tonight.

1. Any talk of hurting themselves, in any form - direct, joking, hypothetical,

or a text you weren't meant to see. There is no version of this you wait on

and no version you talk yourself out of. Ask directly, stay on the phone,

and get another adult involved right now.

2. Any mention of not wanting to be here anymore, however softly it's

phrased.

3. A medical or safety situation - an injury, an assault, alcohol poisoning, a

threat.
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4. A total stop. Not attending anything, not leaving the room, not eating, for

days rather than an afternoon.

5. Genuine incoherence - speech that doesn't track, an unfamiliar person

on the other end of the phone.

The numbers that matter, kept somewhere you don't have to search for

them. The 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline works by call or text from any

phone, any hour, and it is for worried family members too, not only for the

person in crisis. Your student's campus almost certainly has a 24-hour crisis

line and a dean on call, and campus police can do a welfare check on a

specific room within minutes if you cannot reach your student and you have

real reason to believe they're in danger. That last option feels enormous and

it is - use it anyway when the situation warrants it. No student has ever been

harmed by a welfare check that turned out to be unnecessary.

Put the campus crisis line, the counseling center line, and the campus

police non-emergency number in your phone in August, next to the housing

office. You will almost certainly never use them. Stock the kit anyway.

What You Can and Cannot Find Out

This surprises families every single fall, so know it before you need it. Once

your student turns eighteen and enrolls, federal privacy law puts their

education records in their hands rather than yours. FERPA (Family

Educational Rights and Privacy Act) is the law and it is why an office that

would happily have discussed a report card in high school will politely

decline to discuss anything now, including whether your student is

attending class.

What that means in practice:

• Grades, attendance, and academic standing are theirs to share. A school

can't hand those to you without written permission, and the fact that

you're paying tuition does not change it.

• There is a form. Most schools have a FERPA release or a proxy-access

setup that lets a student authorize you for specific categories. If your
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family wants that, have them fill it out in August rather than during a

crisis - and treat it as their choice, not a condition of the money.

• Billing is a separate permission from records. Being an authorized payer

on the account gets you the bill and nothing else. Chapter 13 covers that

setup.

• Medical and counseling records are more protected still, and generally

stay private even with a FERPA release in place.

• Safety is the exception. If a school believes a student is in danger, staff

can and do contact family. Health and safety emergencies are carved out

of the privacy rules for exactly this reason.

Here is the thing worth understanding about all of it, from someone who sat

on the other side of that desk for a long time. Those rules feel like an obstacle

and they are actually doing you a favor, because they are what makes your

student the person who has to call the professor, file the appeal, and show up

at the counseling center. The alternative - a college that reports to you -

would produce a twenty-two-year-old who has never once advocated for

themselves.

And when you truly cannot reach your student and you're frightened,

you don't need any records at all. You call the housing office or campus

police and ask for a welfare check. That path was always open to you.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Put the campus crisis line, counseling center, campus police
non-emergency number, housing office, and 988 in your phone in
August.

2. Learn the two-week rule and use it - judge duration and direction, not
the intensity of one bad phone call.

3. Decide as a family whether you want a FERPA release or proxy access,
have your student handle it in August, and treat it as their decision.

4. After a hard phone call, wait a few hours and send one light text rather
than three worried ones.

5. Learn the sentence you'll use if you need it when your concern reaches
the two-week mark: I've noticed you've sounded off for a few weeks
and I want to ask straight out how you're doing - and then be quiet
long enough for an answer.

6. Know that any mention of self-harm cancels every waiting rule in this
chapter. Ask directly, stay on the phone, and get another adult involved
tonight.
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CHAPTER 16

Supporting Without Solving

You could solve your student's problem for them in four minutes.
They will need six weeks and it will be a worse solution than what you
could have done. Choose the six weeks and let them do it.

This is the chapter that tends to be the most difficult for parents, because

everything it asks you to stop doing is a thing you are good at. You know how

to call an office. You know how to write the firm, polite email. You have

spent eighteen years being the person who fixes it, and you are

demonstrably excellent at it. That competence is exactly the problem now.

Let me give you the line I gave parents on the phone, because it landed

better than any theory. Every problem you solve for them is a problem they

don't learn to solve. That sounds like a slogan until you meet the seniors. I

met plenty - bright, kind, twenty-one years old, sitting across from me

unable to send an email to a professor, because the emails had always been

sent for them. The gap doesn't show up in freshman year. It shows up at the

internship, at the first job, at the lease.

So the consultant metaphor gets its hardest test here. A consultant is not

passive - they are extremely useful, they know things you don't, and they are

in the room. What a consultant does not do is pick up the client's phone and

make the client's call. That distinction is the entire chapter.

The Four-Minute Rule

Here's the rule that makes this survivable in practice, because willpower

alone will fail you at eleven at night when your kid is upset.

When they bring you a problem, do not respond with an answer or take

over the conversation for the first four minutes. Not silently seething -
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actually listening, with the fixing part of your brain switched off. Almost

every real conversation of freshman year is decided in those first four

minutes, because a problem that gets solved in minute one was never

actually explored, and a student who gets solved at is a student who has just

learned that talking to you means losing control of their own situation.

What to do with the four minutes:

1. Listen to the whole thing without interrupting. Including the boring

parts and the parts where they're clearly wrong.

2. Say the sentence that shows you heard it. That sounds genuinely hard.

Or, I'd be upset about that too. This is not a technique, it's the actual

point - most of these calls are looking for a witness rather than an

answer.

3. Ask what they've already tried. Frequently more than you'd guess, and

the answer tells you where they actually are.

4. Ask what they're thinking of doing. This is the load-bearing question in

this entire chapter. It hands the problem back without dropping it.

5. Then, and only then, offer - would it help if I told you what I'd try?

Asking permission before advising changes everything. Advice they

invited is a resource. Advice they didn't is a verdict on their adulthood.

The thing nobody warns you about is how frequently there is no minute five.

They talk it through, hear themselves say it out loud, land on the obvious

next step on their own, and hang up feeling capable. Then you sit there

holding the whole problem while they go to dinner. That is the job now. It is

not a fun position for you, but it is the right one.
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Minute three - the hardest and most useful minute in this half of the book.

Whose Phone Call Is It? A Sorting Rule

When you're genuinely unsure whether to step in, sort the problem by

whose life it belongs to. In practice almost everything lands on their side,

and the exceptions are narrow and clear.

Theirs, always, even when you could do it faster:

• Anything involving a professor. Grades, extensions, missed work, a

dispute, a recommendation. Their Chapter 7 is an entire chapter on how

to do this, and a professor who hears from a parent about a grade learns

something about the student that no parent wants taught.

• Roommate conflict. Hardest one to sit on and the most important. An RA

who gets a parent call about a roommate has been handed a problem

they cannot solve, because the actual conversation has to happen

between two people who live in that room.

• Advisors, registration, majors, and course selection. You can absolutely

think out loud with them. The appointment is theirs to book and theirs

to attend.
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• Clubs, jobs, and social everything. You have decades more experience

than they do, but it's their experience to have now.

• The counseling center appointment. You can name it, normalize it, and

remove the money question. They make the call - and a student who

books their own first appointment is far more likely to go to the second.

Yours, or at least legitimately shared:

• Anything with real legal or financial weight - a lease, a contract, a large

bill, a financial aid appeal where you're the source of the numbers.

• Health insurance mechanics, which are genuinely opaque and are

usually in your name anyway.

• A safety situation. Chapter 15 drew that line. When it's crossed, be as

directive as you need to be and apologize later if you were wrong.

• The moments they explicitly ask you to take it. Asking for help is a skill

too, and honoring the ask is not the same as taking over.

One last filter for the gray cases, and it has never failed me. Ask whether you

are about to do something they could do themselves with one uncomfortable

conversation. If yes, the uncomfortable conversation is the assignment, and

your job is to help them rehearse it.

Coaching From the Sideline

None of this means going quiet. The most valuable thing you can do is make

the hard thing easier to attempt, which is real work and is not the same as

doing it.

• Rehearse the email or the conversation with them. What do you want to

say? What are you afraid they'll say? Ten minutes of a role-playing

activity, and they send it themselves.

• Point at the resource instead of contacting it. Asking, 'Have you talked to

your advisor about that?' beats an email to the advisor, every time.

• Tell your own stories of the same thing. Your own bad grade, your own

boss you were frightened of, your own semester that went sideways.
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Nothing normalizes a struggle faster than finding out the competent

adult on the phone survived a version of it.

• Say out loud that you believe they can handle it. Do not skip this because

it feels obvious. It is not obvious to them, and it is frequently the only

thing they remember from the call.

• Ask permission before advising, every time. Want my take, or do you just

want to vent? A shockingly effective question, and both answers are fine.

And then the part that requires actual nerve. Let some things fail. Not the big

ones - not safety, not a semester. But the missed deadline, the awkward

conversation they avoided, the class they didn't drop in time. Small failures

in freshman year are cheap, and they are the least expensive tuition your

student will ever pay for a skill they'll use for forty years. Rescue every one

of them and you have removed their opportunity to learn a lesson.

The Two Sentences That Do the Most Work

If you keep nothing else from this chapter, keep these.

That sounds hard. What are you thinking of doing? The first half makes

them feel accompanied. The second half hands the problem back without

dropping it on the floor. Used together they will get you through the

overwhelming majority of the phone calls freshman year is going to bring

you.

And the second, for when they've decided something you wouldn't have. I

trust you to handle this, and I'm here either way. Say it and then be quiet,

which is the hard part. That sentence is the entire consultant relationship in

twelve words - it says the decision is theirs, it says the relationship is not

conditional on the decision being right, and it leaves the door open for the

call that comes after it goes badly.

Because they will come back. Students come back to the parents who

didn't say I told you so, and they stop coming back to the ones who did.

Every single time you resist the fix, you are making the next call more likely

- and the next call is the whole point.
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The two sentences, where you can see them at 11 p.m.

ACTION ITEMS

1. Practice the four-minute rule on the very next problem they bring you,
even a small one.

2. Write the two sentences somewhere you'll see them when the phone
rings at 11 p.m.

3. Ask permission before giving advice, every time - want my take, or do
you just want to vent?

4. Do not contact a professor, an RA, or an advisor about an academic or
roommate problem. Rehearse the conversation with your student
instead.

5. Pick one thing this semester that you are deliberately going to let them
handle badly.

6. Tell them one story about a time you failed at something similar.

7. Say out loud, in words, that you believe they can handle it. They do not
already know.
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CHAPTER 17

Your Own Transition

Everyone asks how your student is doing. This chapter is the one that
asks about you.

Every book about sending a kid to college is really a book about the kid. This

chapter isn't, and I put it here on purpose, because the thing I watched go

unattended for two decades was not the freshmen. It was the parents driving

home.

You have just finished the most demanding job you will ever love.

Eighteen years of wake-ups, rides, forms, meals, and worry, ending on a

Tuesday in August in a parking lot. And then you drive away, and the house

is a different volume, and everyone you meet for the next month asks

brightly how your student is settling in, and nobody asks the other question

at all.

So let me ask it. How are you doing with this? Because whatever the

answer is - relief, grief, pride, disorientation, all of them in the same

afternoon - it's normal, and it deserves more than getting handled in a car by

yourself.

What Actually Happens, and Roughly When

The parent transition has a shape too, and knowing the shape makes it much

easier to sit through.

1. The first week is loud and strange. The house is quieter than you were

prepared for, and quiet is surprisingly physical - the missing footsteps on

the stairs, the laundry that doesn't accumulate, the fourth chair. Many

parents cry in the car on the way home. Nearly all of them are

embarrassed about it. Don't be. Cry in the car. Everyone does.
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2. Weeks two through six are the seesaw. Their homesickness peaks in

exactly this window, so you'll get calls that reopen the whole thing right

when you'd started to settle. A bad phone call on a Thursday can undo a

good week for you. That's typical, not a sign of impending doom.

3. October is usually the real dip for parents. The busy part is over, the

student has visibly started to build a life, and you have time to notice the

new routines in your life. This is the month to actually do something to

embrace it rather than wait for it to change.

4. The first visit home rearranges everything. They arrive different - later

hours, opinions, a whole set of references you don't have - and it is

disorienting even when it's wonderful. It's also proof the entire project

worked.

5. By spring, most parents describe something like a new normal. Not the

old closeness and not the October ache. A different relationship, with

more opinions and growth in it.

And the part that people feel guiltiest about, so I'll say it plainly. A great

many parents feel relief, and freedom, and something close to excitement.

That is not a betrayal of your kid. Two things can be true at eleven at night -

you miss them terribly, and the house being yours again is nice.
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The room is not a wound. It is evidence.

The Marriage, the House, and the Other People in It

Some things that come along with the quiet, which almost nobody warns

anyone about.

• Partners are frequently on completely different transition paths. One is

devastated in week one and fine by October, the other is fine in August

and hits it hard in November. Neither is wrong, and the mismatch

causes a lot of unnecessary hurt. Say your timeline out loud so the other

person isn't guessing.

• If your student was a shared project, you may need to find another one.

Couples who spent eighteen years co-managing a schedule can discover

the schedule was doing a lot of conversational work. This is a normal

thing to notice and a good thing to notice early.

• Single parents get the sharpest version of the quiet, because there's no

one else in the house whose evening also changed. If that's you, be

deliberate about the calendar in a way a two-parent household can get

away with skipping.
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• The younger siblings are having their own version. Some are grieving,

some are quietly thrilled to be the only one at the table, and most are

both. They also start getting more of you than they've had in years,

which can be lovely or can feel like a spotlight. Ask them how it's

landing.

• The room is a decision, and there's no correct answer. Some families

leave it exactly as it was and some make it an office by Halloween. What

matters is that your student hears about the change from you first and

hears why, so it reads as the house moving forward rather than as their

place being erased.

What Actually Helps

Not platitudes. Things I watched work, over and over, for parents who were

struggling.

• Put something real in the calendar for the empty evenings. Not someday

- an actual recurring thing on an actual night, starting the first week.

The dance class, the standing dinner, the volunteer shift, the league.

Empty time is where the ache does its best work.

• Restart one thing you dropped. Almost every parent gave something up

around the time the kid was seven, and almost none of them have

restarted it. Restart it now.

• Find the other parents in the same August. The single most reassuring

conversation available to you is with someone who dropped their own

kid off the same week. You can trade the small ridiculous details that

don't survive being explained to anyone else.

• Say it out loud rather than only to your kid. Telling your student how

much you miss them is fine in small doses and becomes a weight on

them in large ones. They cannot carry your transition and theirs at the

same time. Give the big version to your friends, your partner, or a

counselor, and give your student the medium version.
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• Consider talking to someone if October gets genuinely dark. The same

rule their chapter uses applies to you. Two weeks of not engaging, not

responding to the ordinary things that usually help, is worth a

professional conversation. Empty nest is a real and well-documented

adjustment and nobody gets extra credit for enduring it alone.

• Let the visits be different than you pictured. They'll sleep until noon,

they'll see their high school friends, they'll be on their phone. Trade the

imagined weekend for one guaranteed thing you two do together, and let

the rest be theirs.

The Thing You Actually Built

One reframe to carry, because it will get you through October better than

any tip in this chapter.

The ache is not evidence that something went wrong. It is the badge for

something that went right. The whole point of the job was to make a person

who could leave and be successful. Every wake-up, every ride, every hard

conversation was aimed at producing an adult who can live somewhere you

are not, manage a week you didn't plan, and call home because they want to

instead of because they need something. When that's what you get, it hurts.

It hurts precisely in proportion to how well it worked.

And the relationship is not ending. It's changing shape, from daily and

logistical into something more deliberate. I heard from a lot of parents over

the years who told me, quietly and a little surprised, that they ended up

closer to their college kid than to their high school kid - because for the first

time the contact was chosen rather than structural. That's available to you,

and this half of the book has been describing how to get it. Set the rhythm,

hold the boundary, resist the fix, and be interesting on the phone.

You did the job. This is what the finished version looks like.
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The next version of it, and it is a good one.

ACTION ITEMS

1. Put one recurring thing in your calendar for the empty evenings,
starting the first week - a real appointment, not an intention.

2. Restart one thing you gave up years ago.

3. Tell your partner your own timeline and emotions out loud, so nobody
is guessing about the mismatch.

4. Ask any younger siblings how the change is landing for them.

5. Find one other parent from the same August and stay in touch with
them through October.

6. Give the big version of your feelings to another adult, and the medium
version to your student.

7. If October gets genuinely dark and stays that way for two weeks, talk to
someone. The rule you'd apply to your kid applies to you.
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CHAPTER 18

Parent FAQ: The Questions I Was
Asked on the Phone for Twenty Years

Nearly every one of these arrived in my office as an apology first.
There is no need to apologize. These are the right questions.

For more than two decades I was the person on the other end of that phone

call - as a professor, an academic advisor, and a Director of Freshman

Programs - and the questions were remarkably consistent. Different

families, different states, different years, same eight or nine worries. What

follows is what I actually told them, arranged so you can find your question

fast in the week you need it.

The First Few Weeks

They called crying. Do I get in the car?

Almost never, and I say that with sympathy because the urge is enormous. A

crying call is usually the worst ninety seconds of a bad day being handed to

the safest person they know, and it is followed by dinner and a decent

evening you'll never hear about. Stay on the phone, be steady, ask what

they're thinking of doing, and then wait a few hours and send one light text

instead of three worried ones. Get in the car for Chapter 15's short list, not for

tears.

How long until they settle in?

Give it until the end of the first semester before you judge anything. The new

independence is novelty for two weeks, homesickness landing hard in weeks

three through six, a midterm dip, and a noticeably different student at

Thanksgiving. Students who are still miserable in February are a real
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conversation. Students who are miserable in October are on a normal

transition path.

They say they have no friends. What do I do?

Ask who they eat with and who's in their classes rather than asking about

friends, because the word 'friend' itself applies differently with new

independence. Their book gives them a six-week friendship window and,

more usefully, tells them that real friendships frequently arrive in the

second semester through a class, a job, or a club rather than the first-week

scramble. What you can do is normalize the timeline and resist the urge to

sound worried, since your worry becomes their evidence.

Should I visit in the first month?

Generally wait, unless the school has a family weekend, in which case go to

that. An early visit can be lovely and it can also reset the homesickness clock

right in the middle of the window where they need to be building a life on

campus. Aim for family weekend or the first natural break.

Money, Grades, and Paperwork

The school won't tell me anything. Why?

Once your student enrolls and turns eighteen, federal privacy law (FERPA)

puts their education records in their hands. Grades, attendance, and

academic standing are theirs to share. There's usually a release form or a

proxy-access option if your family wants you authorized, and it's best

handled in August rather than during a crisis - see Chapter 15, and treat it as

their decision rather than a condition of the money. Being an authorized

payer on the bill is a separate and easier permission.

How much spending money is right?

It varies enormously with the campus, the meal plan, and your family's

situation, so the useful move is not a standard number but a consistent

method and number. Decide the semester total together, divide by the weeks,
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and let that be the weekly number their Chapter 8 has them checking.

Whatever it is, they need to know the figure. A student who knows their

number and is broke is having an education. A student who doesn't is having

an unwelcome surprise.

They got a D on a midterm. Do I call the professor?

No, and this is the one I feel strongest about. A professor who hears from a

parent about a grade learns something about that student that you would

never choose to teach them: that they aren't ready to be independent and

responsible for their own choices and actions. Their Chapter 7 is a whole

chapter on how to walk into office hours, and the fix for a bad midterm is

almost always a conversation your student has, not one you have. Ask what

they're going to do, offer to rehearse it, and let them send the email. Plus,

remember FERPA. The professor will not be legally able to discuss grades

with you.

Should they have a job?

For most students, yes, and on campus if possible. Ten to fifteen hours a

week is associated with better outcomes rather than worse, because it forces

a structure onto a schedule that otherwise has enormous soft edges.

On-campus jobs are also the most forgiving employers a student will ever

have about exams. Above roughly twenty hours the job starts to negatively

impact their academics.

They want to change their major. Is that a disaster?

It's close to universal. A large share of students change at least once and it's

rarely the expensive event families imagine, though the timing matters - a

switch late in the second year is where the extra semesters start appearing.

Encourage a conversation with their current academic advisor AND the

academic advisor for the major they are considering, about credits and

sequencing, and the question to avoid is what are you going to do with that.

Worry, Safety, and the Hard Stuff
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They haven't answered in three days. Should I panic?

Not yet. It's nearly always a lab, a nap, a dead phone, or a good week. Send

one text that says no need to reply, just send me a thumbs up when you see

this. If you truly cannot reach them and you have a real reason to be

frightened, you don't need any permission or paperwork - call the housing

office or campus police and ask for a welfare check. It is available to you and

no student has ever been harmed by one that turned out to be unnecessary.

How do I know if this is depression or just a hard month?

Duration and direction, not intensity. Two or more weeks of a flat voice,

withdrawal from everything at once, sleep off the rails, stopped attending

classes, or a new hopelessness that's about them rather than about the

semester - that combination is the line, and Chapter 15 has the full lists. Ask

directly, name what you've noticed, then be quiet long enough for a real

answer. And know that any mention of self-harm cancels every waiting rule

in this book.

What do I say about drinking?

Have the conversation before August, keep it practical, and skip the speech.

The things that actually save students are specific - never leave a drink

unattended, never leave a friend alone with strangers, know that the signs of

alcohol poisoning are a person who can't be woken, and know that most

campuses have an amnesty policy so calling for help does not get anyone in

trouble. Say that last part out loud, because the fear of consequences is what

makes students hesitate at the exact moment hesitation is dangerous.

Their roommate situation sounds bad. Can I call the RA?

Please don't. An RA who hears from a parent has been handed a problem

they cannot solve, because the conversation has to happen between two

people who share that room. Your student has a whole chapter on the

roommate agreement and how to reopen it, and a housing office that

handles real conflicts. What you can do is rehearse the conversation with

them, which is genuinely useful, and remind them that room changes exist
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and are not a failure.

The Long Game

They want to transfer. Already.

In October, this is almost always a feeling wearing a hard decision's clothing.

The rule I gave families for twenty years is that no transfer decision gets

made before the end of the first semester. Take it seriously out loud - yes,

let's look at this properly in December - and then see what December brings.

A meaningful number of students who said it in October never mention it

again. The ones who do mention it in the spring are frequently right, and by

then you can evaluate it with actual information. It is rarely about

academics; usually, it's about some kind of interpersonal issue.

They came home for break and they're different. Is that normal?

Extremely, and it goes both directions. They arrive with later hours, new

opinions, and a set of references you don't share, and the house has quietly

reorganized itself around their absence. Expect one friction point about

curfew or chores in the first forty-eight hours and try to negotiate it rather

than rule on it. Their independence is actually what you worked for the last

eighteen years.

How do I stay close without hovering?

One predictable weekly call, texts freely with no expectation of a reply, and

something about your own life in every single conversation. That last piece is

the one parents skip and it's the one that makes the phone ring on a

Wednesday for no reason. Consultants get called back; micro-managers get

avoided.

Honestly, am I supposed to feel this bad?

Yes, and there's a whole chapter for you, which is Chapter 17. The ache is not

evidence that something went wrong. It's the badge for something that went

right, because the entire job was to make a person who could leave and be
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successful. Put something real in your calendar for the empty evenings, find

another parent from the same August, and give the big version of your

feelings to another adult rather than to your student.

ACTION ITEMS

1. Bookmark this chapter. It's the one you'll want at 11 p.m. in October.

2. Read the student half of this book, or at least Chapters 7, 8, and 9, so
you know what your student has already been told.

3. Have the drinking conversation before August, and make sure they
know their campus amnesty policy exists.

4. Put the campus crisis line, counseling center, housing office, campus
police non-emergency number, and 988 in your phone.

5. Agree out loud that no transfer decision happens before December.

6. Then go do the three Shared Pages at the back of this book together -
money, communication, and emergencies - before you pack the car.
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THE SHARED PAGES

Fill These Out Together



SHARED PAGE 1

The Money Page

The October money fight happens because nobody ever said the
numbers out loud. This page is forty minutes that prevents it.

This is the worksheet Chapter 13 sends you to, and it only works if you follow

the order. Do not skip to the discussion. The whole value of this page is that

each of you writes down your ideal version before you hear the other

person's. Families who compare two honest drafts have a conversation.

Families who talk first have a negotiation where the louder person wins.

Print two copies, or photocopy the student pages, so you each have your

own. Total time is about forty minutes and it should happen before move-in,

ideally in July.

Step 1 - Student, Alone (10 Minutes)

Fill this out by yourself, honestly, before anyone else sees it. Write what you

actually think would work, not what you think will be approved. This is a

draft, not a request.

What I think my monthly spending money should be, and what it covers

Things I think my parent(s) should pay for
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Things I think I should pay for

How I'd like the money to arrive - lump sum, monthly, or weekly - and why

Then settle where it lands, because this one decision makes everything else

on this page easier. The money should arrive in a checking account in your

own name, with a debit card attached. Not cash you carry, not a parent's

card you borrow, not a balance floating inside one app. A checking account is

the only setup where every single thing you spend leaves a record you can

look at afterward, which is exactly what the weekly glance in Chapter 8 is

checking. It is also the account Apple Pay, Cash App, Venmo, and your

campus account all link to, so a phone tap and a card swipe end up in the

same place instead of four different places. One account, one record, one

number.

The bank I'd like to use, and whether it has a branch or fee-free ATMs near
campus

Who I think should be able to see this account, and what I think that
visibility is for
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The apps I'll link to it - Apple Pay, Cash App, Venmo, the campus account

My plan if I run out early

One money thing I'm actually nervous about
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Step 2 - Parent(s), Alone (10 Minutes, No Peeking)

Same rules. Fill this out before you read your student's page. Write real

numbers, including the ones that are uncomfortable to say.

What I think the monthly spending money should be, and what it covers

Things I expect to pay for

Things I expect my student to pay for

How I plan to send it - lump sum, monthly, or weekly - and why

Then settle where it lands, because it is the piece that makes the rest of this

page work. A checking account in your student's own name, with a debit

card attached, is the simplest system there is. You replenish it on the

schedule you chose above, they spend from it, and every transaction leaves a

record either of you can look at later - which is what makes their weekly

money check take thirty seconds instead of thirty minutes. Apple Pay, Cash

App, Venmo and the campus account all link to that one account, so the
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phone taps and the card swipes land in the same ledger. Decide the visibility

question on purpose while you're here, because a joint account and a parent

view are different things, and both are far easier to set up in August than in

October.

The bank I'd like to use, and why - branch near campus, fee-free ATM
network, a decent app

The visibility I want - joint account, parent view, or none - and what I will
actually use it for

How I'll move money into it - transfer, direct deposit, or an app

What I will do if they run out early

My two or three non-negotiables

One money thing I'm actually nervous about
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Step 3 - The Discussion (20 Minutes, Together)

Now trade pages. Four rules, and they are what keeps this from becoming

the October fight early.

1. Read each section aloud in turns. Student reads their answer, then

parent reads theirs, then move to the next line. Reading aloud slows

everything down on purpose.

2. No interrupting. Let the whole answer finish, including the part you

disagree with.

3. Ask what's behind that? before countering. Every time. Most gaps on

this page turn out to be information problems rather than value

problems - one person knows what a textbook costs and the other

doesn't.

4. Thirty minutes maximum. If you're not done, put the leftovers in the

revisit box and stop. Nothing good has ever been decided in minute

forty-five of a money conversation.

Where our two pages already agreed

The biggest gap between our two pages

What was behind that gap once we asked
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REVISIT BOX - things we could not settle today, and the date we'll come
back to them
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Step 4 - The Agreement (Fill Out Together)

One copy, written together, in whatever handwriting. This is the version that

settles arguments in October, so be specific and use real numbers.

The amount, how often it arrives, and on what day

The parent pays for

The student pays for

What happens if the money runs out early

What counts as an emergency worth extra money

What does NOT count as an emergency
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Our non-negotiables

The bank and account, the debit card, and who can see it

Bank transaction alerts - switched on, on the student's phone, on what
date

The apps linked to the account

The tracker we're using, and the weekly number

When we'll review this whole page again (put the date in both phones)

Student signature and date

Parent signature and date
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Set up the checking account and debit card together before move-in,
and switch on the bank's own transaction alerts while you are both
sitting there. That is the notification that arrives the second the card is
tapped, it is free, and almost no student has it turned on.

2. Add the parent as an authorized payer on the school's billing portal if
the parent is paying the bill. That is a separate permission from grades.

3. Set the weekly number and the tracker together, sitting side by side, in
about five minutes.

4. Find the fee-free ATMs near the residence hall before you drive away,
and send the student off with one emergency twenty - for emergencies,
not for coffee.

5. Put the review date from the last line in both phones. This page ages,
and a February version of it is different from an August one.
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SHARED PAGE 2

The Communication Page

One person's reasonable check-in is the other person's surveillance.
Nobody finds that out gently by accident.

This is the worksheet Chapter 14 sends you to, and it is the one families are

most tempted to skip, because talking about talking feels silly. Do it anyway.

The gap between what a parent considers normal contact and what a

student considers normal contact is usually enormous, and if you don't

measure it before the semester starts you'll discover it in the middle of an

argument in October.

Same order as the money page and the order is the point. Each of you fills

out your ideal version alone, before you hear the other one's. Do this before

the semester, not on move-in day. It's also great if you revisit it after a few

weeks in the semester.

One thing that surprises almost everyone who does this honestly - the

gap is usually smaller than both people feared, and the arguments were

about assumptions rather than about the actual numbers.

Step 1 - Student, Alone (10 Minutes)

Write what you'd actually like, not what you think will avoid a fight. Being

honest here is what prevents the fight.

How often I'd like to talk on the phone or video, and roughly when

How I feel about texting - how often, and whether I want to reply right
away
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How long is too long for me to go without answering before you'd be right
to worry

What I want to be asked about

What I would rather not be asked about every single time

How I feel about location sharing

What I want you to do if I don't answer for a while
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Step 2 - Parent(s), Alone (10 Minutes, No Peeking)

Write your honest version, including the frequency you'd like rather than

the one you think you're supposed to say.

How often I'd like to talk on the phone or video, and roughly when

How often I expect to text, and whether I expect a reply

How long without hearing anything before I start to worry

What I most want to know about your life

What I'm most worried about, said plainly

How I feel about location sharing, and what I would use it for

What I'd like to be able to do if I can't reach you
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Step 3 - The Discussion (20 Minutes, Together)

Trade pages. Same four rules as the money page, and they matter just as

much here.

1. Read each section aloud in turns, student first, then parent, then move

on.

2. No interrupting, including during the part about what not to ask about.

3. Ask what's behind that? before countering. Behind almost every

frequency request is a specific fear or a specific memory. Find it before

you argue about numbers.

4. Thirty minutes maximum, then the revisit box.

One thing worth naming out loud during this step, because it prevents a lot

of hurt later. A student calling less by November is not a verdict on the

family. It's what an independent, adult life beginning sounds like, and

Chapter 14 says so in more detail.

How far apart our two ideal frequencies actually were

What was behind the parent's number, once we asked

What was behind the student's number, once we asked

REVISIT BOX - what we could not settle today, and when we'll come back to
it
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Step 4 - The Agreement (Fill Out Together)

One copy, written together. Be specific enough that neither of you has to

interpret it at eleven at night.

Our standing call - day, time, and who calls whom

Texting - how often, and what we've agreed about replies

How long an unanswered phone can go before it means anything

Our signal for this is actually urgent, please answer now

What the parent will do before assuming something is wrong

What we agreed about location sharing

Topics that are off the table for the weekly call
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Three openers the parent will use instead of audit questions

What happens when someone needs to cancel the call (whoever cancels
reschedules)

When we'll revisit this page

Student signature and date

Parent signature and date

ACTION ITEMS

1. Put the standing call in both calendars as a real recurring appointment,
today.

2. Agree on the urgent signal in both directions, so an unanswered phone
doesn't become a crisis by midnight.

3. Write the three openers somewhere the parent will see them before the
call.

4. Put weeks three through six and midterms in the parent's calendar as
the moments to reach out.

5. Set a date in November to redo this page. The right rhythm in
September is usually the wrong one by spring.
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SHARED PAGE 3

The Emergency Page

This is the page you fill out hoping to never open again. Fill it out
anyway.

The other two Shared Pages prevent arguments. This one is different - it

exists so that nobody has to think clearly during the ten minutes when

nobody can think clearly. Every answer on this page is easy to find in July

and impossible to find at two in the morning in October.

Same order as the others. Each of you fills out your own version first,

because the single most common failure here is that the two of you have

completely different definitions of the word emergency and have never once

said them out loud.

When it's finished, make it findable. A photo of the completed page in

both phones, one printed copy in the student's desk drawer, and one on the

refrigerator at home.

Step 1 - Student, Alone (10 Minutes)

Fill this out yourself. Some of it will require looking things up on your

school's website, which is exactly the point - looking them up now means

you already know where they are.

Situations where I would definitely want you called

Situations where I would want to handle it myself first, then tell you



THE EMERGENCY PAGE

165

The friend on campus you should contact if you can't reach me - name and
number

My RA's name and how to reach them

My hall, room number, and the housing office number

My campus counseling center - phone, hours, and where it is

My campus health center or nearest urgent care, and the nearest ER

Campus police - emergency and non-emergency numbers

Where my insurance card, medication list, and allergy information live
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Step 2 - Parent(s), Alone (10 Minutes, No Peeking)

Write your honest definitions before you read theirs.

Situations where I would absolutely want to be called, no matter the hour

Situations where I would want to be told, but the next day is fine

What I would want to happen if I could not reach you for a full day

Who else in the family should be reachable, and their numbers

Insurance details my student needs to have - carrier, policy number, and
the card

Anything medical the campus should know - conditions, medications,
allergies



THE EMERGENCY PAGE

167

What I want my student to know about asking for help before it's a crisis
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Step 3 - The Discussion (20 Minutes, Together)

Trade pages. Same four rules - read aloud in turns, no interrupting, ask

what's behind that? before countering, thirty minutes maximum and then

the revisit box.

Two things worth settling explicitly during this conversation, because

they are where families get stuck.

• The amnesty conversation. Most campuses have a medical amnesty or

good-samaritan policy, meaning a student who calls for help for

themselves or a friend in an alcohol or drug situation is not disciplined

for it. Look up your school's version together and read it out loud. Then

the parent says the part that matters - if you ever have to choose

between getting someone help and getting in trouble with me, get them

help. That sentence has saved lives and it costs nothing to say.

• The privacy reality. Once your student is enrolled and eighteen, the

school generally cannot discuss records with a parent, though a health

or safety emergency is specifically carved out. Decide now whether you

want a release or proxy access on file. Chapter 15 has the details.

Where our definitions of emergency did not match

What we decided about medical amnesty and calling for help

REVISIT BOX - what we could not settle today, and when we'll come back to
it
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Step 4 - The Agreement (Fill Out Together)

One copy, written together, then photographed into both phones.

Call home immediately for

Tell home within a day for

Handle it first, then mention it

Our urgent signal in both directions

Campus police (emergency and non-emergency)

Campus 24-hour crisis line

Counseling center

988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline (call or text, any hour, family members too)
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Health center, nearest urgent care, nearest ER

Housing office and RA

Student's emergency contact on campus - name and number

Insurance carrier, policy number, and where the card is

Medications, conditions, and allergies

What the parent will do before asking for a welfare check

Student signature and date

Parent signature and date
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ACTION ITEMS

1. Photograph the finished page into both phones and print one copy for
the student's desk drawer.

2. Put every number from Step 4 into both phones as actual contacts, not
as a photo you'd have to find.

3. Look up your school's medical amnesty policy together and read it out
loud.

4. Say the sentence - if you ever have to choose between getting someone
help and getting in trouble with me, get them help.

5. Make sure the student has their own insurance card, physically, before
move-in.

6. Know that 988 works by call or text from any phone at any hour, and
that it is for worried family members too.
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Before You Close the Book

One more page, and then you're on your own - which was always the
point.

About the Author

Dr. Christiane N. Rinck spent more than twenty years on the other side of

the desk in higher education. She served as Director of Freshman Programs

at the University of Miami, where she built and ran the first-year experience

program and co-authored its custom textbook. She worked as an academic

advisor across multiple departments, and she taught as a Professor of

Humanities and Cultural Studies at the University of South Florida in Tampa

from 2014 until her retirement in 2023.

In those two decades she sat across from thousands of freshmen in the

worst week of their semester, and she took a great many phone calls from

their parents. This book is what she told both of them.

She is the founder of Elevate My Dorm, at ElevateMyDorm.com.

If This Helped

Two things, and both of them take about a minute.

1. Leave a review. For a book like this one, reviews are the entire

distribution system - they are how the next nervous parent in August

finds it. If any part of this was useful, saying so publicly is the single

most helpful thing you can do.

2. Hand it to somebody. You almost certainly know another family in the

same August. The free web edition lives at ElevateMyDorm.com and

costs them nothing.
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More from Elevate My Dorm

ElevateMyDorm.com is where the rest of this lives, and all of it is free.

• Room planning and packing lists - what actually fits, what nobody

brings and everybody needs, and what to leave home.

• Around-campus guides - for a growing list of residence halls, mapping

the things this book keeps telling you to find in week one. The grocery

store, the pharmacy, the fee-free ATMs, the quiet coffee shop, the urgent

care.

• The free web edition of this book, readable on a phone, with your place

saved as you go.

• RealTimeBudget.com - the live, glanceable spending tracker Chapter 8

and Chapter 13 point you toward.

A Last Word

To the student. You are about to be more capable than you currently believe,

and the evidence will arrive one handled problem at a time. Go early, go

prepared, go without a crisis. Ask for help before it is an emergency. And

remember that a hard week is NORMAL, and it will pass.

To the parent. You built a person who can leave and be successful. The

ache is the badge for that, and the relationship on the other side of it is

frequently better than the one you had. Be reachable, be predictable, and be

interesting. Consultants get called back.

Good luck to both of you. You are more ready than you think.


