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FIND YOUR WAY THROUGH YOUR FRESHMAN YEAR

BY SETTING ASIDE DOUBT AND MEETING NEW PEOPLE
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ANXIETY
Trying to make new friends can cause

some of the most anxiety-ridden moments
for freshmen: sitting in awkward silence in
your first class, entering the dining hall by
yourself for the first time or attending a
floor meeting in your residence hall. 

“It’s difficult, but it’s about realizing that
everyone is in the same place. Breaking
through awkwardness is easier said than
done but realize that you are all away from
home and no one is more uncomfortable
than anyone else,” said Jason Miller, direc-
tor of the Counseling and Human
Development Center at Kent State
University in Ohio. 

“The best way to counteract (anxiety
about making friends) is (for students) to
believe if they made friends in the past and
functioned adequately in middle school and
high school, they are going to be fine,” said
Carol Hagans, assistant dean of student
affairs and director of the counseling center
at Butler University in Indianapolis. 

Hagans advises students to “think about
every statement in your senior yearbook —
not just fluff. ‘Here’s somebody who
believes in me.’You have the skills and they
will transfer. People think skills leave them
and they have to start over. The good stuff is
still there, you just apply it to different peo-
ple.”

Andrea Bonior, staff counselor at The
George Washington University in
Washington, D.C., offered these suggestions
for making friends:

■ When meeting someone new, ask a lot
of questions. Make good eye contact.

■ Seek out people with the same inter-
ests — that’s why getting involved with
activities is important.

■ When having a conversation with
someone, listen as much as you talk. 

The Center for Counseling and
Psychological Services at Pennsylvania
State University also offers these tips:

■ Be open to chance meetings. Consider
talking with people in classes, while study-
ing in a study lounge or in your residence
hall. 

■ Be willing to take risks. In any rela-
tionship one person has to initiate the con-
tact. It helps if you give yourself credit for
attempts to meet people rather than results.
You can’t always determine who is open to
a new friend, but you can increase your
chances of making one if you are willing to
begin. 

■ Look for ways to meet people through
roommates and friends who are more out-
going or seem to be connected to a group of
people you’d like to meet. 

■ Be willing to try again if the first time
doesn’t work well. Just because one party
felt tense or one person didn’t seem interest-
ed, don’t get stuck or discouraged and give
up. 

ICEBREAKERS
By the end of your first week of college,

after meeting more people than you thought
possible, you will be sick of the following
questions: What’s your major? Where are
you from? Where are you living?

While these are important things to know
about a potential friend, having the same
conversation with dozens of people makes it
hard to distinguish Sara from Sarah, let
alone find someone who has similar inter-
ests.

The key to starting a conversation is to
use what’s happening around you as a
source of inspiration. While the generic
questions somehow always work their way
in to fill those awkward silences, it’s impor-
tant to try to be original at the start. 

Help yourself stick out in people’s minds
and find people you share interests with by
using some original conversation starters.

Here are a few suggestions:
■ Compliments are always good, but

only if they’re genuine. You can ask where a
person got an item and hopefully the con-
versation will progress from there. 

■ If you notice someone wearing a
sports team jersey, hat or T-shirt, you can
ask how he or she thinks the team is going
to do in the next season. It’s best to try this
if you also follow the sport. You get bonus
points if the person is wearing the gear of
your favorite sports team. This maneuver
can also be applied to bands. 

■ If you are in an awkward pre-class sit-
uation, try to bring up a current news event
— something that everyone will be interest-
ed in. Campus news is an even better option
since everyone is affected. 

■ In a large lecture, ask the person
beside you if they caught the last thing the
professor said. After class, you can continue
talking about the class and/or professor. If
your conversation goes well, you could have
a study buddy or at least someone who can
lend you notes. 

■ If you’re feeling brave in the dining
hall, you can always ask to sit with some-
one, or while standing in line, ask the per-
son beside you to guess what’s in the mys-
tery meat.

■ Laundry rooms are challenging
because it can be awkward trying to talk to
someone while they’re folding their under-
wear. You can try to spark a conversation by
complaining about the person who left their
clothes in the dryer or asking where you can
get change for the machines. 

■ If all else fails, carry a pen with you
and constantly drop it so you can ask peo-
ple, “Is this yours?”

DORM LIFE
Residence halls are more than just a roof

over your head. They’re a great place to
meet new people and develop friendships
— and not always with the people you
expect. 

“The great thing about living on campus
is a lot of people from different back-
grounds are forced to mingle with people
they would have avoided otherwise,” said
Greg Nayor, director of resident life at
Lynchburg College in Lynchburg, Va. 

While your floormates are the people
you will see most often, don’t rule out
meeting people in other areas of the build-

ing such as the study lounge, laundry room
and elevators. 

Try these tips for making friends with
your floormates:

■ Bring a board game or deck of cards
to the student lounge — nothing can make
friends faster than procrastination and a
game of Pictionary.

■ Keep the door to your dorm room
open when you’re there, but only when you
are awake and welcome company (this isn’t
a good idea if you are trying to study or
sleep).

■ Attend floor meetings and activities
sponsored by your floor or residence hall, or
organized by your resident assistant.

■ Invite people to your room to watch
the latest episode of a popular TV show.

■ Organize a video game challenge or
poker tournament.

■ Share your care package from mom
and dad — everyone loves homemade
cookies.

■ Host a movie night, complete with
popcorn and a theme (i.e., Quentin
Tarantino).

■ Grab a handful of floormates and head
to the dining hall.

COMMUTER LIFE
Students who commute to campus every-

day have to deal with problems their on-
campus counterparts don’t, such as traffic
and parking. Commuter students also have
the added obstacle of trying to make friends
while spending a limited amount of time on
campus. 

“The biggest challenge for commuter
students is to feel like they belong on cam-
pus even though they aren’t residents,” said
Jackie Mader, a senior speech-language
pathology major at Duquesne University in
Pittsburgh, and four-year commuter student. 

Duquesne offers a weekend overnight
program for new commuter students over the
summer so they can meet people and get to
know the university before classes start.
Mader said that the program helped her
because she already knew other commuter
students when she came back for orientation. 

Even if your university doesn’t offer an
overnight program, most schools have an
office for commuter students, which acts
like their home base when they are on cam-
pus. The office can provide information for
students on programs and activities on cam-
pus. 

“There are a lot of ways to meet people,”
said Ryan Barker, assistant director of stu-
dent affairs at Syracuse University in New
York. “There are opportunities through pro-
grams. Students need to seek them out.”

Barker suggested commuter students
should try to make connections in class or
when participating in a group project.

Another option is to go online. Check
out communities at LiveJournal.com to
see if there’s one for your university, and as
soon as you hit campus — or even before
— go to TheFaceBook.com, which is
available at more than 800 colleges and uni-
versities.

Mader offered this advice for new com-
muter students: “Be outgoing, be open and
say hello. Don’t be afraid to be friends with
everyone. There is no division between
commuters and residents. My freshman
year I thought it couldn’t be done and it can.
People are willing to help you get
involved.”

GETTING INVOLVED
Getting involved in activities on campus

through clubs, Greek life or sports is one of
the best ways to meet people. 

What could be better than meeting peo-
ple who share your passion for “Star Wars”
or skydiving? No matter what organization
strikes your fancy, whether it’s the Young
Republicans, Habitat for Humanity, the sign
language club or intramural dodgeball, find-
ing an organization that interests you will
help you meet people, learn new skills or
share your well-refined ones with a new
group of friends.

“Meeting people through activities is
great for shy people because of the struc-
tured setting. It’s easy to meet people there
rather than walking up to someone after
class,” said Andrea Bonior, staff counselor
at George Washington University.

Most universities have an open house
during the fall semester where all the stu-
dent organizations are available to answer
questions and recruit new members. This is
a great place to see what your university has
to offer and find out where you want to get
involved. If you can’t find an organization
that fits, most universities allow students to
start their own. 

Joining activities isn’t for everyone.
Another way to meet people is at campus
events. Open mic nights at the student
union, freshmen meet-and-greets and
Saturday football games are all great places
to make conversation. 

“Go to any university-sponsored event
possible. It takes the pressure off of you to
initiate contact,” said Carol Hagans, assis-
tant dean of student affairs and director of
the counseling center at Butler University. 

Hagans said to go to an event even if it’s
not something you are particularly interest-
ed in because “you will be standing with
people and laughing at the same thing. Just
getting there makes the biggest difference.”
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One way to meet new people in college is to form study groups with classmates.
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Card games can help break the ice.

he hundreds of new faces that await freshmen as 
they begin their first year of college can be over-
whelming. Without the comforts of home and the
familiarity of high school, many students feel a sense

of dread as they prepare to enter the unknown. To help ease
this transition, we offer tips to help freshmen overcome
their social anxiety with suggestions on how to strike up
conversation, get involved with student activities and make
the most of dormitory or commuter life. Meeting new peo-
ple and being open to new experiences are keys to a suc-
cessful first year.

—Eric Goodwin, Knight Ridder/Tribune
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