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Top Ten Things to Do During Your First Year of College

1. Find a favorite local restaurant: Cafeteria food will get old before long, so find a place you and your friends can visit for an escape or a planned night out.

2. Visit a new friend at his home: Travel to see a different part of the country meet a new college friend's family and enjoy the break from classes.

3. Bring a new friend home with you: Show off your hometown, introduce your new friend to your family and high school buddies, and enjoy a favorite homecooked meal.

4. Get to know the library: Become acquainted with the campus library early in your college career and you'll see the benefits until the day you graduate.

5. Send a thank you note home: Write a heartfelt letter to your parents thanking them for all their love and support throughout your life. They'll treasure it for years to come.

6. Visit your high school teachers: Round up some friends, visit your old teachers and tell them about college. Thank them for helping you get there.

7. Join a campus organization: Get involved! Find an organization that interests you and attend meetings, plan events, and meet great new friends.

8. Attend parties: Gather a group of friends to dance, play games, or just hang out. Find your place in the social scene and balance out your study stress.

9. Invite a professor to the cafeteria for lunch: Your professor may be on campus for lunch anyway, so invite her to join you for a meal. Getting to know professors as more than just teachers is a great opportunity.

10. Create (or revise) a resume: Get assistance from your school's career office and prepare a resume that will impress future prospective employers. Starting early will get you on the path to a great job after graduation.






Introduction

[image: s1] After twelve years of formal education, the end is in sight. Yet in order to pursue your dreams and increase your earning potential you are about to head to college. Just an undergraduate degree means several more years of classes, papers, and tests. If you pursue a graduate degree, you could be in school for another six to ten years. And you are actually looking forward to this?

Of course you're looking forward to college! These will be the best years of your life so far. You will meet lifelong friends and perhaps your soul mate. You will try new things, learn valuable skills, and be challenged to figure out who you really are and what you stand for. You will fall in love with some of your classes (and perhaps classmates), deeply discuss serious issues with peers and professors, and enjoy many moments of quiet reflection.

You have achieved a lot and have done well to graduate from high school. You have learned what teachers want and how to succeed. However, college classes will move faster and your professors will be more demanding. You'll read thousand of pages and process dense information for class discussions and presentations. You'll also write hundreds of pages in essays, reports, and exams. To do so, you will spend many hours researching in the library, as well as many more hours studying in your room, in quiet places around campus, and even in the cafeteria.

As you are working harder and smarter than ever before, you will also be having more fun than ever before. There will be more concerts, parties, and cultural events than you have time to attend. You will have a full range of athletics to watch or participate in, nearby exercise facilities, and perhaps even natural resources such as hiking trails, beaches, or ski mountains to enjoy. You will meet and live with interesting people, some from places you have never visited, with very different backgrounds and expectations. By developing these new friendships, you'll learn more about yourself and what you want out of life.

By the time you finish college, you'll be prepared for a job in a field that may become a career. You'll also be prepared to change jobs if necessary, and you will still have college resources available to help you make that change. Your education in the classroom will be represented by your degree, but your education out of the classroom will shine on your resume and in job interviews. Leadership experiences, internships, and semesters spent abroad will all help shape your approach to life and your contribution to the adult world.

This book was written as a guide for you, as an incoming college freshman, and for your family. The topics covered in the following chapters will help you think about and prepare for the remarkable experience that is college. Each student's experience is different, but the themes students encounter are very similar, no matter what the size or location of the college. With a little thought and preparation, the transition from living at home and attending high school to living on your own and attending college can be a smooth one.

The experiences you have at college, in and out of the classroom, will not only help you personally and professionally upon graduation, but they will also help you determine your place in the world. The education and the great memories you leave with will be yours forever. Regardless of your background or future plans you are about to embark on a priceless journey. Good luck, and enjoy every minute!
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Chapter 1
Financing Your Education

You have selected the schools you like most and have completed your applications. Though your acceptance letters and final decision may yet be months away, now is the time for you to figure out how you're going to pay for that college education. Few families have enough money to pay for a college education outright. You and your family will have to make some sacrifices, be a bit creative, and use a variety of methods to get the money needed to see you through several years of college.



Financial Aid Offices and Forms

Your college's financial aid office will be one of the first to contact you after you are accepted to the school. Pay close attention to all communication from this office and be certain that you return all forms, filled out completely by the deadlines indicated. No matter how thorough and vigilant you are, you'll surely have some questions about financial aid and the many forms you receive. Fortunately, you have a staff of experts at your disposal: your school's financial aid officers.

The financial aid officers at your school have an excellent understanding of student needs, federal regulations, and the paperwork necessary to receive financial aid. They have heard every question imaginable and understand that each student's situation may be unique. Financial aid officers also know of helpful resources available to students, including many outside of the college. Keep the financial aid office phone number posted on your refrigerator and try to speak to the same person each time you call. Your financial aid officer will usually remember your past conversations and can thus more accurately answer your new questions.
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A common misconception is that you must be either very smart or very poor in order to receive financial aid. This is not even close to the truth. A variety of aid options exist for students of all levels of academic achievement and economic status. Search diligently and you will find something designed for someone in your situation.




Every student applying for financial aid must complete a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form early in the calendar year. The FAFSA form standardizes much of the information colleges use to determine a student's expected family contribution and need. In addition, by late spring you must provide your school with a signed copy of your tax return, as well as your parents' tax returns. If your parents are separated or you have other special circumstances, get in touch with your financial aid officer to find out what forms are needed from each person.

Every aid application will require paperwork. Be certain that you keep copies of all the forms you fill out so that you can refer to them later. Keeping applications in separate envelopes or folders may help you find items quickly when you are on the phone asking questions or trying to figure out how much aid you have secured.

Searching for Grants and Scholarships

Scholarships and grants are defined amounts of money that the college or another source gives to you for your educational expenses; these don't have to be repaid. Scholarships are the most sought-after type of aid for most college students. Scholarship eligibility is normally based on student characteristics, including one's academic merit, declared major, alumni relationship, and extracurricular involvement. Grants are different in that eligibility is based on the financial need of the student and family.

The federal government is probably the largest single source of financial aid for college students, typically focusing on need-based grants. But a surprising number of private organizations offer some sort of scholarship support as well. Take the time to search the Internet for possible financial aid opportunities. A quick search for “college scholarships” will turn up a wide variety of choices and possibly a lucrative award for which you are perfectly qualified. Also ask community agencies, such as churches and civic groups, if they have money available for students heading to college. Additionally, your family's employers may have grant programs for children or dependents of employees.
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Several excellent scholarship databases are available for students, but you need to be cautious of any organizations that charge for their services. Some groups will try to sell you a list or have you complete an application so that you can be included in a database. Your search should not require either activity.



Local organizations are unlikely to give you large sums of money but every little bit helps. For example, a few hundred dollars from a local civic group may fund your books for a semester. Find out about as many of these opportunities as possible and apply for any that you might be even remotely qualified for. Your goal is to gain as much grant and scholarship support as possible, even if it means getting a lot of small awards. You must notify your college financial aid office of any scholarships or grants that you obtain from outside sources. Be certain to ask your financial aid officer how outside scholarships and grants will affect your overall package.

Ask your financial aid officer what types of scholarships the school offers. Many alumni will endow a scholarship in memory of a loved one or favorite professor. You may find that there is a scholarship for students from your geographic region, planning to pursue your major, or any number of other special interests.

Maintaining Grants and Scholarships

Getting grants and scholarships can be hard work, but don't take them for granted once you have received them. Some will be renewed automatically as long as you are continuously in school, but many will have to be applied for each year. In some cases, there may be strings attached to your scholarship or grant, such as maintaining a particular grade point average or continuing in a particular major or field of study.

There are a few basic questions you need to ask about each grant or scholarship you receive:



• Is the award renewable for each year that you are in college?

• What, specifically, do you have to do in order to maintain the award?

• Can the grant or scholarship be increased or decreased if your family's need changes?



Be cautious about one-time-only grants. Some colleges and organizations will offer students a scholarship or grant that is only good for the first year of college. If that award is not renewable, consider where you'll find that money for the rest of your time at college. You may find that the award is a bonus or that you can make up the difference with a small loan. But if the amount of the one-time grant is the last and irreplaceable piece of your financial aid package, you should talk to your financial aid officer about managing the costs of your second, third, and fourth years of school.

Leadership Development Awards

Some financial aid awards are targeted to a specific area of study or development. A good example is scholarships that focus on leadership development. Local groups may have an interest in helping young people become leaders in the community. Organizations, such as a chamber of commerce, might have an award or know of local groups with that kind of money to give to deserving students. Some corporations enjoy the publicity that comes with helping to educate tomorrow's leaders, so be sure to avail yourself of any opportunities such companies may offer.
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Don't be shy about your involvement and accomplishments when searching for financial aid. You are your own best promoter, and you need to talk about your qualifications confidently. Include positions you've held, groups of which you have been a member, and any community service you have done. Be confident in your approach and truthful about your qualifications.



Colleges often have scholarships designed to recruit or encourage student leaders. Eligibility will vary but often includes some demonstration of leadership in high school or your local community. However, colleges tend to think of leadership broadly, so don't rule yourself out if you were not the president of an organization or the captain of a team. Leadership is about making a difference, and that is exactly what the college wants you to do upon coming to campus. Some leadership awards will be based on your list of activities, some on an essay or application you complete, and some on interviews with college staff and students.

One of the best examples of leadership development aid is through the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) program. Students who choose to pursue this route for scholarship aid often find generous assistance for their education costs. However, if you receive money from an ROTC program, you'll be obligated to complete some sort of military service upon graduation. Most ROTC programs want to train the best leaders for today's military branches, and if they invest in helping you become a leader they will expect you to use that leadership to their benefit for a few years. The benefits of an ROTC program go beyond the scholarship money that is available. You can learn a number of new skills, meet some fascinating people, and develop a list of items for your resume that will be helpful when you begin a job search.
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If you do receive an award from a company, community group, or other organization, it is appropriate to send each contributor a thank you note. Your note can be brief, but be certain that it is sincere. Let the groups know that you appreciate their support and that their gifts will be going to good use.



Community Group Awards

Community groups know that educated individuals are the key to a healthy and prosperous community. These groups work to make communities stronger through service, sponsoring events, working with politicians, and sometimes giving college students educational grants. If a community organization contributes to your education, the members hope that you'll return to the community and be an engaged, positive contributor. Sometimes they recognize students who have been engaged in the community for several years, but just as often, community groups will recognize a student's potential to make a difference.

You must reach out to these groups and find out what scholarship or grant money they have available. When you call or visit organizations, be sure to ask if they have scholarship money that you can apply for or if they are aware of other groups in the community with such funds. When you find a group that supports college students, be prepared to submit an application including an essay detailing why you deserve the particular organization's support. You may also have to complete an interview with one or two staff members.

Churches and other worship centers frequently give financial support to members of their community. While the amount may be small, there are often perks associated with this kind of support. If everyone in the congregation knows that you are off at college, you may get the occasional care package from them, and when you come home for a visit many people will want to speak with you. It might also comfort you to know that a congregation is praying for your safety and success.
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Remember that you are not alone in your search for financial aid. Ask your parents to inquire with their bosses and colleagues about opportunities that are available. Your high school guidance counselor, coaches, and teachers may also have some good leads. If you worked during high school, ask your boss for help—particularly if you worked for a national chain store.



Work-Study Aid

Work-study aid is money from federal, state, and/or college sources that is available to you if you work on campus. These jobs can pose a great opportunity to work right on campus, learn more about a particular department that interests you, and form relationships with professors and other administrators, while earning money to fund your education. However, if you don't work the required hours, you could lose the opportunity and would then be forced to make up the money someplace else.

Your campus probably has a work-study office, often located in the financial aid office or career center. Contact this office to find out how to secure a job on campus. Be sure to ask if your campus guarantees jobs for students with a work-study award. Students with special skills, such as lifeguard certification, may be able to secure a desired job quickly. Other students will have to work hard to find lucrative positions on campus; the sooner you get started the better chance you have of finding a position. Don't rule out working for the college food service or maintenance programs. It may be hard work, but you'll meet some great people, students as well as staff, and have a lot of fun at the same time. Working for these offices can also have some nice perks, such as free leftover food or knowing which are the best residence halls on campus.

Loans

Educational loans are a component of almost every financial aid package. They represent borrowed money that you or your parents must repay, usually with interest. The Federal Stafford Loan and Federal Perkins Loan are common low-interest loans available to students who have demonstrated financial need. Before your loan funds can be credited to your account, you must complete an entrance interview to learn about your rights and responsibilities. Your school may offer a group interview, you may be able to do this one-on-one with a financial aid counselor, or it may be possible to do this online.
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An unsubsidized loan is a service as well as a product. It is in your family's best interest to shop around for the best loan for your situation. Your financial aid officer can give you good advice about what to look for in a loan, such as competitive interest rates and other terms.



Subsidized loans are based on a student's calculated need. If there is a difference between the cost of your education and your scholarships, work-study award, and your expected family contribution, then you will qualify for a subsidized loan. The government will pay the interest on the subsidized loans while you are in college or during grace periods. If the financial aid package your school offers you meets your demonstrated need, you will not qualify for subsidized loans.

Unsubsidized loans are need-blind, meaning that they are available to students regardless of individual or family need in relation to the cost of the college. However, the interest is not deferred—it accrues while you are in school, and any unpaid interest rolls over and is added to your loan principle. Because of this, unsubsidized loans tend to be more expensive than need-based loans and should probably be used as sparingly as possible.

Many loans are directed toward the student, but parents are often able to take on loans to help cover the difference between the cost of the education and the total financial aid offered. Parents may be able to borrow through a home equity loan or through the Federal PLUS program. PLUS loans have a variable interest rate and repayment of these loans must begin soon after the full loan amount is sent to the college. Families that take out loans to pay for a college education should check with a financial advisor or tax preparer to see if they qualify for a student loan interest deduction.

Students and families considering loans need to be careful about the balance between long-term debt and meeting education costs. Before you talk to a financial aid officer or other financial advisor, put together a list of questions about the loans you are considering. In addition to questions specific to your situation, be sure to ask:



• What are the terms of the loan?

• Is the loan subsidized or unsubsidized?

• How much will you owe by the time you graduate?

• What kind of monthly payments can be expected?

• What is the interest rate for the loan? Is it fixed or variable?

• Does the loan involve an up-front insurance payment or other additional fees?

• What is the maximum amount available from each lender?

• Are there any deferment or cancellation provisions associated with the loan?



It's very important for you to understand your complete financial aid package and how loans fit into the big picture. You want your loan debt to be manageable, so take advantage of every other opportunity, such as work-study or other employment, before relying on loans. When you do take on loans, do not borrow any more than you actually need.
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What if your first choice doesn't offer you enough aid to attend the college?

Contact your financial aid officer and ask if there is an appeal process. Some schools will consider offers you've received from other colleges or recent changes in your family's specific circumstances. Be warned that state and community colleges typically have little flexibility in their offers.



Cost Versus Value

Students head to college to further their education and to have an opportunity for a better life. The cost of an education is significant, but the value of a college degree is proven to be even more significant. When you are considering colleges, look at more than just the price tag for your education. The prestige of an institution, for example, or the acclaim of a particular department there, are intangible aspects that can affect the perceived worth of your degree. Remember, also, that the value of an education goes well beyond your experiences in the classroom.

As you compare your final list of schools, look at each very carefully. Ignore the prices for a moment and look at other indicators of value. These include:



• Qualifications and involvement of the faculty

• Class sizes and student to faculty ratio

• Specialized areas of study

• Opportunities to study beyond the campus

• Opportunities to use the latest technology

• Experimental education, such as study abroad opportunities

• Social life on and around campus

• Continuing services for alumni

• Placement of alumni in leading graduate programs

• Demonstrated success of alumni in the workplace



You may find that the college you deem most valuable is more expensive than you hoped, even if the school offers a generous financial aid package. In this case, you and your family must then weigh the immediate cost of loans against the total value of the education at that particular college. Looking only at cost will short-change your opportunity for an exceptional education and college experience. Likewise, judging less expensive schools to be providers of less valuable educations is unwise. Many community and state colleges provide educations competitive with the offerings of Ivy League schools for half the price. Do some research, talk to the experts, and make the decision that fits your needs and aspirations.
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Chapter 2
Before Heading to Campus

Once you have committed to a particular college, you'll be contacted by various college offices on a regular basis. You'll be congratulated, surveyed, and provided with key information to help you make a successful transition to college life. You may feel like the college is still courting you, and in a way, it is. They want to prevent you from getting cold feet. However, much of the information is important and will help you get off to a good start at your new school.



Bills and Financial Materials

Few things are less exciting than a bill, and few things are more important. Keep all financial papers you receive from your college in one place so that you can keep track of and review them as necessary. As each bill arrives you need to read it carefully. Make sure you understand which office is sending the bill, the amount due and due date, and the consequences for late or missed payments.

Some billing information is very specific. At most colleges you must make an initial payment to hold your space in the class. You may also have to provide a deposit in order to guarantee housing. Additionally, you'll receive notices about optional health insurance and renter's or property insurance. In some cases, you'll be given the opportunity to opt out of some services and their related charges. It's important to note deadlines and penalty fees assigned to each bill. If you miss a particular payment, will you be charged interest on the amount due or assigned a fixed penalty amount?
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Look carefully at each bill you receive and make sure that you are only paying legitimate bills. Your college will probably only send you a single bill for all official expenses, such as tuition, room, and board. Private companies may send you bills for services or products that you do not need or want. Read everything carefully.



Some of the bills you receive will be presented without particular explanation. However, each bill will include a phone number to call if you have questions. Don't hesitate to call this number to get an explanation of the bill, how it fits into the big picture of the cost of college, and what payment options you have. This is your first time through the process, so you may have questions. The person answering the phone has probably heard every imaginable question, so don't be shy or worry that your question is stupid. Anything that helps you understand this process is worthwhile.

In addition to keeping track of the materials you receive, you need to keep a record of payments you send out. If there is any question about when or whether you made a payment, you should be able to immediately tell someone what you paid, when, and other details of the transaction. While keeping track of this information may seem tedious, it will make your life much easier if difficulties arise. It will also help you get in the habit of managing your budget, which will be discussed further in Chapter 3.

Insurance and Health Information

One of the earliest contacts you will receive will be from the college's health center. You will likely need to have a physical and provide proof that you have received various vaccinations. Look carefully at the due date for providing this information and make an appointment with your family physician accordingly. If you are unable to get to a doctor in time, call your college health center and see if they can provide the necessary services after your arrival to campus. Some items must be completed before you may begin classes or move into your residence hall, while others will be able to wait for a few weeks.
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Meningitis is an inflammation and infection of the lining of the brain and spinal cord. Several states have passed laws requiring college students to provide proof of receiving or waiving a meningitis vaccination. Failure to do so may prevent you from registering for courses or moving into housing. Check with your campus health center to learn what is required of you regarding this vaccination.



You will also want to take this opportunity to let your school's heath center know about your special medical needs or conditions. If you have diabetes or asthma, for example, you need to let the professionals at the college know so they can further communicate how they can serve you. You also want to find out how to ensure that your personal physician can effectively communicate with the health center. You'll likely have to complete some additional forms to enable that communication. The important thing for you to learn is how the health center can help you meet your medical needs, either in their office or through community resources.

Most colleges have health care plans for students and will send information about those plans to you early in the summer. Read through the costs and benefits carefully comparing the school's package to what you may be eligible for with your family's insurance. If you will use your family's coverage at school, check for eligible health care providers that are near your school. Your family's insurance may not cover you at college, in which case, some version of the school plan will be necessary. Many schools will automatically assign you their health insurance plan and require you to provide proof of alternate insurance if you want to opt out of their plan.

You also need to look into insuring your belongings. Colleges do not carry insurance that covers theft or damage to student property. Unless the school is negligent, which rarely happens, you'll be responsible for repair and replacement costs of damaged or stolen items. If your family's homeowner's insurance does not cover your belongings while you're at college, you should consider signing up for renter's insurance, either through a school-sponsored program or an insurance agency.
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Petty theft occurs on most college campuses, and occasionally, a pipe leak, storm, or other problem will cause your belongings to be damaged. Record the serial numbers of all electronic equipment and make an estimate of the value of your books, clothing, and other belongings. When you speak with an insurance agent, talk about replacement cost for your belongings.



Housing Decisions

Sometime between April and early June, you'll receive materials about housing on campus. Pay close attention to the forms you receive and dates by which you must return those forms to the school. In some cases, late return of the forms will mean that you are placed on a waiting list or are not eligible at all for campus housing.

One of the most important forms in this packet is the questionnaire that will be used to match you with a roommate. There are a few key pieces of advice you should heed when filling out these forms. First, fill out these forms by yourself. Parents often want to fill them out with you or even complete them on your behalf, but it is important that this information represents you and your preferences. Second, be completely honest. If you smoke, say so—even if your parents don't know it. If you truly like classical music, mention this, even if you've been made fun of for it in the past. Third, remember that the survey is a snapshot of you at this moment. By November you will have changed and may answer the survey differently. The same will be true for your roommate. You will each start on similar footing and will change over the course of the semester. Be prepared to manage these changes.
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Every year students fill out housing surveys honestly and thoroughly and still find that their roommates don't become their best friends. This is normal. Surveys help your housing office match students with a few similar interests, but you will inevitably find more differences. Your goal is to learn how to live with this new person, even if you do not become best friends.



Some schools will give you the opportunity to request a particular roommate. However, almost every housing professional you can ask will advise against selecting a friend as a roommate. Living with a friend is much different than hanging out with him. College may seem like a large and unfriendly place—intimidating to someone new. But rather than live with your friend try to live near him. You will benefit more from having another room to visit and the two of you may make twice as many friends by living apart. You will also be free to be yourself, even if that means being different than you were in high school. Most importantly, you'll preserve a valued friendship.

If you are given the opportunity to request a particular residence hall, consider your choices carefully. One hall may appear to have better amenities but is actually located on the fringe of campus. Some buildings will have traditional rooms with shared bathrooms; others will be arranged in suites with bathrooms shared only by a handful of people. Most buildings will house men and women, sometimes on the same floor, while others will be for one gender only. Think about your daily life and your preferences when choosing a particular hall, and resolve to make the best of whichever hall you eventually choose.

Some colleges have begun offering new students the chance to live in learning communities. These groups are usually housed together on one floor of a residence hall or in a suite-style building. Most learning communities are organized around a particular class or special interest, such as leadership, multiculturalism, or service. Choosing a learning community often means agreeing to participate in extra work outside of class, including workshops, field trips, and discussion groups in your residence hall. However, early research shows that students who participate in learning communities are more likely to stay at their college and report higher levels of satisfaction than those who do not. Learning communities are not for everyone, but they are worth serious consideration.

Orientation Materials

Your first major event as a college student will be orientation. The orientation office will begin sending you information about particular programs, dates, and costs sometime in the spring. Pay attention to the particular details and options involved with orientation. Is orientation held in the summer or just prior to the start of classes? Is there one orientation for everyone or specific sessions for specific individuals? When do you need to arrive and where will you be staying?
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Some of your orientation sessions will seem dry, pointless, or just plain corny. Attend everything regardless of these perceptions. Students and professionals have put these sessions together for a good reason. At the very least you and your new friends will have something to laugh at and complain about together.



Most orientation programs try to accomplish three broad goals. First, the program tries to orient you to campus. You will need to know where to find your classes, where the library and computer labs are, where to find and how to use the fitness center, etc. Second, orientation will formally introduce you to expectations of college life. Academic expectations, conduct policies, and school traditions will be covered. Third, the orientation program will help you get to know your classmates and begin building friendships that may last the rest of your life.

The information you receive about orientation may include a common reading. Some schools require all new students to read a book or set of articles prior to arriving on campus. Often, the school will provide these materials for you; sometimes you will have to purchase them yourself. It's important for you to complete this reading. While it does represent homework over the summer, which was probably not on your list of things to do after high school graduation, it's your first academic assignment from the college. You and your peers at college will have this reading as a shared experience, and you will probably be asked to discuss the material or reflect on it in writing. You may also be asked to relate the common reading to something you are discussing in one of your classes. Take this assignment seriously and give yourself plenty of time to complete and understand the material.
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Pay careful attention to directions provided in your orientation materials. When arriving on campus for move-in day, you may have to report to a particular area first. Also, since hundreds of other students will be moving in at the same time, your campus is likely to have particular directions for unloading your belongings and parking the family car.



You need to approach much of orientation seriously. If you learn things at this time, such as how to use the library effectively, you will not have to relearn them later. But also come to orientation prepared to have fun. Keep an open mind and be careful to not judge others quickly. Your classmates will be as nervous and excited as you are and in the rush to impress everyone it is easy to start forming cliques. It's also easy to make mistakes, so forgive yourself and others quickly if that happens. Get to know as many people as possible and be friendly to everyone.

Some colleges have a special or preorientation option for new students. These programs often involve outdoor experiences, such as hiking, bicycling, or taking advantage of natural resources close to campus. Other programs focus on community service projects. Often there is a small additional cost associated with these programs, and sometimes there are scholarships or fee waivers available for highly motivated but financially strapped students. Consider these special orientation programs carefully. In addition to the value of the specific program, you are able to move into your residence hall early and get to know a small group of people before the entire class arrives. For many students, this is an excellent transition to college. Participation in a preorientation program could be the first step to becoming president of an outdoors club or a member of a service fraternity.

Who to Call with Questions

Colleges put a lot of effort into making their communications self-explanatory and complete. But they also know that this is your first time through the process and some things may not make sense to you initially. From time to time, you may have a question or particular circumstance not answered in the materials that you receive, or what you receive may only confuse you. The quickest and easiest way to get the information you need is to call someone at the college.

The first place to call is the office that sent you the information that created the question. If you have a question about your bill, call the number listed at the top or bottom of your bill. If you have a question about health insurance forms, call the health center. These offices probably hear your particular question regularly and can provide you with a quick answer.

If your question isn't obviously attached to a particular office, there are two places to call. The orientation office can usually field a wide variety of new student questions. If they're not able to answer your question, they can usually transfer you to the correct office. Not only are they expecting most phone calls to be questions from new students, they are cheerful and eager to be helpful. The other office you can call is the admissions office. Although you are no longer a prospective student, they still want to help you with your transition to college. They may be able to answer your particular question, but if not, they can quickly transfer your call to the office that can help.
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When you were considering various colleges, a student may have called you offering to answer any questions you have. You may also remember your student tour guide from your campus visit. Look up these students in your college's online directory and contact them for answers to your questions. They will probably be flattered that you remembered them and happy to help you out.



Friends and Family

The few months before college are a great time to start your own address book. As high school graduation comes and goes, you'll receive cards from friends and family. Set these aside and treat them as a starting point for your address book. These people are already involved in your life, are interested in hearing about how you are doing, and are likely to send you mail at college.

Once you know your college mailing address, send a brief note or postcard to everyone in your address book. Include your mailing address, college e-mail address, and residence hall phone number. Add a few lines about why you are excited about attending this particular college, and thank each person for their continued support in your life. This brief note from you may inspire letters and packages for your birthday, holidays, or for no particular reason. And receiving mail from family and friends can help make you feel even more comfortable in your new college life.

Once you get to college, take some time each week to send one or two people a brief note or card. Be certain to remember family and friends' birthdays, anniversaries, and other important dates. They will be glad to know that you have not forgotten about them even though you are becoming more independent. You might also ask these people for advice from time to time; it's a good idea to get tips from people you trust while you're getting settled. And hopefully, a quick note from you will inspire each of them to send you a letter in return.

A card or e-mail is a good way to stay in touch with most of the people listed in your address book, but don't forget about the phone. You should call your parents at least once a week to tell them how you are doing, find out how things are at home, and keep up on family news. It is also worth calling grandparents and good friends once in a while. Nothing can replace a one-on-one visit, but hearing a familiar voice can comfort you both.
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What if I don't like the cafeteria food?

Unfortunately, college cafeterias don't always have a wide selection and may not carry foods you're used to. To keep eating comfortably without breaking your budget, ask a parent or relative to send a favorite treat from home. Whether it's a batch of your mother's brownies or a fruit basket from your aunt, an extra treat from a loved one can help you make this transition.
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Chapter 3
Taking Control of Personal Finances

You've been told that being an independent adult comes with responsibility. One of the first big responsibilities you are about to assume is primary responsibility for your personal finances. You will have to make significant decisions that will affect your day-to-day life, as well as your future. When developing a budget, you will quickly learn what works for you and what does not.



Cash, Credit, or Check

Although your basic needs are taken care of and you brought a lot of personal items from home, you'll eventually find yourself needing money for some extra purchases. You will buy essentials such as books, lab supplies, and pens. You'll also go out to eat, go see or rent movies, and go to concerts. The key to balancing these expenditures is knowing how much money you have at all times, sticking to a budget, and choosing the best method of payment.

Cash in small amounts is the most popular means of payment on and around a college campus. You don't want to carry around hundreds of dollars or leave that much money hidden in your residence hall room, but you want to be able to purchase a cup of coffee on the way to class or go off campus for lunch with classmates. The big advantage to cash is that it is accepted everywhere and doesn't cost you anything in terms of interest fees or finance charges.
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Some colleges allow you to charge things internally, placing the charge directly on your bill. With this option you don't have to part with any of your pocket cash or add a charge to your credit card, but your parents will likely see the bill and wonder just what they are paying for. If you use this method at all, do so with caution.



Checks are a popular means for more expensive purchases. You will not have enough cash on hand to purchase all of your books for the semester, and your campus bookstore is likely willing to accept a personal check. Off-campus, you may have trouble using checks to pay for items, and if you write too many checks you may incur extra fees through your bank. But if you are going to write checks for purchases, be prepared to show a driver's license or other form of identification.

Many students use credit cards to purchase anything from books to items from the convenience store. Credit cards have the advantage of being accepted almost everywhere, including Internet shopping sites. Still, some stores and restaurants require a minimum purchase amount before you can charge items. Credit cards are more complicated than cash or checks and warrant some extended discussion.

Credit Cards: Pros and Cons

When you get ready for college, the issue will not be so much how to get a credit card as which credit card to get. Advertisements will be stuffed in your bookstore bags, companies will send solicitations to your campus mailbox, and there will be fliers posted all over campus. There are good reasons to have a credit card, namely for emergencies, for travel, and to keep from carrying large amounts of cash. However, there are a number of pitfalls as well.
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Some credit card companies will give you something free just for signing up for their card. You may receive a free item on the spot, they may mail you something once your application is approved, or they may “forgive” your membership fee. Be wary of such offers. If they are willing to give you something for free, what's in it for them? Read the fine print to be sure.



If your bankcard also works like a credit card, you may not need anything else. Such cards are accepted like any credit card, but the charge is deducted from your checking account. One advantage of this arrangement is that you are unlikely to incur finance charges. However, you are also not going to build a credit history. Using your bankcard as your primary charge option might be a good idea, but you should consider having a traditional credit card as well.

It's important to compare credit card offers carefully and read all of the fine print before making a decision. A 0 percent annual percentage rate (APR) looks great but may only last for a limited time. The lower your fixed APR, the better it is for your budget. In addition to APRs, you should look at annual fees. Many cards charge you for the privilege of using their services.
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Most credit cards allow you to make charges or get cash advances, and the latter deserve particular caution. Cash advances are usually subject to a transaction fee and sometimes a higher interest rate. Also, your cash advance limit is often lower than your total credit limit. Use your credit card sparingly and for charges only, if possible.



Remember that charging something actually increases its cost if you don't pay your credit card bill immediately. Missing payments or carrying a large balance can also hurt your credit rating. A damaged rating takes time to repair, and when you graduate you may find that you need a good credit rating to get yourself established in the next phase of your life.

Plan on getting only one card, and find one with a low credit limit. You won't need more than a $1,000 limit even in emergencies, so anything more than that may do more harm than good. Also, try not to carry your card with you at all times. If you don't carry the card regularly, you will be less likely to make impulsive purchases. Finally, be careful about using your credit card for online purchases. While this is an easy way to shop, online security is always a concern.

Finding a Local Bank

Many students and their families decide that the student should have an account with a bank in the town where the college is located. However, this may not be necessary. If you rarely use a bank at home, you may not use a bank often while at college either. Perhaps the college has a check cashing service or a safe to hold large sums of cash. You can certainly use those services and survive well at college, but check with your campus first to learn just what services they provide, as well as the limitations of those services.

One of the advantages of having a local bank is access to a full range of banking services and the ability to meet with bank staff when needed. It also gives each student that much more control of her financial health and can be an excellent educational tool. Since banks usually have ATMs near campus, students will have twenty-four-hour access to their money, which is especially important when your friends decide to take a late-night trip for food or to visit another college.

Your experience finding a bank will vary depending on whether you are in a big city or a small town. The larger the town, the more banks will be available. You may find that your home bank has a branch near your college through which you can access your existing account. You may also find that your college conducts business with a particular bank and has arrangements to help students bank there. Both cases can make your life a little easier.
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Most college students don't actually go into a bank often during their college careers. You will be able to conduct most of your business online, through ATMs, and by mail. However, it's a good idea to have a branch near campus for those rare occasions when you need immediate assistance with a banking issue.



If you are going to start an account with a new bank, you need to understand the various account packages offered and how they fit with your banking needs. For example, you are unlikely to need unlimited checking if most of your spending will be with cash or credit. Here are a few questions to ask before opening an account:



• What is the interest rate for each account?

• Is there a charge for writing checks?

• Do you have to maintain a minimum balance on each account?

• What is the charge for bouncing a check?

• Can you link checking and savings accounts for overdraft protection?

• How often will you receive statements?

• Is there an extra charge for getting or using a bank (ATM) card?

• Can your ATM card be used like a credit card?

• Where are other branches of the bank?

• Where are the bank's ATMs located?

ATMs

ATMs can be found almost everywhere these days. They offer convenient access to money in stores, malls, gas stations, airports, and just about any other place people are likely to spend money. Consequently, it is highly probable that you'll have ATMs on or very near your campus. You can use these machines, as well as online banking services, to conduct much of the business you have with your bank.
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Many banks now offer online services for their customers. These services will allow you to check your balance, see a history of transactions, stop payment on checks, and even submit a loan application from the comfort of your own computer. In addition, since these services are available twenty-four hours a day, you can use them when it is convenient for you.



Use of ATMs comes with a few warnings. First, if your bank or network does not own the ATM you are using, there might be an extra charge for using that machine. Charges usually range from $0.50 to $2.00 per transaction. Keep in mind that frequent use of such ATMs will quickly deplete your bank account. Find an ATM that's in your network instead of regularly using machines that charge the extra fee. If you do use a machine that charges a transaction fee, be certain that you include that fee when you balance your checkbook.

A second caution for ATM use is security. While most ATMs are in well-lit areas and are monitored by videotape, you still need to exercise caution at these machines. Shield the keypad when you enter your PIN code so that nobody can look over your shoulder. Be aware of who is around you while you are at the ATM, and don't count your money out in the open, where others can see how much you have withdrawn.

Living on a Budget

You don't have to be an economics major to understand that your spending cannot outpace your income. Now that you are in charge of providing everything beyond your basic necessities, you need to establish a budget and stick to it. Parents are a good resource when you begin thinking about budgeting. Not only are they already familiar with your finances, they have managed a larger and more complex budget for an extended time.
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Are there any special discounts available to college students?

Absolutely. Many stores, restaurants, movie theaters, and auto shops near your college will likely offer student discounts. You'll simply need to present your student ID when you make your purchase.



You probably don't need a detailed budget for college life. Instead think of general categories of spending and set an amount for each. After you have listed each category, total the amount you anticipate spending and compare that with your income and savings. If you're spending more than you're making, you need to find places where you can spend less. Some categories you should consider for your budget are:



• Travel to and from home

• Travel around town

• Car maintenance and gasoline

• Eating out and food deliveries

• Entertainment, such as movies and concerts

• Clothing purchases

• DVD/CD purchases

• Phone bills

• Holiday and birthday gifts

• Laundry

• Toiletries and medications



Once you get to college, keep track of where your money is going. For example, if you take money from an ATM record what you used it for. This will help you make adjustments to your budget when necessary. You should also build in some cushion for emergencies or spontaneous moments. Finally, be prepared to say “no” to some activities. You simply can't go out to eat every night, go to every concert, or do other things that drain your budget. Finding no-cost entertainment won't be hard once you decide not to spend more money.

Big Purchases

You'll spend plenty of time and money on small purchases—things you need to carry out everyday life—so it is important that you give big purchases a lot of thought. If they are well planned, big purchases can be worth every cent. To buy wisely, you should do research and carefully weigh your “need” opposite your desire. Additionally, if you seriously consider all big purchases, you will most likely take better care of these investments in the long run.

The Car Question

Cars are one of the most expensive items you can purchase before heading to campus. Not only do you have to consider the cost of the car, complete with license and registration, you need to consider insurance and maintenance costs. Few people are able to purchase a car outright, which means that you will likely have to get a loan and make monthly payments. These things will eat heavily into your budget.

On small college campuses, you can usually walk from residence halls to classes and to the cafeteria in a few minutes. On larger campuses, you will probably have access to buses or shuttles. During break periods, you can hitch a ride with a friend or use public transportation. One of your friends at college is likely to have a car and will take trips to local malls, movie theaters, and restaurants. In short, you probably won't need a car during your first year of college. Deciding against having a car will save you money and time you need for other things.
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A good place to start researching big purchases is Consumer Reports. You can find copies at bookstores and libraries or find it on the Internet at [image: TheEverythingCollegeSurvivalBook-0]www.consumerreports.org. A nonprofit group whose mission is to test products, inform the public and protect consumers publishes Consumer Reports. It doesn't accept commercial sponsorship or endorsement, so findings are considered to be objective.



If you decide to purchase a car, research the models that you are considering. Pay special attention to safety records, maintenance records, and gas mileage estimates. Before making a final purchase talk to an insurance agent to get a rate estimate for the different cars you are considering. Decide which amenities, such as power windows or air-conditioning, you can do without in order to help keep the cost down. And, as with other big purchases, seek the advice of family and friends who have experience purchasing cars.

Computers

In recent years, the computer has become a staple of college life. However, that doesn't mean you have to own a computer before getting to campus. Most campuses have multiple computer labs with extended hours, printers, and technical support staff on hand. Many colleges have a shared hard drive so that you can access your files from any computer on the campus network. It may be in your best interest to delay purchasing a computer until after you are on campus and know what your computing needs really are.

Once you decide to purchase a computer, you need to make a few choices. The first is to pick a computer platform, typically a Macintosh- or Windows-based computer. If your campus has not already told you what platforms it supports, you should call and ask. You also need to consider how you will be using the computer. Some academic majors rely more on one platform than the other.

The next choice you typically need to make is between a desktop and laptop computer. Laptops are highly portable and can go with you to class, the library, and your residence hall room. Many colleges are installing wireless networks that enhance your ability to use a laptop all over campus. However, the portability of laptops makes them an easy target for thieves. Laptops also tend to need upgrades more frequently than desktop computers.

Regardless of the type of computer you choose, you need to purchase a package that meets your computing needs. At a minimum you will need word processing, Internet and e-mail, and virus protection packages. For some classes you may need spreadsheet, publishing, or statistic-processing software. If you plan to play games on your computer you will want to pay attention to sound and graphics capabilities. Similarly, if you are going to play or record music or movies you will need the appropriate software for these activities.
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Most colleges have requirements you must meet before you are permitted to plug your computer into the college network. These range from concerns about network security to virus prevention. Call ahead and make sure you know what will be expected in order to use the campus network.



Many stores sell basic computer systems and most offer some type of financing for your purchase. Some companies, such as Dell and Gateway, market their ability to customize a computer system to your particular needs. Your campus bookstore may also offer special deals or have a relationship with particular manufacturers. Explore all of these in order to get the maximum computer system for the minimum price.

Choosing Electronics

Your residence hall room will be your home for a few months, and you are going to want every luxury you can squeeze into that small space. But you should keep in mind that the college environment is one of high wear and tear for items, so spending your life's savings on an entertainment system is probably not the best move.

Many students bring game systems to campus. These can provide great sport in residence hall rooms and lounges. Late nights and weekends are often filled with video game tournaments, and sports games are particularly popular in residence halls. So, if you already have a game system and you are willing to let a lot of people use it, you may consider bringing it to college. If you do not have a game system, however, don't go out and buy one just because you are going to college. Even if your roommate doesn't have one, someone else on your floor is bound to. In addition, every couple of years a new and better game system comes on the market. The game system you purchase now will be obsolete before you graduate from college.

[image: TheEverythingCollegeSurvivalBook-4]


Many residence hall rooms are not air-conditioned, but most campuses do not allow students to bring their own window air-conditioning units. If you require air-conditioning for health reasons, get in touch with your campus health services office as soon as possible. Otherwise, consider a window fan or an oscillating fan that you can move around the room.



Most students own a portable music device such as a CD player or iPod. These are useful in a variety of ways. You can easily take your music with you to the library, to work out, to your favorite study space on campus, and on trips to and from home. You can also use your headphones when you don't want to disturb your roommate or you want to block out some noisy neighbors. If you're going to purchase a portable music device consider cost, size, and compatibility with other electronics you own. The iPod, for example, stores a large amount of music and can work with most computers, in cars (with an adapter), or on its own. However, it's more expensive than a portable CD player or radio.

Finally, there is always the question of microwaves and refrigerators. These items have become standard components of the modern residence hall room. Most colleges have a rental plan for combination refrigerator/ microwave units. The advantage of renting is that you don't have to haul the unit to and from college and if it breaks the college will replace it quickly at no cost to you. The disadvantage is that over three or four years, it's cheaper to purchase your own units.

Before you decide to purchase a refrigerator or microwave, read the material from your housing office. Some campuses prohibit cooking in dorm rooms, including microwaves and coffee makers. Most schools have a restriction on size and electricity usage for refrigerators as well.

Cell Phones

It may seem to you that every college student has a cell phone. However, while cell phones are good to have in emergency situations, you do not necessarily need one. You will have phone service in your residence hall room and the option to have a long distance phone plan through the college, as well. Regardless of the service you select for your residence hall room, you'll be able to use it to receive calls and make calling card calls.

[image: TheEverythingCollegeSurvivalBook-3]


Cell phones come with some less obvious drawbacks. For example, if you walk across campus constantly talking on your cell phone, you miss the opportunity to interact with people around you. Also, if your cell phone rings during class, you will not impress your professor. Be aware of when and how you are using your cell phone.



If you currently have a cell phone and plan to keep it at college, check with your provider about the availability of service at your campus, changes to your plan that may be necessary, and the dealer location that is closest to campus. If you don't have a cell phone but decide that you need one, you need to do some research. Start by asking people at your campus what carrier most students use and if they are aware of problems with any of the major carriers. Then decide what you will need in a phone. If you just need to call family occasionally, you can get a basic phone and a cheap plan. If you need to use your phone as a personal organizer, e-mail station, camera, and as your primary phone, you will need to spend considerably more money. Most students will have needs that fall somewhere between these extremes.

Once you have an idea of what you're looking for, visit several cell phone dealers. Get written descriptions of the plans they offer and look at all the types of phones they have. Ask questions about rebates, areas of service, changing plans, and leaving that provider. You also want to ask about service. If your phone is damaged will a local dealer give you a new phone while yours is being repaired? How long do repairs take? How long does the battery last, and what does the phone manufacturer consider to be “normal use”?

Cell phones are evolving quickly and offer myriad extras. When a sales clerk starts telling you about all of the extra features of a particular phone or plan it is easy to get caught up in all the options. Try to keep in mind that those fun extras cost extra as well. Stick to a phone that provides you with the basic needs you identified before you began shopping.

The Important Details

Though your new financial responsibility can be stressful, there are a number of things you can do to make this transition easier on yourself. The best way to maintain control over your financial matters is to record your purchases, stay familiar with your checking and savings accounts, and use your credit cards judiciously. If you always know how much you've spent and how much you have, scary surprises should not happen often. It is also important to do the essential (though often tedious) chores that will help you maintain your budget. Be sure to do things like balance your checkbook, and become as educated as possible about commonly gray areas, like credit reports.

Balancing Your Checkbook

Balancing your checkbook may be one of the most unromantic chores you will ever undertake. It is also one of the easiest things you can do to keep your life in order and prevent problems from surprising you. Balancing your checkbook is actually more than just keeping track of what check you wrote, when, and for how much. You need to give attention to how you are spending money, in all respects.

The good news is that there are as many methods of balancing your checkbook as there are people who spend money. A quick Internet search will turn up a variety of software products that will balance your checkbook, keep track of interest payments and due dates, and give you advice for managing your money. Some of these programs also work with tax software for people who file their own taxes. You can pick any of these products or keep a simple handwritten log of your accounts and spending.
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Make sure to check your records against the statement provided by your bank. If there is a discrepancy between the two, call your bank right away and find out where the problem is. You may have forgotten to record a check or an ATM withdrawal, but it also may be that someone is using your bankcard without your knowledge. The same goes for credit cards.



Each time you balance your finances, take time to look at your remaining reserves. Do you have enough to last the rest of the semester or school year? If you continue spending at your current rate, how long will your funds last? You may find that you are spending well beyond your means and a correction is in order. This is your responsibility, but you are not alone. Your family can offer advice (and perhaps some extra cash) to help you adjust. Your local bank may have a financial advisor who can give you free advice. You should also approach your Resident Assistant (RA) about bringing a speaker to the floor to discuss personal finances. You are probably not the only one struggling to manage your money.

Credit Reports

Any time you borrow money or use credit, your credit rating is affected. If you rent an apartment, your payment of utility bills shows on your credit report. Any time you take out a bank loan, such as for a car, or use a credit card, your credit rating could be affected. When you try to get new credit, such as securing a new credit card or getting a loan to purchase a car or house, the lender you are working with will check your credit rating. If you have consistently paid your bills on time, you will probably get the credit you are seeking and get good rates. However, the more problems you have on your report, such as missed payments or high balances, the more difficulty you will have getting credit.

This all serves as a caution to you. You want to get through college with as little debt as possible. When you do incur debt, you want to treat it carefully. It's not only your college education that could affect you for years to come. If you start to be concerned about your credit rating, you should seek assistance quickly. There are nonprofit agencies that can help you understand your credit report and give you some education at no cost. Your local bank or college bursar's office may have resources that you can use, and your parents are a good source of counsel as well. These are better options than those that charge fees for the same services.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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