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Dear First-Year College Student, 

I am writing to you because you just got denied to be an RA next year. I can see 

you struggling, but your optimism is pulling you through. You’re wondering what you 

said wrong to blow it. Meanwhile, while you’re trying (and failing) to make your place, 

you see your friends transferring or finding their niches one after another and ask 

yourself, “Well, where do I belong then?”  

This is a good question. This is something that you will continue to ask for at least 

the next 4 years. But do not be dismayed, for this question will also help guide you to 

finding that niche, even if it remains unclear during the process. 

As Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “Life is a journey, not a destination.” What 

does this mean in your young life? This means that for every time that you will fail, you 

will find a purpose behind that journey; you will learn from your mistakes along the way 

and never truly worry about the outcome. In fact, you will later be asked the following 

question in an interview and you will struggle to answer it because of this outlook: “Tell 

of a time where you failed and what you learned from it.” You will sit there for 2 whole 

minutes in silence before you realize that it is not that you have never failed that makes it 

difficult to answer this question, but rather it is the fact that you see failure as showing 

you that there is another way to do something or that the opportunity that you sought 

deserves more attention, or that it is simply not the right time to seek it. You do not see 

failures, only circumstances that push you to look deeper within yourself. 

Dry your eyes, little one, because you have a lot of growing left to do. What did 

you do this year? Sure, you were a great friend to many on your floor and you went to the 

floor meetings, and you built community in your hall, and you would rather party with 



 

Pepsi and a Disney movie than with vodka and a drinking game. But did this prepare you 

to be a leader on a floor? Did this prepare you to be able to understand different people 

and empathize with their different stories?  

Not really. You judged. You sat in your room on Saturday nights and trash-talked 

Greek-Life and all of the women who rushed on your floor. You and your friend, who is 

transferring back home, would drive alone off campus and smoke weed. Sure, you’re not 

a pot-head, but you did not try to find alternate ways to spend your nights when you were 

feeling lonely and distant from your hall mates. 

This coming fall, you will start rowing. You will meet people who will challenge 

you past any challenge you have ever faced. You will grow mentally and physically 

stronger than you can imagine right now. Would you like to know why? Because you’re 

finally allowing yourself to pave your own path. You came to college because you knew 

you should. You had to do it. Once you got here, you tried to do the things that worked 

for you before. You tried to play basketball. You burned out emotionally. You tried to 

hang out with the pot-smokers, but you had not reason to say “no” anymore. Your “I have 

an athletic competition this week” excuse no longer worked. You were challenged on 

what you believed made a good friend, a good boyfriend, and a good night. And you 

struggled. And then you struggled with the idea of you struggling.  

Someone, somehow, saw this in your RA interview; they saw that you have so 

much growing left to do. They must have known that you would rise to this challenge 

(albeit after a few tears and resentful thoughts) and that you would learn from this 

experience. This will be the failure you talk of in three years when preparing for graduate 

school interviews. You will recall the feeling of failure when being denied the RA 



 

position. You will tell of joining crew, finding your place as a natural team leader, 

fundraising for the Tacoma AIDs Walk, and supporting Logger athletics. Something will 

click inside of you this summer when you’re working through shoulder surgery rehab, 

and deep down you will know that you cannot and will not return to the basketball team. 

You will get this “quick glimpse of the extraordinary in the ordinary” when you wake at 

4:15 am for the next two years and row to the sunrise coming over Mt. Rainier.  

Rachel, a young woman who wrote an entry in Helping College Students Find 

Purpose realized that answers to these big questions do not lie outside of us, but rather 

within us. “I can often find out what’s really important to me if I’m comfortable being 

with my own silence,” she said, “I don’t need the distractions of all the noise I used to 

make in my life.” There is as much learning about meaning taking place in the silent 

spaces of life as there is in formal educational settings. When you finally quit crew 

because of an injury, you are going to have a whole summer to reflect quietly. Feeling 

alone is normal, and it will be foreign at first, but you are going to grow so much in that 

summer. You may hate being alone right now, but in your senior year and in graduate 

school, you will discover that so much re-energizing happens when you are alone. You 

will learn to love listening to your thoughts, concerns, and issues. I think it helps the most 

when you finally start taking an anti-depressive/anti-anxiety medication in a few years. 

Your thoughts are calmer and you will give yourself the time and space to sift through 

them. Learning to be happy while being alone with your self and your thoughts will 

benefit you in the long run.  

You need to realize that there are many valid ways to teach and learn. Because 

of your basketball years, you will already know the importance of a team when you step 



 

into the first rowing meeting, but it is by example that you will teach your new 

teammates the benefits of trust and camaraderie. When rowing with your team and 

listening to their hearts and their voices, you will come to learn the “why” behind rowing 

and really behind doing any job that to the average person seems ridiculous and crazy. 

You will become an RA. You will do this while working 12 hours a week and rowing 18 

hours a week. Your friends probably will never understand why it is that you do these 

“things,” like living with first-year students as a senior and waking up at ungodly hours, 

but by your final year at Puget Sound you will hear more than once, “I could never do it, 

and for that I respect you.” It is for this reason that you will have to justify for yourself 

why you do the things you do. You need to define what they mean for you, or else slip 

into the mindset of not understanding why you or others do the work that you currently 

do. Redefine and re-member why you wanted to row and why you wanted to be an RA. 

The summer before you graduate, you will meet 55 people who will change your 

life. You worried and worried about a job after graduation, and suddenly you’re no longer 

worried. The world of student affairs has opened up to you: a world where people go to 

work because they love what they do; a world where emotions matter and finding one’s 

self is necessary for a real college experience. This field holds the people and 

relationships that you’ve been seeking. Because you realized what this role on campus 

means for you, doors have opened up; doors to a future full of possibilities and even more 

meaning-making than ever before. 

Never forget that conversation is the key element in all types of meaning-

making. This is how you first started to realize your purpose in life. Continue to listen to 

the friends and not-so-much-friends around you. It is this that will set you apart. You are 



 

going to post a scanned image of a polaroid of you and a college friend on her Facebook 

years after the photo was taken and she will remember that day as the day when you 

came and sat with her while she was freaking out from the stress of Junior year. So, keep 

listening. People’s stories are the most important thing that they have to offer the world. 

All good leaders have good stories and understand the need for people to be heard. 

Challenge yourself to look past the person’s exterior; past the make-up; past the jersey; 

past the grades. See the person for the first time by asking them, or evoking them to tell 

you, how their day is going. You will surprise yourself at how many people feel that they 

can tell you anything just because of the mere fact that you ask them. 

Don’t worry about creating a “why” to live for. The funny thing is that 

although I am writing this to you, my younger self, I am still going through some of this 

questioning that I went through 5 years ago, where you are right now. I still struggle with 

what it means to not get invited out all the time or to be comfortable saying that I am 

happy where I am and I think I know why I’m here. So many people around me are 

questioning why they are in this program. All I can say is, we are here to learn. We will 

learn more about ourselves in this two-year Master’s degree program for Higher 

Education and Student Affairs than we will learn about catering to student’s needs. This 

is necessary because before we can help others, we must first be able to help ourselves. It 

is in my now, in 2012, that you are taking the primary initiative for your own deep-

meaning learning. Your “why” to live is as simple as knowing that you are here to 

evoke others to tell their stories, for you are in the business of listening. Your “why” 

becomes clearer to you each time someone confides in you something huge. A friend will 

come to you a few weeks before you graduate and will entrust you with her body image 



 

issues and thoughts of suicide. Your “why” to live is simply that you are able to be the 

shoulder to cry on in times of struggle, the comrade to laugh with in times of joy, the 

partner to cry with in times of sadness, the friend to lean on in times of weakness, and the 

person to confide in when at a loss for a “why” to live of their own. Because you have 

questioned your own “why” you can help others find theirs. This is why it is so important 

to find purpose. It gives you a “why” to live for. You will read Viktor Frankl’s story of 

his death camp experience and it becomes clear that he survived because he had a “why.” 

No one, not even the most optimistic people can live unless they have some done soul-

searching and found their “why” to live. So keep pushing. I’m sure your “why” will 

change again in a few years, maybe even a few months… In the meantime, listen to the 

stories of those around you and spread your smile far and wide. 

 

Live well, laugh often, love much, and listen always, 

 
Lindsay Hammond 


