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Student life: Freshers' Guide

Freshers' Fair
The Freshers' Fair usually takes place about a week after you begin university and offers freebies, giveaways, advice and information.

It is often a great opportunity for new students to mingle with other Freshers, current students, tutors, and representatives from the Student Union. Fresher's Week is a way of checking out what's on offer at university - pretty much everyone you come across will be feeling the same as you - wondering which clubs to join, anxious about making friends, not sure if they're wearing the right clothes. This is the very reason that universities arrange all these social functions, so try and relax and investigate! 

Clubs and societies 
All universities have clubs and societies and many of them use the Freshers' Fair as their opportunity to let you know what is on offer. 

There is usually a wide range to choose from including sports, drama, debating, groups for all the main religions, musical and literary genres and sci-fi and film clubs. 

You also may find that your course has a club or society, or there is group for disabled students. Clubs and societies can be a great way of meeting new people in your first weeks and the ideal chance to try new activities and explore new interests. 

The local community
The Freshers' Fair is a great way to find out about what services and facilities are available in your new city or town. 

There are often representatives from local entertainment, leisure facilities, restaurants, clubs, pubs, insurance agencies, travel agents, mobile phone companies, taxi services and recruitment agencies. They are there to promote offers geared towards students and some will be competitive and discounted deals, but remember they are interested in attracting new customers - think carefully about the pros and cons of any services before signing up. 

The university health care, counselling, welfare services and other agencies, all usually have stalls at the Freshers' Fair, so you can get information and find out how to access support if you require it during your course. And if you miss a stall or need more information, don't panic, contact your Student Union to learn more or to find out how to get involved. 

Getting the most from the fair
Don’t wait until Freshers' Week to contact your university or college's Disability Adviser/Learning Support Tutor, they are likely to be at their busiest then. 

A top tip is to contact the disability team to arrange for someone to be your sighted guide at the Fair, if that would be helpful to you.  

Robert's story 
Robert shares his experience after completing his second year studying History at the University of York. 

"Freshers' Fair is the main opportunity for these societies to sell themselves to first year students. It gave me an idea of the challenges I would face and how I would overcome them. Imagine a mass of students, squeezed into a medium-sized exhibition area, moving in every direction. 

I'd researched the societies I wanted to join. I knew their websites inside out, the joining fees and activities, but one vital piece of information is missing - where they were in the room. 

So, I began to search the aisles from one end to the other - until I realised that there was little point in continuing and decided to ask somebody for help. Then somebody I asked turned out to be a member of the political society I was planning to join. He was pleased to have recruited a new member. Once the membership form was filled in, he introduced me to others who in turn helped me to find my other societies. 

Not only had I plucked up the courage to seek out help, but I now had my first network of acquaintances, who in future would recognise and help me." 



Socialising during Freshers’ Week

“If you are going out or whatever, if the worst comes to worst, you get lost, make sure you have enough money, get a cab home. You are never stuck. Just take leap of faith if you like, go out. Join loads of societies. People said to me not to because you waste loads of money, but I don’t agree, most aren’t too expensive, some are more… they had taster things you could go to anyway just to meet people…Freshers, you are there for freshers, to meet people, to enjoy yourself, everyone is in the same boat. Ok, things are more awkward generally, everyone is in awkward, no one knows their way, no one knows each other. I wish I had used Freshers more than I did, but I will this year… Grab what you can and try not to get into embarrassing situations!”

Meeting new people and making new friends at University can be nerve-wracking. In the first few days, the most common topics of conversation will be 'what A' levels did you get?', 'what halls are you in?' or 'what course are you on?' Have a few amusing stories from your gap year or summer to share to get conversation going. 

We asked some third-year undergraduate students with a sight condition for their advice about starting university for the first time. 


Mark from Birmingham - studying Environmental Science 
Seeking out opportunities to socialise is the best piece of advice. It sounds common sense, but you can't make friends if you aren't in situations where there are people! I can't use eye contact, walk up to people, or easily position myself where groups of people are in a room, so a lot of it is about waiting for people to approach me. 

Although this isn't ideal it has made me more determined to use opportunities when I do talk to people to find out about them. I have had great conversations in shopping queues, at the bus stop and when ordering meals and have even made a couple of good friends that way. 

I also started up short conversations with the students who sat in front and next to me in lectures. By doing that I started being invited to things when lectures were over, and even had plenty of opportunities to turn down invites too! In the end if you can share ideas and opinions, you will make friends with people like you and they will warm to you. 

But don't feel bad when you don't hit it off with everyone you meet, not everyone is going to get on with one another - that is a fact of life and isn't anything to do with you or having a sight problem! 

James from Hertfordshire - studying Spanish 
When I arrived at university I was living in halls, everyone seemed to be making friends more quickly than I was. I had known my friends at school from the age of 12 and I had taken their presence in my life for granted. I realised that my parents had been a bit overprotective of me and didn't encourage me to get involved with after school activities. I hadn't had a weekend job and transport always was a problem, so I had little independence or the chance to socialise. 

That is why I was so excited when I did well enough to go to university because I couldn't wait to make new friends, however, it was a bit of a shock to suddenly not know anyone. 
To begin with, I always went back to my room after lectures, which didn't help me meet people. I let the fact I am blind get in the way - I felt shy asking to be guided to the common room. This wasn't helping myself to get some mates. 

However scary it seems at first, speak up and say "anyone want to show me where the bar is" - someone will volunteer! This took me a while but eventually I came to the conclusion that the only person who could help me make friends was "me". It was no use waiting for other people to make an effort. 

I had thought that because nobody was taking an interest in me that I would never make friends with anyone. I then realised that I wasn't really taking an interest in others either! It was because I was shy, but other people may have thought I just wasn't very friendly. 

Looking back to my first few months at university, my advice is be cheerful and friendly with people you meet which is something I didn't do at first because I was shy. However, once I made myself known, spoke up and joined a few clubs that interested me, I started to develop more meaningful friendships. I soon discovered that I was no different to anyone else and made some good mates. 

Jane from Glasgow - studying Psychology 
I think there is a lot of luck involved in who you meet in the first weeks of college. Some people are lucky and "gel" with the first people they meet, for others, like me, it can take a bit longer to find like-minded people, for me it took until Easter to really feel comfortable with a group of friends, but it did happen! 

If you feel lonely because you have left your friends behind, the best advice I can give is to remember that you are not the only person feeling like this. I know this is hard because it can seem like everybody else has made new friends and are involved in groups. It helped me to think about the friends I had made in the past and the group which I had been a part of at school. At first I didn't know anyone there either but eventually I did. It was the same at uni! 

I think as a blind student you have to be a bit more extrovert to be noticed for the right reasons. Some people are afraid of disability and I think its because they are scared of things such as saying the wrong thing, tripping over your cane or mucking up when guiding you. I always try harder to put people at ease, which may seem like a pain but the effort pays off. 

Around new people I have found that people are less afraid of approaching me when I act like I feel comfortable around them and independent, I know it gets easier with practice because it did for me. 

Carrie from Northampton - studying English Literature 
For the first few months of college I was making myself upset and lonely because I missed my friends back home - I bottled up all my feelings and pretended that there was nothing wrong, but I was feeling very alone and homesick. It wasn't until I talked about what was on my mind, that I felt better and more able to face up to people and be sociable. 

My advice to anyone feeling lonely or upset is to try and talk your feelings over with someone you can confide in. A relative, friend back home or one of the university counsellors. It really helped me to talk through my feelings and to be reassured that what I was going through was not unusual. 

I could then concentrate on enjoying uni and now I have a couple of good friends and live among a lively group of house mates. Good luck! 

Find out about university life and more at www.rnib.org.uk/youngpeople 
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