Dorm RAs find challenges and fun on the job

By KAREN KANGAS
Of the Emerald

For dormitory resident assis-
tants (RAs), life is a mixed bag of
responsibilites.

Some are serious: "“Girls come
to me for advice when they're preg-
nant or when they're curious
about drugs,” explains one RA.

Some are not so serious: (from
a memo on an RAs door) “Is Bob
Veale, the pitcher, a black or white
dude? There's a $2 bet riding on
| A

Whatever the responsibilities
are, most RAs seem to experi-
ence personal satisfaction from
dealing with them. Sally Smith,
complex director for
Walton/Carson, (the RAs non-
student supervisor) explains:
“The staff works hard, sometimes
harder than they expect to or want
to, butin the end, the job seems to
be a rewarding experience.”

Part of that work involves facing
challenges and frustrations. Keith
Jansen, RA in Smith/Walton, says
one of the biggest challenges of
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being an RAis acting as an author-
ity figure and dealing with the resi-
dents’ testing of that authority.

He explains, “You have to have
patience because you get tested,
especially at the beginning of the
year. People want to know how far
they can push you.”

Jansen says his residents have
tested him by ripping notices off
the bulletin board, exploding fire
crackers in the middle of the night
and dumping buckets of water on
him from the third fioor.

“Why do they do that? | guess
they want to see a reaction; they
want to see if I'll get mad,” Jansen
says. He confesses that occa-
sionally he does get mad.

The alcohol policy, which for-
bids alcohol in the dorms, seems
to be the hardest housing regula-
tion to enforce.

“People come to the University
to get an education, part of which
is the social experience outside of
the classroom,” explans Ann Car-
penter, RA in Robbins/Hamilton.
“For many people, that social ex-
perience involves alcohol.”

She says residents continually
test the RA's willingness to en-
force the alcohol policy.

She cites one example in which
the residents of her dorm and her
co-RA’s dorm were informed the
student manager, an administra-
tive liason between the RA and
Complex director, had heard a
keg of beer was planned for the
weekend. To stifie the plan, the
manager intended to keep close
tabs on the group.

The residents got mad and de-
cided to retaliate by carrying out
their party, complete with beer
cups and a keg — filled with apple
cider. :

Unfortunately for the party
hosts, Carpenter discovered the
joke before the student manager
made his rounds.

Bill Chan, RA in Carson, says
residents also test his authority.

“The upperclassmen are very
extreme in nature,” he explains.
“Either they are very mature or
they are die-hards. The die-hards
use tricks to get away with what
they can.”

He says he deals with the die-
hards by establishing a good rela-
tionship with them and by setting a
standard.

Combining personal standards
with Housing Office standards is
not easy, according to Jansen.
He claims it is impossible to run a
dorm smoothly and follow all of the
Housing Office’s regulations.

“The RA has to be an in-
between for the Housing Office
and the residents,” Jansen says.
“If an RA actually followed all the
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rules, this place would be in an
upheaval; no one would want to
live here.”

Peggy Baldwin, complex direc-
tor for Hamilton/Bean, says she
recognizes the difficulty of an RA's
job, but says she doesn't ask her
RAs to enforce anything she
wouldn't enforce.

“An RA’s job is hard all the way
around,” she concedes, “but it's
more fun than not.” Sharon H.
Ryan, an RA in Sweetser/Walton,
attributes the frustrations of work-
ing with the Housing Office to a
lack of communication between
the Housing Office and the RAs
and the residents.

Baldwin says she believes the
Housing Office is trying to make
the flow of communication as
good as it can be. She says, “We,
(the complex directors) try very
hard to stay in touch with the stu-
dents. Communication is a daily,
on-going type of thing."”

Although the Housing Office
may frustrate Ryan at times, she
says she still enjoys her job.

“Working with the residents is a
lot of fun. From that standpoint, |
love my job.

Establishing a rapport with the
residents is essential in filling the
RAs role as a counselor, Car-
penter says. “The residents
should feel comfortable enough to
come to you if they have prob-
lems.” she explains.

An understanding of the Uni-
versity and its system help, plus
common sense and a good ear
are the basics for counseling resi-
dents, Carpenter says.

"l just listen to them and they
come up with their own answers.”
she explains. “Sometimes | pro-
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pose a few alternatives, but basi-
cally | just listen.”

Jansen says his residents seem
to discuss their personal problems
with close friends, but they still
come to him with roommate trou-
bles as well as gems of informa-
tion: (from his memo board) “Mus-
tiness abounds in the world. God
help mustoids.”

Being a friend and counselor to
all the residents has a few draw-
backs, however, including the loss
of privacy and time.

Smith wams prospective RAs
that their grades may suffer be-
cause of the job's time demands.

Campenter says her grade point
average was not affected by her
job, but Ryan admits her grades
dropped.

“But academics aren’t the most
important aspect of my educa-
tion,” Ryan explains. “It's what |
get to know about people and in
this job, you get to know a lot
about people,” she says.

RAs also get to know a lot about
paper work. They have to file
weekly reports, check in new resi-
dents and record chair and re-
frigerator rentals.

Ryan says that’RAs also learn
some things about themselves.

“You face a lot of crisis situa-
tions in this job and that's where
you get to know yourself,” she
says.

Are the lessons about people,
paperwork and themselves
enough payment for the chal-
lenges and frustrations the RAs
must deal with?

Almost. But Ryan brings up one
more reason for working as an
RA: free room and board.

“Money is always a nice incen-
tive,” she chuckles.
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