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Submit to the Angle!
The AIMHO Angle is published six times 
a year - about every two months .  We are 
always on the lookout for new and engaging 
articles to include . Think that you have a 
topic that the region woudl be interested in?  
Looking to gain professional development 
skills in article writing/publishing? Then 
submit to the next AIMHO Angle!

Submitting is easy!  Simply email your 
article in a Word document with any photos 
or pertinent information about your article to 
aimhoregion@gmail.com .  You may just 
see your article in the next issue!

Stay Connected with the Region
www.aimho.org
Connect on Facebook!

www .facebook .com/AIMHO .Intermountain

Connect on Twitter!
@aimho

@aimho365

Hashtag us!  #aimho
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Happy Spring AIMHO!

Having just returned from the Women’s Final Four in Nashville, 
Tennessee, I can definitely say that spring is in the air! Go UConn!

Spring is also in the air on most of our campuses with students searching 
for summer jobs, studying for finals and getting ready to graduate.  As 
student affairs professional, we, too, are also cheering on the arrival of 
spring as we look forward to closing the residence halls, finishing those 
never ending staff evaluations and keeping our fingers crossed that 
conduct will not continue to consume our days!

With spring also comes the transition into summer as staff graduate or 
move on to new jobs, we lose sleep over construction deadlines that 

have come and gone and could jeopardize the opening of a facility by the start of the school year and look forward to training 
the staff we just hired for next year.

As we continue to think about transition and “springing” into our summer break, let’s not forget that the end of the school 
year also provides us with an opportunity to recognize the contributions of our staff and students.  Whether it is a verbal 
thank you, a hand written note of gratitude or a end of year banquet, there are a plethora of ways to express our appreciation .  
Check out NRHH’s 101 Ways to Recognize for more ideas!

Spring is also a time for us, as Student Affairs professionals, to do a little self-care. Spending time with friends, taking a 
vacation with family members, reading a book or simply taking a deep breath as you reflect on the year.  Take time to 
pamper yourself with a spa day, go to a baseball game, play a round of golf or watch a Netflix marathon of your favorite 
television/reality series .  The moments you spend rejuvenating will prepare you for those summer conference guests, the 
endless hours you will spend preparing for fall staff training and the countless conversations you will have with parents/legal 
guardians about their first child leaving the nest.

I wish you all the best of luck with closing and here’s hoping for a quiet summer!

SHIRL PORTILLOS
AIMHO President, 2013-2014

A Note from the AIMHO President
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State & Provincial Representative Update

CO
Representative: Katie Schmalzel, Colorado School of Mines
Colorado State University:
Intercultural Connections Community (ICC) for Single Undergraduate Students who are interested in 
an intercultural living experience .
Contact: Mari Strombom, mari .strombom@colostate .edu

Colorado School of Mines:
Currently building a 207 bed Residence Hall and 600 seat Dining facility that is slated to be opened 
August 2014 . The design of the residence hall has a uniqure Neighborhood Typology design that First 
Year students will hopefully enjoy the balance of amenities and community within their experience . 
Please take a look at the Elm Hall website for more details: http://inside .mines .edu/Elm-Hall . 
Contact: Brent Waller, bwaller@mines .edu

You’ve seen this logo, right?

Well, we are looking to change it!

AIMHO Logo Redesign!
The AIMHO Marketing Committee will soon be accepting 

designs for a new logo to represent our great region!

So, are you creative? Have a passion for our association? 
And want to make an impact on AIMHO?

Then start thinking about what your submission could be!

More information coming soon.
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The incorporation of social justice education serves as a tool for student affairs professionals to have conversations and 
create programs that broaden the perspectives of a student . Through various programs, classroom experiences and living 
experiences, students are exposed to diverse ideas both indirectly and directly . Understanding diversity can be just as 
complicated as trying to define it. As advocacy and inclusion education varies at different universities, are there identities 
that are ignored? Disabilities are a social construct, and as educators we have the opportunity to change the way disabilities 
are perceived through universal design . Through education and active planning, providing better access for students with 
disabilities is possible with universal design .  

What is Compliance? 
The American Disability Act and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prescribe institutions to provide reasonable 
accommodations in order to provide equality. Forms of accommodations differ widely, from extra time on academic tests to 
providing access to a building. In 2009, the ADA Amendments Act of 2008 went into effect, widening the laws protections 
for additional disabilities . Due to these laws, institutions are required to accommodate students with disabilities, however 
the question remains, is compliance enough? 

What is Universal Design? 
Universal Design argues that compliance isn’t enough.  Educators, faculty and staff must come together to pro-actively 
create an inclusive environment that accommodates the large variation of disabilities . Universal Design follows a set of 
seven principles that can be applied to programming within Residence Life.  The first principle is “Equitable Use,” in which 
the design is accessible to everyone . When holding a large program, consider how to make the space equitable to all . For 
example, one of the compliances in the ADA Amendments Act of 2008 provides safeguards for seating at concerts and 
events in order to create equity. The same can be true at a program. It is important to review the seven aspects and find 
ways to incorporate universal design into programming . 

By LYSETTE DAVIS, The University of Arizona
Universal Design in Residence Life Programming

7 Universal Design Principals
Equitable Use . The design is useful and marketable to people with diverse abilities . For example, a website that is designed so that it 
is accessible to everyone, including people who are blind, employs this principle .1
Flexibility in Use . The design accommodates a wide range of individual preferences and abilities . An example is a museum that allows 
a visitor to choose to read or listen to the description of the contents of a display case .2

3
4
5
6
7

Simple and Intuitive Use . Use of the design is easy to understand, regardless of the user’s experience, knowledge, language skills, or 
current concentration level . Science lab equipment with control buttons that are clear and intuitive is a good example of an application 
of this principle .
Perceptible Information. The design communicates necessary information effectively to the user, regardless of ambient conditions or 
the user’s sensory abilities . An example of this principle being employed is when television programming projected in noisy public areas 
like academic conference exhibits includes captions .
Tolerance for Error . The design minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences of accidental or unintended actions . An example 
of a product applying this principle is an educational software program that provides guidance when the user makes an inappropriate 
selection .

Low Physical Effort. The design can be used efficiently and comfortably and with a minimum of fatigue. Doors that are easy to open 
by people with a wide variety of physical characteristics demonstrate the application of this principle .

Size and Space for Approach and Use . Appropriate size and space is provided for approach, reach, manipulation, and use regardless 
of the user’s body size, posture, or mobility. A flexible science lab work area designed for use by students with a wide variety of 
physical characteristics and abilities is an example of employing this principle .

 Universal Design, (2014). DO-IT, University of Washington
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Who Might Benefit?
The movement in advocating for disability access is derived from understanding privilege and oppression .  According to 
Rose Galvin in 2003 in The Making of the Disabled Identity: A Linguistic Analysis of Margainalization, “There can be no 
doubt that it has been a vital step in the development of a political consciousness to recognize that disability ‘is something 
imposed on top of our impairments by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full participation in society .”  
Universal Design is changing the way universities think about disability . It is important to remember that disabilities come in 
many forms . Students may not self-identify to their Resident Assistant or report their disability to the university, but would 
benefit from universal design programming. Universal Design does not prescribe to  “the one size fits all” module, instead it 
encourages access for all .  

Future Implications
As training preparations begin for the fall, help bridge the gap of knowledge between students and universal design in 
programming and education . Study your spaces and encourage programming that incorporates the seven principles of 
Universal Design . 

Free and Available Resources
• Disability Awareness – Your Role as an RA

• http://www .slideshare .net/sketch0819/disability-awareness-and-your-role-as-an-ra-8616506
• Campus Restrooms’ Role in Universal Design

• https://www .acui .org/publications/bulletin/article .aspx?issue=448&id=2300
• Different Learning Styles

• http://www .washington .edu/doit/TeamN/learn .html

• A Brief History of Disability Rights Legislation in the United States
• http://www .udeducation .org/resources/61 .html

• Introduction to Universal Design in Higher Education 
• http://www .washington .edu/doit/UDHE-promising-practices/part1 .html

• Implementing Universal Design – (Check out page 183 – Living Learning Communities) 
• http://www .cehd .umn .edu/passit/docs/PASS-IT-Book .pdf

• Beyond ADA Webinar
• http://www .naspa .org/images/uploads/events/Webinar_Presentation_BeyondADA_Final .pdf 

7 Universal Design Principals
“ ”Seek first to understand,

then to be understood.
– Stephen Covey
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Submitted By SUNDI MUSNICKI, Boise State University
In the Media

For those who thought trivial gossip ended in high school, guess again .

Much to the chagrin of university administrators, a slew of “college 
confession” Facebook pages and Twitter accounts have cropped up at 
universities throughout the USA . These accounts, which are often run by 
undergraduate students, serve as a public forum for students, faculty and 
staff to air their grievances and tell scandalous stories without identifying 
themselves .

Anonymous and largely unverifiable, these bawdy confessions often 
focus on sex and the party scene, and they are drawing a large and engaged audience . For instance, the confession page 
UW-Madison Confessions has garnered nearly 30,000 “likes” since it was created in February 2013 .

David Hookstead, a junior political science student at University of Wisconsin who runs the page, says he was called into 
a meeting with an assistant dean a few months after the page was established . The administrator requested that he stop 
using the university’s official name and encouraged him to shut the page down because it was tarnishing the reputation of 
the school .

“They told me they think it promotes a party culture, which is a ridiculous claim, because this university was a party school 
before I ever came up,” Hookstead says . The university declined to comment on the details of the meeting .

Lori Berquam, the vice provost for student life and dean of students at University of Wisconsin, says the university has 
gotten numerous complaints from students who have taken issue with the content of the page. When Berquam’s office gets 
complaints, she tells the students to bombard the page with comments that reflect the positive experiences they’ve had in 
college .

“The question I would have to ask anybody who produces this information 
is, how is this contributing to the intellectual engagement and enrichment 
of our educational environment?” Berquam says .

In April 2013, an administrator at Concordia University Wisconsin got 
into a public debate with the person running the confession page at the 
university in order to stem the tide of objectionable posts, says Andrew 
Luptak, the vice president for student life at the university .

Several months later, in August 2013, intellectual property lawyers 
representing Rollins College in Central Florida sent College-Confessions .com a cease and desist letter complaining that the 
university’s official logo was being used in a confession page. College-Confessions.com is a website that provides an online 
platform for students nationwide to post their confessions .

Despite the conflicts involved in running these pages, many students are putting in long hours to keep them operational — 
partly for personal satisfaction and partly for a small payday .

At Northern Arizona University, sophomore parks and recreation manager major Daniel Vine plans to maintain his confession 

College Confessionals Frustrate University Officials 
By: Ben Mullen, as published in USA Today on February 15, 2014

http://college.usatoday.com/2014/02/15/college-confessionals-frustrate-university-administrators/
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page — which currently has nearly 8,000 likes — until he graduates. Vine plans to parlay his growing audience into profit by 
selling Facebook posts to local businesses and members of the campus community .

Hookstead also sells advertising on his page, which he says allows a local university apparel business to reach a huge group 
of college students with a single post .

“We did advertising with them, because the users of the page is the same demographic as the students that they want to 
sell to,” Hookstead says .

He tries not to post advertisements too frequently, however, because it dilutes the value of the page, he says .

“We try to keep advertising pretty slim,” Hookstead says . “Kids don’t want to see an ad every single day .”

Administrators who are seeking to shut down these confession pages generally have little legal recourse to do so, says 
Lori Andrews, a professor of law at Illinois Institute of Technology-Chicago Kent Center . Students at public universities are 
generally protected under the First

Amendment, whereas students at private universities could be subject to sanctions .

Ultimately, universities that want to overcome the effects that a confession website might have on their reputation should 
establish their own brands online, Andrews says .

“The remedy is more speech,” she says . “You gotta be savvy yourself as a university and get your message out there .”

?This issue’s question comes from Carol Reed at IAIA:

We have recently run into the issue of students with safes who we suspect 
are storing drugs . What are your policies regarding safes in student rooms 
and requiring students to open them if we have reason to believe they hold 
illegal substances?

Do you have feedback on this issue?  If so, share it with the Research and 
Information Committee so we can post it on the AIMHO Website .

QUEStiON OF THE MONTH
RESEARCH & INFORMATION’S
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By JUSTIN LUKASEWICZ, The University of Arizona, @jlukasewicz
I Tweet, You Tweet, All of our Students Tweet
Twitter is one of the newest social media giants on the block, and a major form of communication for our students .  While 
there is simplicity to Twitter, it can be difficult to figure out and utilize Twitter to its highest capacity.  Well that ends now 
AIMHO, here is your comprehensive guide to the social media platform Twitter .

Twitter was developed and launched in 2006 by Jack Dorsey, Evan Williams, Biz Stone and Noah Glass.  Twitter is a 
microblogging site, meaning that each post is limited to 140 characters, called a tweet .  In a world where everything is 
getting more complex, Twitter brought in a breath of fresh air with its simplicity .  Twitter’s usage spikes during live events for 
example the Super Bowl, the FIFA World Cup, or premiers/finales of television shows.  It has been said that Twitter is the 
savior of live TV, or creating a world wide interactive couch.  In September of 2013, Twitter filed is IPO and issued 70 million 
shares at an initial price of US $26 .

Here are some of the main procedures used on Twitter:
• Followers – The people who subscribe to your running list of tweets aka your “timeline .” In this case it’s good to be a 

follower!
• Hashtag – If a user puts a “#” symbol in front of any word, it makes that tweet/word easily searchable .   This helps 

people easily connect around similar topics of interest on the site .
• Trending Topics or TT’s – On the twitter main page you can look at the topics getting the most number of tweets .  This 

is searchable worldwide all the way down to the city you live in .
• Handle – each unique user on twitter creates a handle or basically a user name.  This is how each user is identified on 

twitter, that handle begins with the “@” symbol .
• @ replies – if you put a person’s handle into your tweet, that user will be notified you tweeted them.

• Retweet or RT – When you see someone else’s tweet that you love, you can click the retweet button and share it with 
all of your followers .

• Direct Message – Still limited to 140 characters, this is a private message directly to another Twitter user .
• Back Channel – this is a listing of all the tweets centered around a specific hashtag.  This can be around a certain event, 

or a major area of interest .  An example is when we attend a conference; if someone looked at #aimho they could see 
all of the tweet from our conference.  Other popular tweets are #SAPro, #SAGrad, etc.  This is a way to categorize all of 
the tweets nationally about student affairs.

Tips for Twitter Success:
• If you want to get a lot of followers for your account, create a niche for your tweets.  Maybe you only tweet about specific 

things or topics .  Create your market .
• Utilize multiple hashtags per tweet.  This will allow people to find your tweet under multiple search queries.
• Post media: Pictures, videos, and articles help to get your ideas across .  One of the best things about twitter is the ease 

of connection to our information sources .  Twitter is all about building connections .
• Create a strong profile page so people know who you are.  You only have 140 words, so be succinct and to the point.  

Remember you can use hashtags in your profile also.
• Keep it positive .  Everything you put out there creates your twitter identity .  So you may not want to go on angry rants 

@charliesheen
• Timing is everything .  Figure out your audience and when they will be online, tweet at or before those times .  Most 

people will read their timelines when they get up in the morning, so plan early tweets to great your followers .  But each 
demographic has their own patterns, college students usually find their way to Twitter later in the day or in the evenings.

Hope this helped you #aimho, but this article just scratched the surface .  I found this website to be a pretty comprehensive 
guide to all things twitter!  http://socialtriggers .com/twitter-tips/



Hello from Utah State University!  Do you have your calendars marked for AIMHO 2014?  The dates are November 16-18 .  
We are busy figuring out registration and the conference fee, and there will be more information in the next AIMHO Angle.  
Remember to submit your program before June 3, and get ready to MEET THE CHALLENGE!

The Senior Housing Officer (SHO) Institute is a professional development opportunity designed specifically for mid-level housing 
professionals and newly-minted senior level officers. The SHO Institute occurs each year prior to the AIMHO annual conference. 
Faculty for the Institute is comprised of seasoned housing professionals from across the country and within the AIMHO region . The 
faculty focuses on providing intentional training around standard practices used in conjunction with a senior level position and explores 
critical issues that are being faced by SHOs on their campuses . If you are looking to further your knowledge and understanding of 
pertinent Housing issues, this training will offer you competencies, skill sets, and a knowledge base that will prepare you to take those 
professional development “next steps” in your journey to becoming a successful SHO .
 
This year the SHO faculty will be offering training and insights on Assessment, Social Media, Legal Issues, Facilities, and conversations 
on a wide variety of other crucial topics . Learn from outstanding faculty . Network and connect with individuals from around the region . 
Join us for the 2014 AIMHO Senior Housing Officer Institute at Utah State University!

Senior Housing Officer Institute

Poster Session
Do you want to present at the AIMHO conference?

Is your school implementing exciting changes?  
Have you done research that would be helpful to others in the region?

Then consider being a part of the Poster Session! This opportunity lets you share your 
information, best practices, or new programs and initiatives with conference attendees . 
Unlike a general interest session, a Poster Session allows viewers to study and restudy your 
information and discuss it with you one-on-one .

If you are interested in participating, check out http://aimho .org/committees/research/poster

Call for Programs
Why present at a conference, you ask?  Whether you are an entry-level or a SHO or someone in between, every professional in our 
region has something they can share .  Not only does it help to make the AIMHO region better, but it also looks good on a resume, 
helps to develop valuable skills, and can provide you with an opportunity to work with colleagues around the region! 

This year, we will be continuing with program tracks for entry and mid-level professionals, and an open track.  You can also find 
inspiration for program ideas from the topics we’d like to see within each track and then submit your program proposal at: 

www.aimho.org/submit-a-program

Now that we’ve planted the seed, let’s talk a few more logistics:
• Programs will be accepted from April 15th until June 3rd, so don’t delay!
• Presenters who are accepted must register for the conference .  
• Vendors are eligible to serve as a secondary program presenter if they are also an AIMHO Corporate Partner presenting with a 

dues-paying institutional employee . 
• Programs will be ranked into the Top 6 Programs, and one lucky program will get to represent our region at the ACUHO-I Annual 

Conference & Exposition . 
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Now that summer has come around and I am quickly approaching a full year working at my current institution, in a new 
position, in a new school, in a new state and region, I’ve had a lot of time to reflect on how I’ve grown and changed as 
an individual.  This was the first academic year that I was not a student.  It was the first year that I worked with graduate 
students (rather than being one, myself).  It was the first year that I’ve chaired a committee, taken on new leadership roles, 
and made some significant choices that affected people other than myself or my direct community.

Amid all this “newness,” however, I also had a lot of familiar experiences as well—making mistakes, learning from my 
mistakes, taking on professional development opportunities, and working on a collaborative team focused on serving our 
students .  As a supervisor, I tell those that I work with that I believe that making mistakes is one of the best ways to learn, 
because while we remember our mistakes, we don’t always remember the moments when others cautioned us against 
doing something, and we actually followed their advice .  While the seven lessons I discuss below are not all from mistakes 
I’ve made (nor is this an extensive list of my learning over a year), they have been significant moments in my career, and will 
continue to guide me in my approach and style as a Student Affairs and housing professional.

By MAGGIE ROQUE, AIMHO Secretary, University of Utah
7 Important Lessons I’ve Learned From My First Year

Learn the culture before inciting change.  When I first moved to Utah from Kansas, I experienced a little 
bit of culture shock, though not necessarily from my surrounding community (although I will say that it was 
a great decision to switch out rural life and wheat fields for a more metropolitan city and mountains!).  I had 
initially worked in a large department, where my team was comprised of over 35 individuals .  Now, at Utah, I 
serve on a team that is less than half the size .  Taking the time to pause and actually learn how our department 
operates allowed me to learn the benefits of a centralized department and a smaller team.  It also allowed me 
to see that some of the larger processes that I was used to would not fit for our departments.  While some of 
this was intimidating (running a national search process with only five people), it also allowed me to truly lean 
on my coworkers and peers .  As I began to see areas of improvement, it then allowed me to truly consider 
what would work for my department, rather than what I had seen work at others before .  This consideration 
also meant that my peers and coworkers could get behind an idea as well—because it wasn’t about making 
Utah like a different school; it was about maximizing Utah to be the best that it could be.

1
Find support and interests outside of work. In graduate school (and undergrad) it was easy for me to 
look to my peers for social and emotional support .  We worked together, we were in class together, we lived 
together .  It was an easy outlet and as I had spent the summer training with them, they were my strongest 
friendships going into the academic year .  But this also meant that I experienced quite a bit of imbalance, as 
sharing frustrations with anyone meant sharing frustrations with everyone .  As a full-time professional, I knew 
that I wanted to set stronger boundaries between what I shared with my coworkers, including my personal 
life details and my time outside of work .  Being able to go for a hike or to meet up with a friend outside of 
Student Affairs allows me to truly feel that I’m stepping away from work and provides me with a safe, neutral 
space and outlet to process through issues that come up in the workplace .

2
Own your mistakes, then work to fix them.  Like many professionals, I believe in doing what I say I will 
do .  But during busy times (opening, closing, selection, training) it’s easy to be forgetful and small things tend 
to fall through the cracks .  Early in September, I received a phone call from a very frustrated student who I 
had met with during the week of Opening because he was upset with the noise the generator was making 
near his bedroom .  I had intended to alert facilities, but had only mentioned it to an individual in passing, 
rather than following up in a direct and intentional way .  My gut sank .  I knew that I had dropped the ball 
and I was nervous to share it with my supervisor, who the student was demanding to speak with .  I took a 
minute to get over the initial emotions and to think about how I wanted to respond to the student’s requests, 
then went to my supervisor to alert her of the situation .  She was receptive, especially when I share what 
steps I wanted to take to rectify the situation, and the worst moment of the entire situation was my emotional 
reaction, not owning the mistake .  We hold ourselves to high standards, and it’s hard to face when we don’t 
meet them .  But I’ve learned through role models and behavior that I appreciate, that I’m more likely to 
respect the individual who owns it and works through it than the one who tries to hide it or who focuses on 
the emotions, rather than the solution .

3
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Give benefit of the doubt, assume the best in people. Not everyone will always like what I have to say, 
and likewise, I won’t always like what everyone else has to say .  But I’ve loved working in a low-drama, 
collaborative environment, because it feels safe to take risks or to make suggestions, regardless of who is 
in the room or what my title is .  And while sometimes it can be easy to be frustrated with those who push 
against a suggestion or a choice, reminding myself that we are all working toward common causes and 
goals, that we are all trying to create a strong community for our students, has pushed me to be open, 
rather than defensive .  It dispels gossip and drama (often created from frustrations) and replaces them with 
opportunities for strong dialogue and critical feedback .

4
Take on others’ goals as your own. In undergrad and graduate school, my focus was on myself—my 
learning, my growth, my professional development .  It was about what I wanted to do with my life and how I 
was going to get there .  As a full-time professional, these thoughts still exist, although they are not always at 
the forefront of my actions .  As an individual who now supervises graduate students, I have learned that one 
of the strongest ways to develop mentoring relationships with those I supervise is to learn their goals, and 
take them to heart in my actions .  A factor of my own professional development is now assisting and working 
to develop professionals .  It is a profound and moving experience, but it is one that requires diligence and 
intentionality .  It has pushed me to be a stronger advocate and to be mindful of who I represent at a table 
and how I balance furthering my own interests and speaking out for them .

5
Know your department’s mission and values, and work to live by them.  One of the things that I love 
most about working for The University of Utah’s Housing & Residential Education department is how intrinsic 
and integrated our values and mission are within our team and our department .  It isn’t just about reciting 
words or having them to have them—they are a resource that drives us toward excellence and keeps us 
centered on creating a strong, inclusive, thriving community .  Knowing my department’s values has also 
centered me in making choices for my area, having difficult conversations with peers or students, or leading 
committees, because they provide a common language and a shared vision .

6
Take on new opportunities (especially the scary ones).  As a new professional, I’ve found that it’s 
easy to fall into one of two camps with opportunities—I either take on too much because it’s all so exciting 
and because I want to be seen as capable, or I take on too little because I’m worried about overextending 
myself as I learn the lay of the land.  As I wrap up my first year, I’ve learned the important part of taking on 
new opportunities is to select ones that will push and challenge me to grow in different and unique ways.  
Becoming more active in AIMHO and serving as Secretary was an intimidating choice, but it’s one that has 
been exciting and rewarding as I learn more about our Association and our region .  And while it is easy to 
experience Imposter Syndrome—especially for opportunities that seem a little bit more than you can chew—
taking on the scary ones are often the most beneficial, as they push you to grow as a professional and inspire 
trust in your ability and competence from others .

7
Transition can be scary, and before I even started as a full-time professional I was warned that my first year would be my 
worst .  But I’ve learned that taking the time to listen, learn, and take ownership of my position, my skills, and my communities 
have provided me with a strong foundation to grow from within the department and within my career .  Despite the challenges 
of being new and transitioning into a new role and department, I’ve had an amazing year .  So if this year truly is the “worst,” 
then I absolutely cannot wait to see what’s still to come .
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We’ve all been in those situations at programs, conferences or social gatherings when we have to make small talk, but 
despite the fact that we talk every day the art of small talk is lost on some . The act of truly being engaged with someone and 
knowing how to make small talk is the key to networking and development of great relationships, but why is it so difficult? 
The worst time to think of something to talk about is when there is nothing to talk about so I offer you some quick tips for 
making the most of those small talk situations:

Do Your Homework: If you know the type of gathering you are going to or you know the people who will be there do a little 
homework to make sure you have some talking points. The weather is fine to start the conversation, but don’t spend more 
than a minute talking about the low pressure system coming in this week. Get to know a person’s hobbies, interests and 
passions and utilize those in your conversation. Stay connected with current events and trends in the field to break the ice. 

Be The First To Greet: Offering a handshake and your name first takes the pressure off the other person and allows them 
to feel more comfortable in the conversation. A person’s natural inclination will be to offer their name when you introduce 
yourself first, so make it easy for both of you. 

Remember The Name: Often times meeting people consists of a whirlwind of names . Take a moment to learn the person’s 
name and repeat it back to them . Don’t skip over unique names and hope you won’t have to use them . “Can you kindly 
repeat your name for me” will go a long way in a conversation and shows the person you care about them . Be sure to use 
their name when leaving the conversation as well . 

Handshake Etiquette: We practice our presentations in front of the mirror all the time, so we should be doing the same 
with our handshakes . Take every chance you get to shake someone’s hand, but remember:

• Web to web: Don’t grab their fingers or wrist. Get in there for a good shake.
• 3 Second Rule: If your handshakes last more than 3 seconds you are a creeper. Get in and get out.
• Firm Grips Only: This is your one shot to show your confidence to someone so don’t be bashful about the firmness of 

your grip . 

Accepting Business Cards: If you don’t have a business card on you at all times, you should start carrying a couple . You 
never know when someone will want your information . When accepting a business card keep the following in mind:

• Accept the card with both hands and read ALL the information on the card in front of the person
• Always put the card in the front pocket of your pants (if you are not wearing pants with a pocket then you need to hold 

onto the card until the person is gone) . We all empty our pockets at the end of the day so you are showing that person 
that they are important enough to  be remembered, as opposed to being placed with the many objects and papers in 
our wallets/purses or pad folios .

• Follow up and write down the context of your meeting with the person on the back of their card . If you are accepting 
lots of cards you will want to remember the conversation or why that person is important . 

Use “I Need” Statements: When the conversation is wrapping up or you are looking to leave the conversation, use the 
phrase “I need” to make a clean getaway . We all know what it’s like to NEED to use the bathroom, freshen a drink or say hi 
to someone else in the room . Using “I need” shows urgency to the person and not that you are simply trying to get away . 
When you leave the conversation be sure to say their name and offer something of interest from the conversation. “Bob, it 
has been a pleasure chatting with you about living learning communities, but I need to use the restroom so I will connect 
with you later .”

People are interesting so just relax and following these simple steps to improve your small talk and create intentional 
relationships in social gatherings . Practice makes perfect so place yourself in situations where you can use these tips . 
Combine them with a genuine intention to get to know the person and you will make the most of your conversation and see 
that small talk does make a big difference.

By JEFF ROSENBERRY, Member-at-Large, Senior Level, Montana State University BIllings
Small Talk Makes A Big Difference
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