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New Choices, Healthy Life
By Var Coberly
Incoming Penn Staters, there is a new paradigm on your horizon: independence. It is finally time to remove the shackles of the domestic life and grasp the reigns of your own. Will you choose to fit in, or will you seize these opportunities to stand out, to begin your very own life? As you are embarking on this journey, you have undoubtedly heard that growth and self development are some of the most prominent cornerstones of these college years to come. Few statements are truer! This is your big opportunity to pour on the tenacity and fervor. It is finally the time to achieve the goals you’ve always strived for. These goals have never been more attainable - especially in fitness.
Fitness is a lifestyle. It requires you to maintain good habits and make smart choices every day. With these new said independences, the onus is on you to make your life a healthy and happy one. Luckily, you will find many chances at Penn State to help you meet your goals and succeed in this major facet of your everyday life; all you need to do is recognize and profit from them. However, you’ll also feel a significant downward tug towards drinking, smoking, partying, and living what many think the college life should be. In the end, you will need to decide to do what is best for you and your body, both now, and in the long run.
The first step is recognizing what is available to you now that you’re at Penn State. Life as you knew it is no more; you are no longer confined to the familial life you knew. In its stead, you will have a wider range of choices that will help you maintain a healthy lifestyle. The call to action has never been greater. Though the opportunities you will be presented with alone make it a critical time, it is highly advantageous for other reasons to come out of the gates strong. Essentially, the crux of all this advice is to dissuade you from looking back and saying, “Oh, I wish I had…”
When living under your parents’ roof, there are many constraints on your lifestyle. Nearly all of your meals are chosen by those who run your household, and may or may not be what you need for your specific diet. In order to eat food you want, it may involve the hassle of bargaining with your parents or even buying and building your own healthy menu, which usually comes at higher costs. If circumstances are narrowing your options, you will always be fighting an uphill battle towards your ideal body and mentality.
Freshmen at Penn State do not share this problem. Part of living on campus involves eating at the Dining Commons, where there is a large variety of food, and nutritional facts are readily available, enabling you to make smart decisions more easily. Vegetarian and healthy options are typically explicitly denoted in order to steer you to the best options. Cost will not inhibit you either, as you will notice that at most Penn State eateries, having a healthy plate will cost the same as an unhealthy one.

At home, opportunities to exercise as you see fit (pun intended) are narrow. After-school sports are time-consuming and inflexibly scheduled. Gym memberships are not a much better alternative; you are not likely to find a cheap gym near your house. Working out at home, although very convenient, may prove to be the most inefficient option, as the steep entry cost of buying home equipment is impractical, and trying to get results without them is very ineffective.

One of the advantages to college life is the convenience and availability of many resources, including fitness resources. At Penn State University Park, you will find yourself surrounded by opportunities to exercise and get active. There are also a wide range of intramural sports teams – everything from table tennis to arena football.  These teams are a great, engaging way to get exercise in a relaxed environment and make friends at the same time. Facilities like the White Building, Recreation Hall, the Natatorium, and the Intramural Building offer both free and membership-required equipment and areas. All of these are within walking distance. Even a fear of walking back to your dorm at night isn’t an excuse to not get moving; there are rapid police response terminals and free campus service CATA buses that you may ride with exhausted victory.
With new experiences come new opportunities, and college offers a wide array of new experiences. College is a time to discover and learn about yourself. In many ways, the steps you take in college are among the first steps of your independent life. With that being said, the habits that you form in this new and independent life play a major role in what kind (and how long) of a life it will be. People may tell you how important these next years are, but until you really take that sentiment to heart, you will not treat your body with the gravity it deserves, and you will not have the tools to perform at the level that you will find you need to.
It may be common knowledge that exercise is salutary in everyday life; however, the call to action may never be louder than it is right now. On Livestrong.com, the article “Correlation Between GPA & Exercise” cites a recent study which found that physical activity and memory function are directly associated to each other. In other words, regular exercise can translate to a desirable GPA, which is especially critical to achieve in your freshman year. Aside from immediate benefits, regular exercise today can also help you later on; Susannah Marchese, an acclaimed personal trainer, holds that flexibility training, strength training, cardiovascular training, and balance training when young are crucial to stave off the deleterious effects of aging. 
Of course, exercise is still half the battle. No one can emphasize enough how crucial a wholesome diet is to your overall well-being. Proper nutrition will go farther than simply keeping your hair smooth or skin unwrinkled. “Because shrinkage of the brain actually begins in young adulthood, any insidious influence of diet could begin early and progress over a period of many decades” (Wenk). In other words, the effects that a poor diet today can have on your brain can snowball further down the road. Another report by Kris Hintz for CollegeBound.net discusses studies that show zinc, Vitamin B1, and iron aiding your brain in processes like memory, reasoning, and nerve growth (Hintz). If you put in the effort to take a closer look at what you’re using to fuel your body, you may find a way to optimize your diet. If you’re really feeling motivated, try keeping a food diary so you may more easily see how foods affect you personally. A balanced and colorful plate today, aside from the immediate benefits, will also have payoffs down the road that your body will thank you for.
You may hear it often, but I absolutely must warn you of the temptations that are unfortunately part of college life as well. These years will also provide you with opportunities to ruin your body, whether it is through something illegal, such as drugs or alcohol, to even seemingly harmless overworking, lack of sleep, or binge eating. Perhaps these are some of the reasons why you might be looking forward to college. The earlier you realize how to properly take advantage of the newfound freedom you’re about to be given and responsibilities you’re about to undertake, the better off you’ll be. 
To drive this point home, allow me to relate a brief lesson I learned through one of my previous roommates. In my first semester, I shared a room with someone who made the wrong choices aforementioned. To him, the only college opportunities he really cared about were going out, doing drugs, and drinking. Early on, he formed the idea that college is meant for injurious decisions and capitalizing on all of the buffoonery available. This idea was calcified each time he skipped a class, or went out to smoke or drink. After these habits were formed, those friends were made, and that lifestyle adopted, he was locked in a downward spiral. Occasionally, he told me about trying to do better in his classes, get fit, or some long-term goals, but he did not recognize how the decisions he was making caused him to continuously fail exams, feel perpetually groggy and stay unfit. Eventually, he was caught using illegal substances and received a hefty fine. Still under probation, he was handed a citation for underage drinking, and accrued another hefty fine. For the next few days he sulked about, and tried to connive ways to pay off the fines without getting his parents involved. I witnessed how traumatic these events were to him, and even still, he continues to make these poor choices.

I implore you, incoming freshman, do not allow yourself or your social ambitions to get in the way of the new beginning to come. My old roommate started with that terrible mentality, and found that it soon became as inescapable as quicksand. Instead of finding that lesson out for yourself as well, come to Penn State with the desire to make the sometimes tough but superior choice of making healthy habits. Clubs and intramural sports offer socialization and fun at the same time. Or look into programs like Penn State Late Night, where you get the most out of your college bill through enjoying organized movies, laser tag, crafts, dances, and so on. Alternatives like these will help you make friends and simultaneous get a strong foothold in the habits that your body will thank you for, and more importantly, keep you out of the habits that your body will hate. There are several smarter and healthier decisions here that will keep you engaged and active in a beneficial way, all that you need to do is look.
Upon entrance to college, you will receive multiple pamphlets, see many posters, and watch at least one video on the awful consequences of drinking underage. It is well-known that excessive (or rather, college-style) consumption of alcohol translates to undesirable weight gain. In fact, “excess alcohol consumption not only slows down the amount and rate at which the body burns fat to gain energy, but also increases your appetite” (Parab). However, there are other, more serious consequences than packing on a few pounds or fines which you most likely cannot afford. Excessive drinking can lead to cancer, pancreatitis, heart muscle damage, and motley of other health problems (MayoClinic.com). Illnesses like these may ruin, or even potentially end, your adult life before it has even truly begun. You will witness your peers make these mistakes and watch them pay the price for it. Is that social dynamic truly worth the harmful effects that come with it?

Two other major factors that predispose young people to obesity are a lack of sleep and the consumption of calorie-dense, fat-enriched foods (Wenk). Unfortunately, both of these are deep-rooted traditions of college. More sleep can be achieved by being proactive on your assignments and not staying out too late with friends, but diet is not so simple. In a lot of ways, it might seem that the new life in college demands unhealthy and convenient choices. For example, your group of friends might be more inclined to go to a restaurant downtown, a study group session might meet at your usual dinner time and force you to order in, or the awkward break in between two of your classes might make you think that all you have time for is some greasy Burger King food. An article on Livestrong.com by Erin Beck entitled “Diets for College Kids” recognizes all of these typical constraints, and maintains that a balanced diet is still possible, when going in with a plan. Keeping an eye out for and choosing low-fat, low-calorie, and high fiber options makes maintaining a hale and hearty body composition and fighting the ominous “Freshman Fifteen” a realizable goal.
Take advantage of this clean slate. Coming into college with the wrong attitude develops bad habits – I’ve seen it. Yet, if you set a good foundation for yourself at this crucial time, you’ll reap the lifelong benefits. Take advantage of the changes are coming, because from those changes arise possibilities for advances in your personal fitness. Realize the urgency of these upcoming years as critical times for improvement. Do not join the sea of the lethargic; do not descend the spiral of independent decadence. College is the time to reinvent yourself and to put all of the lessons and desires you’ve acquired into practice through making the strong foundation for the rest of your life. If you want to make the most out of these exciting years and get the absolute best Penn State experience, you’ll only find it in the delicate balance of health, academics, and fun.
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