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What “Back to School” means for the Family Caregiver
By Kendra S. Schumaker LMSW, CSW, Executive Director
SarahCare Adult Day Center

We know fall is soon approaching when we start seeing advertisements for clothing, sales on
notebooks, pens, pencils, and everything children need to be successful for the following school
year. My favorite is the advertisements showing the relieved mother watching her children get
on the school bus, watching them wave out the bus window, while she looks at them lovingly.
The next frame is usually a relaxed mother enjoying the peace and quiet of her home, alone, with
no special commitments or responsibilities. It is a great scene, but how much of it is reality?

I know for myself, being a family caregiver for over thirteen years, Back to School is actually a
stressful time. I have spent many a Labor Day (usually sitting on a beach) near tears in
anticipation of the busyness of home (caregiving for a loved one, as well as my children), and
dreading the Fall Sports season. With five school age children, we often have each one of them
in a sport as well as an extracurricular activity such as band or orchestra. How do we do this,
and why do we do this? The thing of it is it is not the fault of my kids, my family member, or
me, that we are family caregivers. It is what it is. I often say, we do not choose our “cards”, we
play the hand we are dealt.

Professionals working with family caregivers often try to provide reassurance and support to
caregivers who are caught in that “Sandwich Generation”. Don’t try to do too much, ask for
help, designate tasks to other family members, etc. Not only is this good advice, it is something
that caregivers have to do in order to meet all the challenges of having to meet these
responsibilities.

Back to school can be especially tricky for the family caregivers who work full time. In my
family, my oldest son is a senior in high school, there are three in between, and my youngest son
is in first grade. Since the oldest one drives, he has had to assume some responsibility of
assisting with transportation services. If necessary, he can drive Grandma to doctor’s
appointments, and with the help of one or two teenage sisters they can accompany her if needed.
He also picks his younger siblings up from various after-school activities, and even takes his
older sister to early morning orchestra practices. Do I feel guilty about how much my children
help out not only with Grandma, but also with things around the house! Yes, sometimes, but I
have had some beautiful moments with my children that have made me realize how their life
experience has helped shape them into caring young people who are learning to anticipate the
needs other people may have. Iremember when my son, Garett, came home from the first day
of class when he was in third grade. He said, “Mom, we had to introduce ourselves and tell
about our families in class today. I was the only person who lived with their grandma, can you
believe that?” I just shook my head and put my arms around him, and realized for the first time



that Garett had never lived in a home without his grandmother, siblings, mother and father. I
assured him that our family situation was not at all unusual, and that more and more families are
living with the older generations.

I believe elder care in America is changing. It is changing how we live, how we work, and the
choices we make in our daily lives. Family caregivers, if well-supported by community
resources, can find that they are able to keep a loved one at home a lot longer then they originally
might have thought they could. This not only has a financial benefit for us as a nation, but an
emotional benefit by educating young people on how to be compassionate toward another
generation.
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