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How a campus partner and 
regional needs influenced a 
Georgia university’s efforts.
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Give Student 
Caregivers The 
Support They Need, 
When They Need it.
Their family caregiving journey can 
be challenging in all kinds of ways.
At AARP Family Caregiving, we’re here to help the 5 million student 
caregivers get answers, connect with other family caregivers and find 
local resources so they can take care of what matters most.

To learn more, visit aarp.org/caregiving.   /aarp 
  @aarp

Family Caregiving

http://aarp.org/caregiving
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A
2020 AARP study found approximately five million 
student caregivers in the United States — students 
trying to balance their studies with the demands and 
needs of another person who depends on them for 
food, baths, exercise, companionship, and more.

Being a student or a caregiver can be extremely 
stressful. Performing both roles can tax even the 
most organized person.

Georgia Southwestern State University, due 
partly to its location and partly to its campus partner, is trying to do 
something to improve both the lives of student caregivers and how care-
giving is managed.

Located in Americus, Ga., about 130 miles south of Atlanta, the uni-
versity, often called GSW, enrolls nearly 3,000 students. Its most famous 
alumni are former President Jimmy Carter and his wife, Rosalynn, and 
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A student at the Rosalynn 
Carter Institute for Caregivers.

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/ltc/2020/student-caregiver-survey-report.doi.10.26419-2Fres.00415.001.pdf
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the Rosalynn Carter Institute for Care-
givers was established at Georgia South-
western in 1987.

The institute, part of the university 
for more than 30 years, recently became 
a free-standing nonprofit organization. 
But the institute and the university retain 
a symbiotic relationship. The universi-
ty offers an undergraduate certificate in 
caregiving issues and management, and 
a multidepartment degree program in 
managing long-term care also has a care-
giving component. And the institute offers 
supplemental free seminars for student 
caregivers, professionals, and military 
caregivers, and provides scholarships to 
full-time Georgia Southwestern students 
who are either providing care for a loved 
one or pursuing careers in caregiving.

With caregiving in the air, the uni-
versity is very conscious of the needs of 
its caregiving students. Getting students 
to come forward about their caregiving 
responsibilities can be a challenge. They 
may not know anyone else who is taking 
care of a parent or an elderly relative, and 
maybe embarrassed about those duties. Or 
they may not even identify themselves as 
caregivers, feeling that what they do is just 

what they’re supposed to do for a loved 
one. Or they may worry that administra-
tors or professors won’t understand. That’s 
not the case at the university, officials say.

“If a student lets me know that they are 
a primary caregiver and need assistance 
— whether it’s missing class to take care 
of someone or a situation at home — we 
work with them and our faculty members 
to help the student maintain their course 
work in a flexible environment,” says 
Linda Boren, executive vice president for 
student engagement and success.

Whether helping student caregivers 
find tutors or allowing them to take cours-
es online, flexibility is critical, says Boren. 
According to the AARP study, which was 
based on a survey of 400 adults who are 
students and family caregivers, seven in 10 
say their caregiving has affected their aca-
demic performance to at least some extent.

Carrie Harris 
(middle) is both 
a student in the 
long-term care-
management 
program at GSW 
and the institute’s 
community-
engagement 
coordinator.
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“ Caregivers bring tremendous 
strengths to the classroom 
and to our campus.” 
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Carrie Harris, who is both a student in 
the long-term care-management program 
and the institute’s community-engagement 
coordinator, agrees.

“I have had some great teachers,” Harris 
says. “If I was stressing out, when I ex-
plained what was going on, they extended 
the allowed time for me to turn in certain 
assignments. The only thing they ask is 
that you tell them upfront. Don’t wait.”

The AARP study found that nearly 
one-quarter of student caregivers inter-
viewed said they had felt “discriminated 
against because of their caregiving respon-
sibilities.” But Harris says her professors 
have emphasized that if students are 
struggling because of caregiving com-
mitments, they need to work together 
on a plan.

Harris says students also come to 
her in her administrative role.

“We work with the student-en-
gagement department at GSW,” she 
says. “When students come to me, I 
find out what type of caregiver work 
they’re doing. Are they caring for a 
loved one that has Alzheimer’s or any 
type of dementia, or is it an ailing 
parent? I’ll find out if the person that 
they are caring for has a chronic ill-
ness. And I will provide them differ-
ent resources to call upon for help.”

Occasionally, Harris says, she 
will review the caregiving situation. 
“I hold workshops for dealing with 
dementia and on how to manage 
difficult behavior. I want to help 
caregivers take better care of them-
selves while they’re on their caregiver 
journey.”

The free workshop runs four 
hours, Harris says, and support is as 
important as knowledge. “We let the 

caregivers know that they are not alone,” 
she says. Each receives a free Dealing With 
Dementia book and information about oth-
er resources in their area.

“One of the main things that the ‘Deal-
ing With Dementia’ program has done,” 
Harris adds, “is to collect data from our 
caregivers. This has increased our knowl-
edge of what dementia is, and it also has 
increased self-confidence with the care-
givers on managing day-to-day tasks. We 
also do a six-month follow-up call with the 
caregivers.”

Another caregiver workshop is “Caring 
for You, Caring for Me.” This was one of 
the first workshops offered in the field, 
Harris says, and has been running for three 
decades. The purpose of the workshop, 
she says, is to improve communications 
between caregivers and care recipients, and 
to advise caregivers on the questions they 
should ask primary-care physicians and 
neurologists on behalf of the patients.

Another stressor that often affects 
student caregivers is money. The AARP 

Harris conducts a workshop on caregiving.

GAYLE ALSTON

“ I want to help caregivers 
take better care of 
themselves while they’re on 
their caregiver journey.”
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survey found that six in 10 student caregiv-
ers say their caregiving has affected their 
ability to pay for college. The institute 
works with student caregivers enrolled in a 
caregiving-related program at the universi-
ty by offering each a $3,500 scholarship to 
help cover tuition. This year, seven schol-
arships were awarded.

Alumni of the scholarship program 
“have demonstrated time and again that 
caregivers bring tremendous strengths to 
the classroom and to our campus,” says 
Neal Weaver, the university’s president in 
a statement on the institute’s website. The 
scholarship “empowers students who are 
caregivers and those with an interest in 
caregiving, and we’re grateful to have them 
as part of the GSW community.”

While Georgia Southwestern offers 
other scholarships to students based on 
need, Harris says the institute also gives 
annual monetary prizes to caregivers, and 
student caregivers are eligible to be nom-
inated. Each winner receives a gift basket, 
a handwritten note from Rosalynn Carter, 
and a $1,000 prize. Prizes are given to 
family caregiver of the year, paraprofes-
sional caregiver of the year, and volunteer 
caregiver of the year.

“It is not really a scholarship,” Harris 
says, “but a way that we celebrate caregiv-
ers across the state of Georgia.”

Georgia Southwestern’s degree in man-
aging long-term care, which the university 
says is the only one of its kind in the coun-
try, also grew out of its caregiver roots.

Leisa Easom, the program’s director, 
helped design it after working at the insti-
tute and then returning to teach as a pro-
fessor of health sciences at the university. 
The program, she says, is not intended 
to make students into caregivers, but it is 
“designed to allow students to study about 
care management and know how to help 
caregivers in the field.”

Easom says the impetus for the degree 
was the number of calls both the uni-
versity and the institute received help in 
navigating the health-care system. “People 
don’t know where to turn when they have 
aging parents or children with disabili-
ties,” Easom says. “They don’t even know 
where to start.”

The university convened a committee 
and began researching, with interviews 
and surveys, what health services the 
community wanted and needed. Southern 
Georgia has a large population of seniors 
and retirees.

The university began to build the curric-
ulum as an interdisciplinary degree. Nowa-
days 40 to 60 students are typically enrolled, 
and 34 have already graduated. Several stu-
dents in the program are family caregivers.

The university and the institute are 
responding to student-caregiver needs 
with flexibility on deadlines and atten-
dance, emotional support, information 
about further resources, and in some cases 
financial assistance — all critical elements 
to help those students succeed on their 
path to a degree.

“ People don’t know where 
to turn when they have 
aging parents or children 
with disabilities. They 
don’t even know where 
to start.”

Questions or comments about this report? Email us at ci@chronicle.com.
“Supporting Student Caregivers: One College’s Approach” was written by Howard Gensler. The Chronicle is fully responsible for the report’s editorial content. ©2021 by The 
Chronicle of Higher Education Inc. All rights reserved. This material may not be reproduced without prior written permission of The Chronicle. For permission requests, contact 
us at copyright@chronicle.com.
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