
Family Matters For Adult Students

When someone in 
the family goes 
back to school, it 
affects the whole 
family.

More Time with Family: Changing Adult Relationships

This material is one of a series of fact sheets on family concerns for adult students.  
For more information on becoming a student in the University of Wisconsin System and other  
assistance, go to: UWin.wisconsin.edu. For information and resources on family wellbeing visit the  
UW-Extension Family Living Program website at www.uwex.edu/ces/flp
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“The kids are gone now—it’s my turn.” – Adult Student

What factors prompted you to return to school? There’s a good chance that changing relationships 
played a part. Sometimes changes like a divorce or the children leaving home provide the impetus. 

As adult students devote time and energy to school, they often say they feel guilty about missing time 
with family or friends. Your friends, partner, parents, or siblings may be concerned with your changing 
relationship with them, changes that can go hand-in-hand with earning a degree. Knowing how to  
respond to such concerns can keep you close to family members and good friends.   

 “I’m afraid I won’t have time for my friends. They are an important part of my life.” – Adult Student  

Friends
As an adult student you may barely have time for work, family and school. You might be wondering  
how your friendships will ever survive. But social support from someone outside your family is critical  

during this busy time. Friends should enhance your life; if you find yourself working  
too hard to maintain friendships talk about your time restraints so your friends  
better understand.
 • Meet with friends in groups. Spend the limited time you have visiting with several   
  friends at once. 
 • Include friends when celebrating milestones. Share a phone call after a paper is  
  complete or meet for a snack after exams. 
 • Identify one most trusted friend that you can contact when you need to talk or just   
  hang out. Having a friend you can confide in is particularly important during  
  overwhelming times. 

 • Use technology to stay connected. Keep in touch by e-mail. Leave a voice message, send a text   
  message, or forward a cartoon from the internet. 
 • Invite a friend to join your family activities. Arrange a certain night (say every first Thursday) to be   
  family and friend dinner night, or invite a friend to join you in watching a favorite television show.  

“I’m okay with my partner attending school; it’s just that I’ve always been the main provider. It will be  
different if she ends up making more money than I do. I’m not sure I like the idea.”  
   – Partner of Adult Student
Partner
Many adult students and their significant others worry about paying for school and how the expense 
will affect family finances. How will household duties get done? If you have children, caring for them 
may be a worry to you and your partner alike. While the thought of earning a degree and the potential 
of increased income seem wonderful, having less shared time together—and how that will affect the 
relationship—may cause deep concern and even feel threatening to some.   
 • Spend regular time together. As you study, have your significant other nearby reading or watching   
  TV (while using ear buds). Prepare meals, fold laundry, or do yard work together. Plan inexpensive   
  “dates” to do things you both enjoy.   
 • Divide household tasks and duties. Decide who will do what and when. If you have children, find   
  ways to share tasks such as packing lunches, bathing, transporting, and preparing meals.  
 • Discuss financial concerns. Talk about how much school will cost, including expenses like computer  
  service, books, or transportation costs. Consider any loss of income resulting from attending school.   
  Develop a family budget and use it to plan family and school expenses alike.    
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“As a parent, I want to support my son, but I don’t know how he’s going to pay for school. I worry about who is going to 
take care of the kids while he is in class.” – Parent of Adult Student

Parents 
While your parents (or in-laws) may be delighted that you’ve decided to further your education, they may also have  
concerns. Will getting an education cause you to change your views or challenge your family values? Will you still have 
time and energy for them or other family obligations? Will a new opportunity cause you to relocate? They may even 
worry about who will care for their grandchildren while you’re in class, or how you will afford tuition.
 • Talk with your parents about your educational goals. Let them know how earning a degree will benefit you and   
  your family. Give examples of why you chose to return to school. Share your class and study schedules. Keep them   
  informed regarding estimates for a completion date. 
 • Involve your parents and family in your learning. Talk about your classes and assignments. Get their opinions on  
  topics you are discussing in class. Reassure parents and family that even though some of your views may change,   
  you will still be YOU! 
 • Communicate with your parents and family members. Set up a family meeting. Discuss expectations and  
  changes that you and family members may anticipate while you are a student. Discuss ways you can continue to   
  be involved in family obligations. If you take an active role in caring for your parents, include them in discussions   
  about how often you can continue to help. 
 • Keep your parents in the loop about your plans after graduation. If they do not live close by, discuss options for  
  visiting and staying connected, perhaps even relocating. Talk about plans for regular visits.

Siblings
For many people connections with siblings are the longest relationships they will ever have. Some adult students report 
that siblings are among their strongest supporters; some wonder how being a student will affect their sibling relationships. 
 • Remember that people are different as adults than they were as children. Don’t let childhood memories influence   
  your perceptions of how a sibling will respond to you as you further your education. Don’t bring up the past; instead   
  focus on issues at hand. If you and your siblings were competitive, avoid comparisons. Find ways to compliment   
  their successes and include them in your celebrations. 
 • Talk about expectations and make a plan. If you and your siblings are sharing family obligations such as assisting a   
  parent, responsibilities of a family business, or caring for shared property, talk about what they expect from you   
  while you are attending school. It may help to set up a schedule (be sure to avoid exam time) or to look for options   
  from service providers.

Changing adult relationships will likely be part of your educational journey. Acknowledge and respect the feelings of 
family members. Realize that going back to school does affect the whole family. Even though it may take extra time 
and planning to keep these adult relationships thriving, it will be well worth the effort. 


