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IWPR’S STUDENT PARENT SUCCESS INITIATIVE

Raises awareness 
of the student parent population & 
their experiences in college. 

Identifies & shares strategies
that can help student parents persist 

& graduate.

Builds capacity 
for serving student parents at the institutional, 

community, & governmental levels.

Visit the SPSI website at: https://iwpr.org/issue/special-websites/student-parent-success-initiative/

https://iwpr.org/issue/special-websites/student-parent-success-initiative/


➢ Describes the costs & 

benefits to single mothers 

& to states of single 

mothers’ college success

➢ Provides state- & 

national-level estimates

➢ Demonstrates the return 

on societies’ investment 
in supports that can 

increase single mothers’ 

attainment

Find the state fact sheets & national report here: https://iwpr.org/tools-data/investing-in-single-moms-by-state/

https://iwpr.org/tools-data/investing-in-single-moms-by-state/


NATIONALLY, NEARLY 4 MILLION COLLEGE 

STUDENTS ARE PARENTS

More than 
1 in 5 undergrads are 

parents (22% or 3.8 mil) 

1.7 million undergrads
are single mothers

Over ¼ of women in 
college are mothers (28%)

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the 2015-16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:16).



STUDENT PARENTS ARE PREVALENT ACROSS 

THE UNITED STATES

Share of Students Who are Parents by U.S. Region, 2015-16

Note: State shares of student parents are regional. 

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the 2016 NPSAS & IPEDS.



STUDENT PARENTS IN PENNSYLVANIA

Source: Institute for Women’s Policy Research. 2019. IWPR analysis of data from the NPSAS:16 and IPEDS Spring 2017, Fall Enrollment 

component.

➢Nearly 1 in 5 undergrads 
are parents (18%), or 
114,027 students

➢53,581 students in PA are 

single mothers



SINGLE MOMS WITH A COLLEGE DEGREE ARE 

MUCH LESS LIKELY TO LIVE IN POVERTY
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Share of Women in Pennsylvania Living in Poverty, 

by Educational Attainment, 2015-17

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the American Community Survey.



JUST 1/3 OF STUDENT PARENTS GRADUATE 

ON TIME & MOST LEAVE WITHOUT A DEGREE

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the 2003-04 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, Second Follow-up (BPS:04/09).

Six Year Attainment Rate of Degrees or Certificates 

by Parent & Marital Status, 2003-09
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BENEFITS TO PENNSYLVANIA WHEN SINGLE 

MOTHERS GO TO COLLEGE

Economic Benefits of Single Mothers’ College Attainment 

by Education for Pennsylvania

Education 
Level

Lifetime 
Earnings

Gains 

Lifetime 

Reduction in 
Public 

Assistance 

Additional 

Lifetime
Tax 

Contributions

Some College, 

No Degree
$105 K $ 10 K $28 K

Associate 

Degree
$267 K $ 27 K $ 70 K

Bachelor's 

Degree
$609 K $ 47 K $ 199 K

Note: All figures are in comparison to single mothers whose highest level of educational attainment is high school. Public assistance savings includes TANF, 

SNAP & Section 8 Housing assistance. Figures are rounded to the nearest 1,000.

Source: IWPR. 2019. Investing in Single Mothers’ Higher Education in Pennsylvania: Costs and Benefits to Individuals, Families, and Society.



WHEN SINGLE MOMS IN PA GRADUATE, 

THEY RECEIVE A SUBSTANTIAL RETURN

$8.36
for earning 

an A.A.

$6.42
for earning 

a B.A.

For every $1 invested in college, 

single mothers in Pennsylvania get back…

$2.36
for some 

college credit

Source: IWPR. 2019. Investing in Single Mothers’ Higher Education in Pennsylvania: Costs and Benefits to Individuals, Families, and Society.



INVESTMENTS IN SINGLE MOMS' SUCCESS 

WOULD MORE THAN PAY FOR THEMSELVES

Contributions & Costs of Investing in Currently Enrolled 

Single Mother Students in Pennsylvania

Note: Total societal benefits calculated for single moms who earn B.A.s, A.A.s, & some college, but no degree.

Source: IWPR. 2019. ”Investing in Single Mothers’ Higher Education.”
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PA WOULD SEE BIG RETURNS ON INVESTMENTS 

IN SUPPORTS FOR SINGLE MOMS

$ 3.82

For 

Child Care

$5.74

For 

Case Management

$5.30

For 

Financial Aid

Source: IWPR analysis of data from IPEDS Fall 2016-17 excluding private or for-profit institutions.

For every dollar spent, Pennsylvania would get back:



STUDENT PARENTS FACE UNIQUE 

OBSTACLES WHILE ENROLLED

• Student parents are 1.7x more likely to 
live in or near poverty

• They work nearly 4 more days/week

• They are 1.5x more likely to enroll
part-time (or a mix)

• More than half of student parents have 
children who need child care

Note: In or near poverty means <200% of FPL; comparison of work hours is of the median; first-gen defined as less than an AA.

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the 2015-16 NPSAS. 

Compared with “traditional” college students…
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