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Introduction

Earning a higher education is increasingly necessary for achieving family economic security. For single
mothers, who are more likely to live in poverty than other women, earning postsecondary credentials
can bring substantial benefits, from increased lifetime earnings and employment rates to better health
outcomes and chances of success for their children (Attewell and Lavin 2007; Carnevale, Rose, and
Cheah 2011; Hout 2012; IWPR 2019a; Magnuson 2007). Single mother college students, however, often
face obstacles that can complicate their ability to complete their educational programs. Just eight percent
earn a degree within six years of enrolling, compared with roughly half of women in college who are not
mothers (49 percent; IWPR 2019a). Greater investments in helping single mothers persist in college and

graduate would benefit their families, their communities, and society as a whole.

Greater investments in helping single mothers persist in college
and graduate would benefit their families, their communities,
and society as a whole.

This briefing paper describes findings from a study by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research
(IWPR) estimating the economic costs and benefits of single mothers’ pursuit and attainment of college
degrees. The study estimates the economic returns at the individual and societal levels to single mothers’
attainment of associate and bachelor’s degrees, as well as for single mothers who earn some college

education, but no degree, at the national and state levels. It also estimates the returns to strategic



investments in supportive services that would be likely to increase single mothers” college success (an
overview of IWPR’s study methodology can be found in Appendix A). State-level estimates of the gains
to single mothers and their families, and to state economies more broadly, when single mothers go to
college are also published separately in fact sheets for all 50 states and the District of Columbia.'
IWPR’s study finds substantial economic gains to families headed by single mothers and to the economy
as the result of their college enrollment and graduation. These findings demonstrate the importance of
investing in greater access to college for single mothers, including in the supports that can help them be
successful once enrolled. The briefing paper concludes with recommendations for how federal and state
policymakers and institutions can build on this evidence to create educational environments that
promote single mothers” success through improved data collection, greater access to key supportive
services, clear campus policies for students with children, and leveraging existing social safety net

programs to support parenting college students.

Nearly 10 percent of all U.S. undergraduate students, or
1.7 million students, are single mothers.

Single Mothers Representan | mportant Share of
College Students

Nearly 10 percent of all U.S. undergraduate students, or roughly 1.7 million students, are single mothers.
At the state level, IWPR estimates that single mothers make up between 7 percent and 12 percent of all
undergraduate student bodies (Map 1; Appendix B1). Knowing how many college students are single
mothers and understanding their experiences in higher education are essential to informing how
institutions, states, and the country can serve this student population and promote their ability to

complete.

o0oColl ege i s a way to have a br

- Single mother student

! Fact sheets for each state can be found on IWPR’s website: http://iwpr.org/tools-data/investing-in-single-moms-by-state/.
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Map 1. Single Mother  Students are Prevalent on Campuses around the
Country

Share of Undergraduate Students Who are Single Mothers by State, 2015 -16
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Note: Estimates of the share of students who are single mothers are derived from regional shares of single mother students

and state-level undergraduate enrollment data.

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2015-16
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:16) and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
Spring 2017, Fall Enrollment component.

Since national postsecondary education datasets that report data on students with children are not
representative at the state level, and states and institutions largely do not collect these data themselves,
IWPR estimated the number of single mother students by state by multiplying the share of students who
are single mothers at the regional level from the 2015-16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey

(NPSAS) by state-level undergraduate enrollment data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education



Data System (IPEDS).” The results of those calculations are summarized in Appendix B1 and in IWPR’s
state-by-state fact sheets.

The nearly 2 million single mother college students face a range of obstacles to successful college
completion. They are disproportionately likely to live in or near poverty while pursuing college
credentials—88 percent have incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty line IWPR 2019c).
Their financial insecurity is often compounded by significant and competing demands on their time. An
analysis of data from the American Time Use Survey found that single mothers in college spend more
than a full-time workday (nine hours) caring for their children and their home each day, leaving little
additional time for homework, exercise, sleep, or self-care activities (Reichlin Cruse et al. 2018). In
addition to caregiving, 62 percent of single mother students work 20 hours or more each week and over
half of these students are enrolled in school full-time or a combination of full- and part-time (54 percent;

IWPR 2019c¢).

Single Mothers are Central to Closing Gaps in  Higher
Education Equity, Access, and Completion

Single mothers sit at the cross-section of inequities in higher education and society more broadly. They
are more likely than other women to live in poverty, in part because they are less likely than other
women to hold college degrees. Many single mothers enroll in college and have the intention of seeking
a credential that can lead to high-quality jobs and family-sustaining wages, but they often face obstacles
that can force them to choose between their families and their college ambitions. The diversity of the
single mother student population also makes their success central to achieving racial and ethnic equity in

educational and economic outcomes. Thinking intentionally about how to promote their ability to attain

Nearly 9 in 10 single mothers pursuing a college degree have
incomes at or near the federal poverty line.

2 U.S. regions as defined by the NPSAS include: New England (CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT), Mid East (DE, DC, MD, NJ, NY,
PA), Great Lakes (IL, IN, MI, OH, WI), Plains (IA, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND, SD), Southeast (AL, AR, FL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC,
SC, TN, VA, WV), Southwest (AZ, NM, OK, TX), Rocky Mountains (CO, ID, MT, UT, WY), and Far West (AK, CA, HL, NV,
OR, WA). These regions do not perfectly align with the region/division delineations defined by the United States Census

Bureau.



higher credentials will, therefore, have benefits that reverberate among families, communities, and the

country more broadly.

Addressing Poverty

Nationally and in every state, single mothers are more likely to live in poverty than other women. More
than a third (35 percent) of all single mothers in the United States aged 25 and older live in poverty,
making them nearly twice as likely to live in poverty as single women without children and over four
times as likely as married mothers (IWPR 2019a). At the state level, single mother poverty rates range

from a low of 23 percent in Hawaii to a high of 45 percent in Mississippi.

Postsecondary education can have an important effect on single mothers’ likelihood of living in poverty.
Each additional level of education earned by single mothers is associated with lower poverty rates. Single
mothers with a high school diploma in the United States are 1.8 times more likely to live in poverty than
when they hold an associate degree and three times more likely than when they hold a bachelor’s degree

(Figure 2).

Figure 2. Higher Educational Attainment Leads to Significant Declines in
Single Mothersod6 Poverty Rates

Share of Women Age d 25 and Older Living in Poverty by Educational Attainment,
Marital Status, and Pa rent Status, 2013 -2017
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Source: Institute for Women'’s Policy Research analysis of data from the 2013-2017 American Community Survey, Integrated

Public Use Microdata Series (Version 9.0).



Promoting Racial Equity

Ensuring that single mothers are successful in their postsecondary careers has implications for
improving racial and ethnic equity in higher education outcomes. Nationally, 31 percent of Black
women and 23 percent of American Indian/Alaska Native women in college are single mothers, followed
by 17 percent of women of more than one race and 16 percent of Latina students. White, and
Asian/Pacific Islander women in college are the least likely to be single mothers while pursuing higher

education (Figure 1).°

Figure 1. Black and Native Women in College are More Likely to be Single
Mothers than Other Women

Estimated Share of Undergraduate Women Who are Single Mothers
by Race/Ethnicity, 2015 -16
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Note: Race categories exclude persons of Hispanic ethnicity. Data are for students enrolled in degree-granting institutions,
including the share of all students who are single mothers.

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2015-16
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:16) and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
Spring 2017, Fall Enrollment component.

Given that higher shares of students of color—particularly Black and Native students—are raising




