
It is estimated that about a fifth of undergraduates in college are parents.1 A disproportionate 
share of student parents attend community colleges, which have more flexible programs 
that cater to adult students.2 Though parenting students often have clear goals for what they 
want out of college—usually related to employment—they face challenges that nonparenting 
students do not, including financial needs and caregiving responsibilities that can make 
completing a degree or transferring to a bachelor’s program difficult.3

What the Research Tells Us
Many college students are parents, and they disproportionately attend community 
colleges. They are often very low income.
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College students with dependent children
•	 Roughly one in five undergraduates—or 3.1 

million students—are parents, and nearly half are 
enrolled at community or technical colleges.4 5

•	 Nearly 23% of public two-year college students 
have dependent children, compared with 11% of 
undergraduates at public four-year colleges.6 

•	 More than three quarters of parents attending 
community colleges are women.7

•	 Nationally, over a third of student parents at 
public two-year colleges live below the federal 
poverty level.8 

Student parents often balance work and caregiving responsibilities while going to college, 
likely contributing to low persistence and completion rates.

•	 Student parents are more likely to enroll part-time (59%) than nonparenting students (41%). 
At community colleges, 43% of student parents work 30 or more hours per week.9 10

•	 Twenty-six percent of parenting students at community colleges attend courses exclusively 
online, compared with 13% of nonparenting students.11 Research suggests that community 
college students who take online courses tend to have lower grades and lower persistence than 
their peers who take in-person courses.12 13

•	 Twenty-seven percent of students who are parents when they enroll at public two-year colleges 
earn a degree or certificate within six years, compared with 41% of nonparenting students. Eleven 
percent of parenting students are still enrolled in college six years later; 62% leave without a 
credential, compared with 44% of nonparenting students who start at public two-year colleges.14 15

•	 Undergraduate student fathers are more likely to stop out than student mothers.16 
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Many colleges lack services for student parents, or students don’t use them. Affordable 
childcare is a particular challenge.

•	 In one survey, more than half of parenting students (56%) in community college cited 
career change as their main goal in attending college, and 77% said they enrolled in college 
to obtain or update job skills.17 Despite these aims, 60% reported never using career 
counseling services, and 88% said they never used job placement assistance.18 

•	 Only 38% of public two-year colleges offer on-campus childcare.19

•	 Many college financial aid offices fail to consider the financial needs of student parents, 
including reliable childcare. One estimate put the out-of-pocket cost at more than $7,500 
more per child annually in California.20

•	 In a survey, more than half of parenting community college students who stopped out said 
affordable childcare would help them return to college.21

•	 Over 60% of parenting students depend on family, friends, and neighbors for childcare, but 
these options are not always available or reliable. Problems with childcare can lead students 
to miss class.22 23

Policy Considerations
•	 There are compelling reasons to focus on increasing college completion among student 

parents. Mothers who reenroll earn on average nearly $6,800 more annually after 
completing an associate or bachelor’s degree. Their children are 38% more likely to complete 
a college degree.24 

•	 Affordable, reliable childcare is arguably the most critical support that student parents 
need. Student parents who earn a credential are more likely to have attended a college that 
provides childcare supports like full-time care, drop-in care, or subsidies than student 
parents who drop out.25

•	 Support for basic needs—including food, housing, and transportation—is also critical for 
many student parents. Colleges should screen for basic needs and make appropriate referrals to 
campus and community resources. Information should also be provided on college websites. 

•	 Reliable data on student parents is sparse. Policymakers should prioritize more systematic 
data collection to identify student parents, track their academic progress, and determine 
what help they need to complete their programs.26 27

For more information contact Elizabeth Ganga,  
CCRC Senior Communications Manager, at ganga@tc.edu
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