
Low-Income Single Mothers at Community College: 
Recommendations for Practices to Improve Completion





Introduction  

Low-income, single mothers beginning or returning to higher 
education overwhelmingly choose to pursue their goals at 
community colleges.1  These schools often provide the best fit of 
available institutions because of their relative affordability, variety 
of offerings, ease of entry, and proximity to the student. Like other 
higher learning institutions, however, many community colleges 
struggle to address the challenges low-income, single mothers 
can face. Colleges often unwittingly place more obstacles in the 
path of these students.2  Many colleges are taking action and 
trying a variety of approaches to improve their institutions and 
better serve low-income, single mother students. While some 
interventions have been rigorously studied, most have not. Many 
promising interventions, though so far lacking empirical support, 
have shown great success based on student and provider 
testimony. When taken as a whole, it is clear that community 
colleges can undertake effective interventions to help student 
parents complete their programs and meet their goals.



Barriers to College Completion Faced by 
Many Low-Income, Single Mothers  
Many college students face difficult barriers to graduation, 
and low-income, single parents often face more barriers 
than traditional students. In general, single mothers face 
many challenges that are correlated with decreased rates 
of college graduation. They are by definition independent 
students with dependents, and are more likely to be low-
income.3  In addition, they are more likely to be older than 
18-22. They are also more likely to be the first in their 
immediate families to attend college.  As a result, they often 
lack information and knowledge about higher education in 
areas ranging from what skills colleges expect a student to 
have upon entry, to the existence of and application processes 
for the various forms of financial aid, to course scheduling 
and meeting degree requirements.4 Single mothers are 
more likely to have attended inadequate secondary schools 
whose shortcomings only compound these problems.5 The 
results can be anything from relying on loans and wages 
instead of grants to pay for tuition6,  to taking unnecessary 
courses and using up grant money before meeting certificate 
or degree requirements. 7

Internal college policies and culture can also create 
barriers for parenting students.8  Attendance policies that 
do not allow for children’s emergencies or other realities 
of parenthood can make it difficult for students to make 
progress. Students may also interact with professors and 
students who can create an inhospitable environment 
through comments and actions that range from ignoring 
the presence of single mothers to making negative moral 
judgments about them.9 

Low-income, single mothers often have to face a novel 
college environment while balancing other important 
responsibilities. Many have at least one job while attending 
school, and these jobs often pay low wages and have 
inflexible scheduling. These students also have the substantial 
responsibility of caring for their child or children, and 
meeting their immediate needs while attending school to 
provide them with a better future. This tenuous and often 
unmanageable balancing act is the source of many of the 
most common barriers to success in higher education. Cost 
of tuition and expenses, affordable and available childcare, 
transportation, and affordable housing are each vital, and 
as such, may be the source of problems. A temporary and 
seemingly minor issue in any of one of these areas may force 
a student to fail a course, drop a course, “stop out,” or even 
drop out.

State of the Research
There is a paucity of rigorous research on what works 
for single parents and other non-traditional students. 
Randomized control trials of specific interventions were 
scarce, at least until recently. Data systems do not track 
students whose academic careers last longer than six 
years, and do not follow students who transfer from one 
school to another. Community colleges, though recently 
gaining notice on the national stage, are underrepresented 
in the academic literature, with researchers focusing 
their attention on four-year institutions and “traditional” 
students.
 
Even with these large holes in the research, the available 
evidence does yield important guidance, if not always 
conclusions. There have been fairly recent robust 
investigations into what works at community colleges, and 
these sometimes include single mothers. There is also a 
growing body of work bringing the voices of single mother 
community college students to the public, explaining their 
experiences, what they face, and what has worked for 
them. Supplementing this evidence are the successes of 
dedicated, experienced college staff across the country. 
When this work is considered alongside the work at 
four-year institutions, the available evidence does point to 
some promising directions for community colleges to take. 
Though more study is needed, and some of it is already 
underway, there are some immediate steps colleges can 
implement to improve their schools and make them more 
conducive for single mothers to complete. The following 
section includes these recommendations.

Reduce Time to Degree
Raising children while working and attending school is 
extremely difficult. As a result, some single mothers take 
more than ten years to complete a degree.10 Eliminating 
unnecessary, time-wasting policies or practices can 
increase the likelihood low-income single mothers will 
complete a degree.

RECOMMENDATIONS:   
For lower-skilled students, offer options for 
acceleration, such as integrating career-related 
learning into basic skills courses and accelerated 
developmental (or remedial) courses. 

Too often, adult education or developmental education can 
be dead-ends for students. Contextualized coursework 
that integrates basic skills and career skills, compressed 



courses, and accelerated developmental education (in which 
higher-skilled, developmental students are simultaneously 
enrolled in a credit course and supplemental instruction), 
have helped students increase their skills levels more 
quickly and improved student completion.11 Compressed 
developmental courses can also help low-income, single 
mothers avoid common problems arising from recertification 
with public programs and subsidies. 

 
Reevaluate credit requirements and institute 
credential audits. 

Nationally, students often take excess credits, but may 
still end up without a credential.12 To save students time 
and money, review credit requirements to ensure the 
prerequisites and number of credits required for graduation 
are relevant to student educational and career paths. 
For example, students in many fields need pre-statistics 
developmental coursework, not algebra or trigonometry. 
Also, complete regular audits of student credits and alert 
students when they are near completing the credits needed 
for a certificate or degree.

 

   
Provide services at times and places accessible to 
parenting students. 

With so many demands on their time, it can be difficult for 
single-parent students to carve out time to seek college 
services. Provide in-home or childcare center tutoring at 
hours designated by students, or advisor and financial aid 
office hours after 5 pm or on the weekend. An example is 
Instituto del Progreso Latino,14 which runs several successful 
adult education bridge programs. Their tutors go to the 
homes of participants at hours the participants choose. 

Provide domestic violence services and raise 
awareness across campus.

A staggering proportion of single mother students are 
survivors of domestic violence. Not only do single mothers 
experiencing domestic violence benefit from targeted 
services, but raising campus awareness creates a supportive 
environment that benefits other survivors as well. Work 
with faculty and student services staff members to ensure 
they understand the signs of domestic violence and know 
how to help.

 
Provide holistic student services.
 
For many low-income students simply living in poverty 
leads to interruptions in their schooling, due, for example, 
to financial emergencies or sudden loss of childcare.15 Non-
academic student services can effectively address many of 
these barriers as they arise16, and coordinated support and 
services can also address other academic issues students may 
have. 17  Colleges can build on existing TRIO SSS programs 
or partner with local non-profits to expand services.18   
Non-profits have successfully provided everything from 
domestic violence services and awareness to computers for 
distance learning to assistance registering for public benefits, 
and even student housing.

CASE STUDY: Harper College Women’s Program, 
Palatine, IL This holistic program provides personal 
support, education and career planning, and 
peer learning communities. It offers a variety of 
referrals to a range of community organizations for 
single parents and non-traditional career seekers, 
including domestic violence services. A partnership 
with a local non-profit provides students with a 
computer after building the computer skills needed 
to re-enter the workforce or begin a college 
program. Its staff aims to help participants meet 
their goals, whether they are to earn a certificate 
or degree, or to find a job quickly. They provide 
frequent follow-up and engage participants in 
a variety of college activities. Participants who 
attend the community college have an average 
GPA of 2.8 and consistently achieve semester 
completion rates at or beyond those of the rest of 
the student body.19  

CASE STUDY: Washington State I-BEST One 
rigorous experiment showed that students in 
Washington State community colleges completed 
at higher rates when participating in courses that 
integrated basic skills and workforce training. 
I-BEST students, more likely to be older, female, 
and low income, take college-level courses jointly 
designed by basic skills instructors and professional 
technical faculty.13    



Campus Practices to Improve Certificate and Degree Completion

Parenting students have assistance finding safe, 
affordable housing.

Single parents can access services without neglecting 
their other responsibilities. 

Students have a reliable, close, safe, and inexpensive 
place for their children while the student attends 
courses or studies.

Basic-skill level students have accelerated paths to a 
degree, reducing the time needed to graduate.

Interventions to improve colleges for single mothers 
are tested and evaluated so effective ideas can be 
replicated.

Students can easily find and use an encompassing 
array of non-academic and academic services to 
address barriers as they arise.

Students receive assistance to focus their time on the 
right coursework to complete their programs quickly, 
and degree requirements are as streamlined as 
possible.

Students unfamiliar with the formal and unwritten 
expectations of higher education attend informative 
orientations for credit. Students are part of a learning 
community of peers who together take courses, 
experience college life and provide support.

Students are closely connected with advisors and 
counselors who help students achieve their academic 
goals. Survivors of domestic violence can easily 
access services while pursuing their education in a 
nurturing, supportive environment.

Students’ financial needs are recognized beyond 
current formulas, and small unforeseen hardships do 
not force students to abandon education.
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Campus Practices to Improve Certificate and Degree Completion



Reduce Uncertainty

RECOMMENDATIONS:   
Require first-year seminars, including orientation, 
for credit. 

This would help overcome many of the information 
barriers single mothers may face, whether around financial 
aid, curriculum, or school services, that result from being 
first-generation college students, from under-resourced 
education systems, and from being disconnected from 
education as independent adults.  

 
Increase guidance and intrusive advising.

Counselor-to-student ratios have made guidance nearly non-
existent in some community colleges.20  Yet, students often 
need additional guidance to concentrate on a program early, 
an indicator of completion.21  Allowing potential students to 
designate multiple major interests and providing them with 
handouts or web resources with details on related careers 
and income prospects could help students enter the right 
program earlier and help focus precious staff time. Following 
up with counseling and advising, especially face-to-face,22  
can help single mothers access needed services, focus on 
necessary courses, and meet career and life goals through 
higher education. 

 
Create structured programs to help students 
complete more quickly. 

Programs with highly structured course plans and predictable 
hours can help low-income single parent students complete 
more quickly.  To increase completion rates, programs should 
be clearly linked to related career or educational objectives, 
include block scheduling, and require core pre-requisites in 
the first year of study.23 

   
Offer learning communities and cohorts for single 
mothers. 

These have proven effective in helping single mothers 
to advance their education compared with peers who 
experience similar barriers.24  The most effective programs 
start as early as orientation to help engage students earlier.

Reduce Economic Barriers

RECOMMENDATIONS:   
Provide on-campus childcare, prioritizing spots for 
students’ children. 

Adequate childcare, though a top priority for single mother 
students, is woefully unavailable and too often prohibitively 
expensive.26 By providing on-campus care and emergency 
care, colleges can eliminate this barrier, and lessen other 
problems with transportation and finances. At Richland 
College in Illinois, students who register at the beginning of the 
semester can drop off their children in the childcare center 
when babysitters are sick or when other emergencies arise. 

   
Provide grants to single mothers, including 
emergency grants. 

CASE STUDY: MDRC’s Opening Doors Program, 
Kingsborough Community College, Brooklyn, NY 
While rigorous research rarely focuses on single 
mothers in community colleges, recently expanded 
randomized trials at a New York community college 
are promising. Freshman randomly assigned to one 
of many small learning communities, where each 
cohort took three classes together and received 
counseling and textbooks, had a better college 
experience, initially earned more credits, and had 
slightly better persistence than their peers in the 
control group.25 

CASE STUDY: MDRC’s Opening Doors Scholarship 
Program, New Orleans, LA In a robust randomized 
control trial, MDRC tested the effects of awarding 
a thousand dollar scholarship each semester for 
two semesters to low-income, single parents at two 
New Orleans community colleges. The scholarships 
increased registration, full-time registration, and 
credits earned, improved social and psychological 
outcomes, and increased persistence, with 
students who received scholarships being 6.5% 
more likely to be registered through four semesters 
after the program began.27 



Balancing meager finances is perhaps the most significant 
struggle for low-income, single mothers, and providing 
grants is an intervention that has proven effective.28  This 
can be particularly important for single mothers since cost 
of living estimates for financial aid determination are often 
based on the needs of single students without children.

   
Offer housing or housing assistance for single 
parents. 

Though many community colleges do not offer student 
housing,  providing it to single mothers can eliminate the most 
costly financial burden they have, eliminate transportation 
problems, and provide a vital resource to women living in 
abusive relationships. 

Improve Data Collection and Test What 
Works

RECOMMENDATIONS:   
When implementing a new program or service, 
build in evaluation.

This is a vital but all too rare aspect of intervening in 
higher education. Evaluation allows colleges to quickly and 
objectively expand or discontinue ineffective programs and 
invest in programs that work. It also provides information 
for other colleges contemplating similar interventions.

   
Colleges and universities within a state can work to 
better collect data and track students until national 
data collection improves.

Colleges should collect data disaggregated by race and 
gender, and also track students for at least ten years 
from first enrollment, as it is not uncommon for single 
mothers to complete in that time. This will mean tracking 
specific students across institutions, requiring improved 
communication among colleges and universities and 
development of a state longitudinal data system. 

Conclusion
As non-traditional students in general, and single mothers 
in particular, are making up an ever-increasing segment of 
the community college population, colleges must find ways 
to improve their services for these motivated students.   
Although low-income single mothers face a daunting 
combination of barriers to educational achievement, 
colleges around the country have shown how a variety 
of interventions can break down these barriers and 
allow students to succeed. As research expands to more 
rigorously examine what works for single mothers at 
community colleges, effective programs can be scaled up 
and replicated. By looking to other colleges’ experiences, 
administrators can continue to make the necessary changes 
and investments these students deserve.
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Marisa Phillips. © 2012 Women Employed.  All Rights Reserved.

CASE STUDY: Single Parents Reaching Out for 
Unlimited Tomorrows, Baldwin-Wallace College, 
Berea, OH This holistic program at a small, four-year 
college provides year-round, on-campus housing 
for single parent students, as well as childcare, 
comprehensive financial aid counseling, and 
assistance obtaining public benefits, as well as a 
variety of student services. Program staff stress the 
importance of having participant-driven services 
and supporting women as they define themselves, 
instead of steering students to meet predefined 
goals. SPROUT is part of a coalition of eight 
small colleges, the Higher Education Alliance for 
Residential Single Parent Programs, providing on-
campus housing to help single parents succeed. 

CASE STUDY: Buckner Family Place, Angelina 
College, Lufkin, TX This partnership between 
Angelina Community College and the non-profit 
Buckner Family Services provides on-campus 
housing and a child development center for 
students’ children, as well as support through 
financial assistance, counseling, and case-
management. Consistently over half of program 
participants finish the program with a degree or 
certificate, or earn one within one year of leaving 
the program. Over time, the effects on the next 
generation have also been immense, as 10 of 12 
college age children of participants so far have 
enrolled in higher education.
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• Achieving the Dream: http://www.achievingthedream.org/default.html 
• Center for Law and Social Policy’s Postsecondary and Economic Success webpage:  

http://www.clasp.org/postsecondary/ 
• Community College Research Center: http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/
• Complete College America: http://www.completecollege.org/resources_and_reports/ 
• Institute for Women’s Policy Research’s Education and Training webpage (including their Student Parent  

Success Initiative):  http://www.iwpr.org/initiatives/access-to-higher-education 
• Higher Education Alliance of Advocates for Students with Children: http://www.heaasc.org/ 
• Lumina Foundation’s Community Colleges webpage:  

http://www.luminafoundation.org/newsroom/topics.html?_stopic=3 
• MDRC’s Higher Education webpage: http://www.mdrc.org/area_index_5.html 
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