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Nearly one in five undergraduates are parents—disproportionately female, low income, and 

people of color. Despite achieving academic performance comparable with or better than 

their peers, parenting students graduate at much lower rates owing to structural barriers 

such as unaffordable child care, inflexible academic policies, food insecurity, and housing 

insecurity. Federal laws provide only fragmented protections. But colleges can narrow 

governmental policy gaps through clearer accommodation policies, improved data collection, 

faculty and staff training, and expanded campus and community supports.  
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Nearly 1 in 5 of all college undergraduates are parents, or students with dependent children. 

Parents in college disproportionately come from underrepresented and low-income 

backgrounds. Over half identify as nonwhite (55 percent), and just under half are first-generation 

students (48 percent). Three-quarters (74 percent) are female, and 2 in 5 of those are single.1 

Parenting students are more likely to live below the federal poverty level, and they have more 

financial obligations than their nonparenting peers,2 leading to over half of student parents 



 

 2 

experiencing food insecurity and nearly 70 percent experiencing housing insecurity.3 Despite 

achieving comparable or even higher grade point averages than their counterparts, parenting 

students graduate half as often. These students identify a lack of affordable child care, 

institutional and employment inflexibilities, and difficulty paying bills as their main reasons for 

dropping out.4 However, the success of parenting students is critical not only for their 

socioeconomic mobility, but also for the next generation’s: children’s educational, social, health, 

and economic outcomes are better when their parents graduate.5  

Lack of federal legal protections and campus-level support structures for parenting students 

remains a significant barrier to success, leading to low graduation rates, elevated basic needs 

insecurities, and mental health concerns. Institutes of higher education—referred to here as 

colleges but including various organizations—must use their authority to help close the federal 

policy gaps. By implementing policy and programmatic changes that protect students’ abilities to 

both care for their children and pursue their own educations, colleges can help student parents 

beat the odds.  

The dismantling of the Department of Education and recent threats to the only federal grant 

specifically supporting child care for low-income college students, Child Care Access Means 

Parents in School (CCAMPIS), make institutional decisions all the more urgent. By fostering an 

educational environment that recognizes and supports the needs of parenting students, colleges 

can support multigenerational success, not only improving their own retention and graduation 

rates, but also increasing the likelihood that graduates’ children will go to college as well.  

This policy analysis will review the gaps in federal policy protections for parenting students 

through the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), 

Title IX, and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act, along with the Pregnant Workers Fairness Act 

and Executive Order 13152.6 Colleges looking to narrow the gaps—that is, the differences 

between what federal laws require versus what student parents actually need—will also find 

recommendations for using their institutional resources strategically. College leaders, policy 

scholars, and student-parent advocates can use this information to develop initiatives providing 

essential protections and supports for parenting students. 

How Do Student Parents Juggle Their 

Obligations?  
The barriers parenting students face are exacerbated by significant gaps between federal 

protections and higher education policies. Colleges are not required by law to consistently 

provide many accommodations and flexibilities that would address caregiving challenges, 

leaving parenting students to navigate competing responsibilities without adequate support. 

Many student parents find themselves left with a decision: pursue their education to improve 

their family’s socioeconomic stability or drop out to care for their children’s immediate needs. 

This conundrum disproportionately affects historically underserved populations, with Black and 

single-parent students among the most likely to drop out.7 Addressing these systemic issues is 

essential for improving graduation rates and ensuring that parenting students can achieve both 
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academic and personal success, which ultimately supports national postsecondary attainment 

goals.8 

What Gaps in Federal Policy Can 

Colleges Fill? 
Unlike other groups of vulnerable students entitled to specific and generally normalized 

accommodations, such as students with disabilities, parenting students lack federal protections 

appropriate for their situations, despite their legal and moral caregiving obligations to their 

children. Statutes intended to apply primarily to other populations are pieced together to cover 

student parents, with the occasional measure to support pregnancy- or birth-related conditions. 

Some of these laws apply to students, while some apply only to college employees. Some 

protect against discrimination, while others provide limited accommodations generally not useful 

after pregnancy and lactation.9  

For example, employees who meet certain requirements must receive accommodations 

according to the FMLA, which protects time off for qualifying medical and caregiving situations. 

However, students benefit only when they are qualifying college employees.10 Then, FMLA 

accommodations may only apply to their employment, not to their academic standing. The 

Pregnancy Discrimination Act, similarly, offers protection but does not apply to students unless 

they are qualifying employees. Other educational statutes cover students but have limited 

applicability. Title IX, which prohibits sex-based discrimination, provides grounds for certain 

accommodations but only for medical conditions related to pregnancy. Even when students 

qualify for the most benefits under these laws, none provide reasonable protections or 

accommodations for a student to meet the long-term caregiving responsibilities associated with 

parenting. Table 1 outlines federal regulations and their points of coverage.  

TABLE 1  
Federal Regulations Covering Student Parents 

Regulation 
Applies to 

employeesa  
Applies to 
studentsb 

Prohibits 
discrimination 

Requires 
accommodations 

or benefits 

Americans with Disabilities Act Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Family and Medical Leave Act Yes  No No Yes 

Executive Order 13152 Yes No Yes No 

Title IX Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Pregnancy Discrimination Act Yes No Yes No 

Pregnant Workers Fairness Act Yes No No Yes 

Note: “Yes” or “No” indicates whether or not the characteristic applies to the federal requirement.  
a Applies to those employed by a college, both students and nonstudents. 
b Some institutions provide students with the protections or accommodations of these policies, but the protections are 
not necessarily federally required  

How Can Colleges Take Action? 
Colleges typically fail to normalize the accommodations and flexibilities necessary to ensure 

adequate support for student parents.11 This can leave student parents having to choose 
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between caring for their children to meet short-term needs and pursuing their education to 

secure their family’s longer-term socioeconomic mobility. For example, neither federal statutes 

nor most institutions’ practices guarantee student parents the right to exam or assignment 

accommodations to care for a sick child. Instead, flexibility is left to the faculty’s discretionary 

decision making.  

Parenting students are exposed to this decision roulette every time they need an 

accommodation—for every assignment, for every class, and for many services. Yet faculty and 

staff are rarely provided clear guidance on how to accommodate caregivers’ needs equitably. 

This environment breeds systemic and inconsistent treatment of, and disproportionately 

negative outcomes for, a student population known to be vulnerable. 

If colleges wish to strengthen support for parenting students, they need to offer faculty and staff 

clear guidance on caregiving accommodations comparable with those for other populations. For 

example, student athletes and student government leaders are often excused from class to 

attend events. Students with disabilities are often provided accommodations that extend beyond 

ADA requirements, such as reduced course loads. Federal legal reform is often slow, but 

colleges have the power to reform their own policies and offer resources that can significantly 

improve student-parent outcomes.12 To address the gaps between federal mandates and the 

real needs of their parenting students, institutions can take several concrete actions.  

Develop or Improve Standard Data Collection Practices 

Colleges in most states are not required to collect data on parenting students, so they often do 

not know how many student parents are enrolled or their characteristics. Information on student 

parents’ age, gender, income, ethnicity, and the number and ages of their children would help 

colleges develop and advocate for appropriate resources. Data collection recommendations 

have recently been developed by researchers and policy experts in collaboration with student 

parents and colleges to assist in these efforts.13  

Update and Provide Guidance on Policies That Address 

Student Parents’ Needs 

To support parenting students, colleges must create, review, and update their academic, 

attendance, and support service access policies (or lack thereof), identifying (1) the gaps 

between what their institutions provide and what their student parents need to thrive, and (2) the 

policies and practices likely to create inconsistent and inequitable treatment of student parents 

in comparison with other vulnerable populations. Just as critically, these colleges must give 

faculty and staff clear guidance on how to equitably implement policies that provide student 

parents with reasonable accommodations and flexibilities.14  

Train Staff, Faculty, and Administrative Leaders on Student-

Parent Equity  

Faculty and staff would benefit from training on the unique challenges parenting students face 

and how colleges can support them. Training will build awareness of the unique challenges 

faced by the student-parent population, their intersecting identities, and the significant impact of 

added resources. 
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Create and Strengthen Existing Campus Resources 

High-quality data, along with feedback from student-parent populations, will guide institutions in 

creating dedicated and effective support services, including well-documented needs like 

affordable child care.15 Other needs include parenting student resource centers for streamlined 

support and referrals, on-campus child care, child care subsidies, food and housing support, 

financial assistance, specialized academic advising, and priority registration. Institutions can 

look to legislation for examples of services or practices now mandated for parenting students in 

certain states.16  

Cultivate Collaborative Relationships  

Colleges need support in meeting the full needs of their vulnerable populations, including 

student parents. To help provide critical resources, colleges can develop reciprocal referrals with 

local community organizations and a streamlined process for students to apply for public 

benefits with their local human services agencies. These programs assist with food, child care, 

housing, transportation, counseling, educational supplies, and other essential needs. Partnering 

with national programs, such as Head Start, and accessing state resources can be pivotal in 

helping colleges provide higher-cost services like child care.17 Colleges could also develop 

partnerships with their legislative representatives, advocating for the funding and resources 

needed to support student parents. These efforts are more likely to be effective if backed by 

data and done in collaboration with state advocacy and policy and advocacy organization 

initiatives.18  

 

Conclusion  
Bridging the divide between federal policy protections and what parenting students actually 

need to succeed in higher education requires immediate action from postsecondary institutions. 

Federal laws provide only fragmented and inconsistent safeguards, leaving student parents 

vulnerable to inequitable treatment, financial instability, basic needs crises, and academic 

attrition. Institutions, however, can help fill these gaps through intentional policy reform, 

guaranteed academic accommodations, and improved services. Given the recent reductions in 

force at the Department of Education and threats to social programs like SNAP, Medicaid, 

Marketplace (Affordable Care Act) insurance, and CCAMPIS, it is increasingly necessary for 

colleges and universities to take action.19 Institutional support is not merely a supplement to 

federal shortcomings—it is essential for ensuring that parenting students can succeed while 

fulfilling their caregiving obligations, thus advancing educational equity, improving retention 

rates, and creating intergenerational opportunity.  
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About the SPARK Collaborative 
Mission: The Student-Parent Action through Research Knowledge (SPARK) Collaborative aims 

to collaboratively build evidence and make the case for policy change to support pregnant and 

parenting students so that they can meet their education and life goals. 

Vision: We endeavor for pregnancy and parenting not to determine a person's ability to meet 

their goals. We also envision a future where all organizations and decisionmakers are 

coordinated and are working toward supporting parents in pursuing and achieving their goals. 

How we work: We use data, research, lived expertise, and past learning to inform policy and 

practice solutions while developing future generations of leaders. SPARK provides shared data 

and other resources and manages a collaborative virtual space for organizations and individuals 

to connect and work together on research and action that advance opportunities for student 

parents and their families. SPARK is not owned by any single person or organization—it is 

made up of its members. The SPARK Collaborative is managed by a working board with 

representatives from the Urban Institute, the Pregnant Scholar, Child Trends, and parenting 

student fellows. 

Who we are: The SPARK Collaborative is an association of individuals and organizations that 

build evidence and take action that supports pregnant and parenting students. We bring 

together teams with lived expertise as student parents, data expertise, policy expertise, legal 

expertise, and expertise in the systems that affect student parents and their families to 

holistically approach student parent issues.  

https://edtrust.org/rti/for-student-parents-the-biggest-hurdles-to-a-higher-education-are-costs-and-finding-child-care/
https://edtrust.org/rti/for-student-parents-the-biggest-hurdles-to-a-higher-education-are-costs-and-finding-child-care/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB2458
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/laws/2023/0/Session+Law/Chapter/41/
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=88R&Bill=SB459
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=88R&Bill=HB1361
https://ncccc.memberclicks.net/assets/docs/advocacy/financing_tool_kit-1.pdf
https://www.kidsoncampus.org/
https://castudentparentalliance.org/
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How to get involved: Anyone interested in supporting student parents or engaging in research 

that would inform effective approaches is welcome to join the SPARK Collaborative. 

Membership is free but members must agree to our shared values and register at 

studentparentaction.org. 
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