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STUDENTS

College, With Kids
As more students with young children enroll, colleges ﬁnd ways to help them
succeed
By Kelly Field

APRIL 16, 2017

 PREMIUM

BEVERLY, MASS.

T

he dining hall at Endicott College
is swarming with hungry students,
but Audrey Hoelscher, 3, is too

excited to eat. Swiping her mom’s meal card
at the front desk, she runs ahead, dodging
students carrying trays and ducking into the
hollows of the metal support beams.
Photographs by M. Scott Brauer for The Chronicle

Anna Grimes, a senior at Endicott College, helps her 3-yearold daughter get ready for day care.

Most days, Audrey will choose a table and
wait while her mom, Anna Grimes, a senior,
gets them food. But she’s just back from two
weeks with her dad in Illinois, and Audrey —

or Elsa, as she insists on being called today — seems eager to reclaim her territory.
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College, With
Kids
As more students with
young children enroll,
colleges ﬁnd ways to
help them succeed.

A
‘Microcollege’
for Student
Moms  PREMIUM
Students Can
Be Parents, Too
7 Strategies to Improve Outcomes for Student Parents  PREMIUM

"She’s too familiar with this campus," says Ms. Grimes, chasing after her daughter, who
wears a blue-and-silver princess dress from the movie Frozen. "She gets a little too
comfortable."
Indeed, Audrey has lived on the seaside campus more than half of her life, moving there
in 2015, when her mom transferred to Endicott from a community college in Illinois. Ms.
Grimes is part of a group of eight single moms and their kids in the college’s Keys to
Degrees program.
Nationwide, there are millions of students like Ms. Grimes — single parents juggling
classwork, jobs, and child care — and their numbers are rising. From 2004 to 2012, the
number of student parents in the United States climbed by 1.1 million, or 30 percent, to
https://www.chronicle.com/article/College-With-Kids/239793/?key=XaMJFpx9opKst2jyIKXWQhZPtNvfSxFR93tAMjbQHa1AeEIJI6kcnT73KSsCMBzG…

2/9

12/20/2018

College, With Kids - The Chronicle of Higher Education

4.8 million students, according to the Institute for Women’s Policy Research. Two million
of them were single moms.
Yet few of these students get access to the kind of intensive services that Ms. Grimes has
received at Endicott, where "Keys" students get subsidized child care, a $25,000
scholarship, free parking, and two dorm bedrooms for the price of one. Kids eat free in
the dining hall. Though student parents now make up a quarter of undergraduates
nationwide, wraparound programs like Endicott’s remain rare, with only a handful
scattered across the country, most of them at former women’s colleges and religiously
afﬁliated institutions.
That’s partly because residential parent
programs can be complicated to administer
and costly; Endicott spends about half a
million dollars a year on its program.
Colleges must be willing to sacriﬁce dorm
space and to grapple with the liability issues
that come with having kids on campus.
At Endicott College, the Keys to Degrees
provides student parents like
3) with

program

Anna Grimes (with Audrey,

two-bedroom dormitory space, subsidized

child care, and other specialized services.

Richard E. Wylie, Endicott’s president, says
that when he speaks about the program at
conferences, "people say, ‘It’s a great idea,
but I don’t think I can get it through my
college.’ "

But he argues that it’s an investment worth making. Nationally just 17 percent of single
parents who enrolled in four-year colleges in the 2003-4 academic year earned bachelor’s
degrees within six years, according to the women’s-policy institute. At Endicott, where
the six-year graduation rate is 72 percent for all students, 68 percent of students who
entered Keys to Degrees between 2004 and 2010 earned degrees. The median completion
time for Keys students who entered as freshmen was four years; for transfer students like
Ms. Grimes, it was three.
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"Too many college presidents sit back and ignore this population," Mr. Wylie says. "If we
can afford to send our athletic teams to spring training, why can’t we afford to help these
women?"

I

f college presidents are, in fact, ignoring student parents, it may be because they
have no idea how many of them they have in their classes. Few colleges ask
applicants if they have children, and the federal government doesn’t publish

institution-level statistics.
The best estimates come from the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, which asks
applicants if they have dependents. But even the Fafsa provides an incomplete picture,
since student parents don’t always claim their dependents, some "dependents" are
adults, and many students don’t complete the form at all. And some ﬁnancial-aid
administrators won’t even share the data with others on campus, citing privacy concerns.
In the absence of concrete numbers, the creation of student-parent programs has been
haphazard — the product of inspired leadership, student advocacy, or random
encounter.
Endicott’s program grew out of an interaction Mr. Wylie had with a young mother more
than two decades ago. As he tells it, the mother had brought her baby on a campus tour.
When Mr. Wylie greeted her, her father grumbled, "This is a complete waste of time. My
daughter cannot go to college here; she’s a mother and needs to take care of her baby."
The exchange got the college president
thinking about what he’d want for his own
daughter, if she became pregnant as a
teenager, and Keys to Degrees was born.
Not everyone was thrilled with the idea at
ﬁrst. One trustee questioned why the college
would reward "promiscuous" behavior, Mr.
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Wylie recalled. But he came around after Mr. Wylie sat him next to a charming young
mother at a trustee dinner.
Wraparound programs like Endicott’s aim to meet the basic needs of students — food,
shelter, child care, transportation — to increase their chances of graduating. The
programs tend to be small and intensive, providing individual counseling and academic
support in addition to ﬁnancial assistance. And they’re not open to everyone — students
have to apply to participate and must meet eligibility criteria, including, in some cases,
age limits for parents or kids. At Endicott, students must be on track to graduate by age
28, and their children must be 10 or under at their target graduation date. In many of
these programs, once admitted, students must keep up their grades and attend parenting
classes and workshops.
That’s in contrast to so-called open programs, which provide services and supports to all
interested parents. Open programs, which are more common at large public institutions,
may offer parent programming, and assistance applying for child-care subsidies and
other public beneﬁts. Roughly half of four-year public colleges and 44 percent of
community colleges also offer on-campus child care, though the number of centers is
shrinking.
Some 275 colleges offer single-family housing, mostly in apartments, according to an
analysis by Endicott’s National Center for Student Parent Programs.
Open programs are often paid for by student fees, while wraparound programs tend to
depend on institutional spending, private donors, and foundation support.
Last year Endicott published the results of a survey of roughly 300 students and alumni
from four wraparound and ﬁve open programs. It found that while nearly all the current
students were highly stressed, participants in wraparound programs — who tended to be
the youngest and most vulnerable student parents — were less stressed and more
involved in campus life than students in open programs. They were also more likely to
say they had secure sources of food and housing, and had stable employment and child
care.
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But wraparound programs serve only a sliver of parents attending college in the United
States, and they aren’t particularly scalable, given their high costs.

Student Parents by the Numbers

Where They Are Enrolled
Percenta
wo-year college

48%

our-year

14.9

ﬁt four-year

18.5

ﬁt two-year

5.9

ﬁt less than two-year

4.8

nonproﬁt

6.9



Data: American Council on Education; Institute for Women's Policy Research. Data are from

2011-12, the latest year they are available. Because of rouding numbers may not add up to 100
percent.

Share

Over a quarter of all undergraduates -- 4.8 million -- are raising dependent children.
Women made up 71 percent of all student parents.
Almost half of black female undergraduates have dependent children, compared with 29 percent
of white women and 32 percent of Hispanic women.

Recognizing this, Endicott is trying to expand the pool of parent programs nationally.
With support from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation and the U.S. Department of Education,
the college has replicated its model at three other institutions — Eastern Michigan, Ferris
State, and Dillard Universities — since 2009, and helped two other colleges expand their
parent programs. It’s also created a "family-friendly campus tool kit" for colleges
interested in crafting or improving their own programs. The kit, which contains a variety
of self-assessment and data-collection tools, is now being tested at eight two-year and
four-year colleges.
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Endicott has also expanded services to its Boston campus, which serves a poorer, more
diverse commuter population. In the past couple of years, the college has hired a parttime liaison for student parents and has partnered with the Jeremiah Program, a
Minneapolis-based nonproﬁt group, to provide biweekly life-skills classes, one-on-one
coaching, and other support services to its Boston students.
At one recent session in Roxbury, Sendy Vaughn Suazo, one of the coaches, helped
Kaisha Vanderhorst, a mother of two, develop a plan for a class project that was
overwhelming her. While soothing, meditative music played in the background, they
broke down the project into steps and deadlines, and Ms. Vanderhorst wrote them down
on Post-it notes shaped like hearts and stars.
Afterward, Ms. Vanderhorst breathed a sigh of relief. "I feel like I have an action plan,"
she said. "I don’t feel everywhere."
When she’s not in class at Endicott Boston, Ms. Vanderhorst spends most of her time at
the program’s Dudley Square house, bringing her kids there after school and staying til
bedtime, studying while they play.
"All my supports are here," she said, tearing up. "I don’t have money to wash clothes, but
here there are washing machines and soap. There’s food — I can feed my kids. They take
showers here. Everything is here for me."

B

ack in Beverly, on Boston’s North Shore, Ms. Grimes is giving visitors a tour of
the suite in the Bayview Residence Hall that she shares with her roommate,
Sarah Schuyler, and her son, Asher, who is six months older than Audrey.

There’s a train table and mini-basketball hoop in the living room, and a little girl’s vanity
and green shag rug in Audrey’s bedroom.
Down the hall, there’s a converted lounge ﬁlled with toys, where the eight kids in the
dorm can run around and dance when they get restless.
Ms. Grimes says she and Ms. Schuyler get
along well and take turns watching each
other’s kids while the other parent studies or
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attends extracurricular activities. Audrey
considers Asher her brother and calls Ms.
Schuyler’s parents, who live 30 minutes
away, her "Massachusetts grandparents."
Katherine Kough, assistant dean of students
and Single Parent Scholars director at
Wilson College, in Pennsylvania, says
student parents have one key thing in
common: "They know what it’s like to write a 10-page paper when your kiddo is running
a 102 fever."
"They’re protective of each other and their kids," she says. "There’s a ‘got your back’
mentality."
But it’s not always smooth sailing, program directors and former students say. Different
parents have different rules, and a 3-year-old may not understand why a roommate can
stay up late and she can’t.
When parents share a suite, "the level of roommate conﬂicts can rise to a whole different
level," says Tara Knudson Carl, vice president for student development at the College of
Saint Mary. "There’s more at stake."
To defuse tensions, Barbara Treadway, Saint Mary’s director of single-parent success,
trains student parents to talk to one another about their expectations. She walks them
through questions like, "How do you feel about my kids jumping on the couch?"
Having kids in the dorms brings a new level of liability, too. At Baldwin Wallace
University, Julie Candela, director of the Sprout program, works with a child-safety
company and local ﬁre marshals to ensure that the buildings are safe.
But the biggest challenges most parenting programs face involve housing and money.
Endicott had planned to double the size of its program by 2017, but a housing shortage
has put those plans on hold. Sprout, which has been around for 25 years, has shrunk
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from a high of 14 students to two, partly because of a housing crunch. The program is
now exploring off-campus housing options.
Dillard University, a historically black institution in New Orleans that copied Endicott’s
model in 2013, has struggled to keep its student parents on campus, partly because there
are cheaper options available off-campus.
Other colleges have found it hard to sustain their parent programs. Eastern Michigan
University, the ﬁrst campus to replicate Endicott’s model, in 2012, no longer provides
housing or child-care assistance, because of a lack of funds (though it hopes to revive the
program). Ferris State, the second replication site, moved away from the Endicott model
in 2015 to focus on its open program.
"These programs are very successful, but they’re expensive," says Autumn Green,
director of the National Center for Student Parent Programs, which Endicott College
opened three years ago to serve as a national hub for single-parent programs.
But Ms. Green, who was a student parent herself, thinks colleges’ reluctance to create
programs for student parents isn’t just about money. Though student parents now
represent 15 percent of enrollment at public and private four-year institutions, some
college leaders assume that their colleges don’t serve them, she says. They’re "clinging to
this idea of the traditional student as their target."
"I think colleges and universities are in for a big wake-up call, where their retention and
graduation rates are going to start to be affected by the student-parent population," Ms.
Green says. "Demographics are changing, and they’re going to have to start addressing it
or seeing the consequences of not doing so."

Kelly Field is a senior reporter covering federal higher-education policy. Contact her at
kelly.ﬁeld@chronicle.com. Or follow her on Twitter @kﬁeldCHE.
This article is part of:

College, With Kids
A version of this article appeared in the April 21, 2017 issue.
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