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Single Mothers Overrepresented at For-Profit Colleges 

Analysis of the 2011-12 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study data by the Institute for Women’s 

Policy Research (IWPR) finds that three in ten single mothers in college attend private, for-profit schools, 

a larger share than students of any other family type (Figure 1).1 At for-profit institutions, single mothers 

account for 26 percent of the student body, yet they are only 11 percent of all undergraduate students.2 

College students who are parents of dependent children are more likely than their counterparts without 

children to attend for-profit institutions, and single parents are more likely than married parents to attend 

a for-profit school (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Share of Undergraduate Students Enrolled in Private, For-Profit 

Educational Institutions by Parent and Marital Status, 2011-12 

 
Note: Single includes those who are divorced, widowed, or separated. Parents include undergraduate students with 

dependent children. 

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2011-12 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:12). 

For-profit schools specifically recruit and enroll single parents, people of color, and low-income students 

who are often especially unlikely to be able to afford college.3 Single mothers in college are much more 

likely to live below the poverty line, and parents incur more debt than other students.4 Tuition at for-

profits is significantly higher than at public institutions. Over 70 percent of students at for-profit schools 
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take out federal loans, compared with 17 percent at public two-year and 48 percent at public four-year 

institutions. For-profit students graduate with higher debt than graduates of non-profit schools.5 Single 

mothers have disproportionately high loan default rates;6 attending a for-profit institution increases their 

financial risk. 

Although higher education is an important avenue for achieving economic stability, for single mothers 

who turn to for-profit institutions, their time and investment may not pay off. Only slightly more than 

one-quarter of students at for-profit schools complete their program within six years, and those who do 

graduate may find that their degree does not translate into a job or higher earnings.7 The small share of 

single mothers who complete their degrees at for-profit schools are likely to face a gender pay gap upon 

graduation.8 Those who do not earn a degree, who earn a degree that does not lead to a living-wage job, 

or who incur significant debt miss an important opportunity to support their family and establish 

economic stability.  

Regulations such as the gainful employment and borrower defense rules that ensure transparency and 

accountability for educational programs and offer loan forgiveness options to students who were 

defrauded by their institutions provide important safeguards for college students, and especially single 

student mothers.9 
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