
Investing in Single Mothersõ Higher Education:  
National and State Estimates of the Costs and Benefits of 

Single Mothersõ Educational Attainment to Individuals, 

Families, and Society  

  

Introduction  

Greater investments in helping single mothers persist in college 

and graduate would benefit their families, their communities,  

and society as a whole.  



Single Mothers Represent an  Important Share of Todayõs 

College Students  

Nearly 10 percent of all U.S. undergraduate students, or  

1.7 million students, are single mothers.  

òCollege is a way to have a brighter future for my family.ó 

- Single mother student  

 



Map 1. Single Mother Students are Prevalent on Campuses around the 

Country  

Share of Undergraduate Students  Who are Single Mothers  by State, 2015 -16 



Single Mothers are Central to Closing Gaps in  Higher 

Education Equity, Access, and Completion  

Nearly 9 in 10 single mothers pursuing a college degree  have 

incomes at or near the  federal poverty line.  



Addressing Poverty  

Figure 2. Higher Educational Attainment Leads to Significant Declines in 

Single Mothersõ Poverty Rates 

Share of Women Age d  25 and Older Living in Poverty by Educational Attainment, 

Marital Status, and Pa rent Status, 2013 -2017 
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Promoting Racial Equity  

Figure 1. Black and Native Women in College  are More Likely to be Single 

Mothers than Other Women  

Estimated Share of Undergraduate Women  Who are Single Mothers   

by Race/Ethnicity, 2015 -16 
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Increasing College Success  

28% of single mothers have some college education, but no 

degree, making them more likely than all other women to have 

started but not finished a postsecondary degree .  

òFor me, college is my way out of poverty. It iséfreedom. It is 

how I can be there for my daughter.ó 

- Single mother student  

 



Figure 3. Latina, Native American, and Black Single Mothers are Least Likely 

to Hold College Degrees  

Share of Single Mothers Aged 25 and Older by Educational Attainment  

 and Race/Ethnicity, 2013 -17 
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Figure 4. Single Mothers are More than Six Times Less Likely to Graduate 

with a Degree than Women in College without Children  

Share of Female College Students Who Earn a n Associate or Bachelorõs Degree s 

within Six Years of Enrollment , by Marital and Parent Status, 2003-09 

The Costs and Benefits of Single Mothersõ Investments in 

Higher Education  

41%

50%

12%
8%

19%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

All

women

Women

without

children

Mothers Single Married

Undergraduate women Mothers



Going to College Leads to Substantial Increases in Lifetime 

Earnings for Single Mothers  

Figure 5. Single Mothers õ Lifetime Earnings Increase Significantly as a Result 

of Postsecondary Educational Attainment  

Individual Single Mothers' Expected Total Lifetime Earnings & Gains as a Result of 

Educational Attainment, Compared with Earnings for  

Single Mothers with a High School Diploma  
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¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Single mothers with an associate degree earn roughly  

$256,000 more over their lifetimes than what they would have 

earned with a high school education.  



Single Mothers See a Substantial Return on Their College 

Investment  

¶ 



¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

The Economic Benefits of Single Mothersõ Postsecondary 

Success  

òI had one option for a better lifeñseek a higher education.ó 

- Single mother student  

 



Single Mothersõ with College Education Contribute Substantially 

More in Taxes over Their Lifetimes  than Their High School -

Educated Counterparts  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Altogether, c urrently enrolled single mothers expected to earn a 

bachelorõs degree pay roughly $6.6 billion dollars more in taxes  

over their lifetimes than single mothers with just  high school.  



¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Single Mothers with College Education Save Society Billions in 

Public Benefits Spending  over Their Lifetimes  

¶ 



¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

In total, the cohort of currently enrolled single mother students 

who earn degrees or some college credit is expected to save 

society $19.9 billion  in public assistance spending.  



Investments in Single Mothersõ College Success Bring  

Impressive Return s to the U.S. and State Economies  

Greater Access to Supportive Services Co uld Improve Single 

Mothersõ Completion Rates 



 

Investments in Supports for Single Mothers Result in Large 

Economic Returns  

òWhen I couldnõt afford to pay my tuition, I made the impossible 

possible. If I had to sell the couch I sat on, I would.ó 

 
òFinancial aid just wasnõt enough to fix lifeõs little emergencies.ó 

- Single mother student s 

 



Figure 6. Investments in Supports for Single Mothersõ Educational Success 

Would More than Pay for Themselves  

Contributions and Costs to U.S. Society for a Cohort of Single Mother Students  
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 Child Care Case Management Financial Aid

$14 bil $11 bil $12 bil

$69 bil $71 bil $70 bil

$20 bil $21 bil $21 bil

Total:

$89 bil

Total:

$93 bil
Total:

$90 bil

Increase Lifetime Tax Contributions

Reduced Public Assistance Spending

Investments made in child care, case management, and  

financial aid  for all currently enrolled single mothers  

pay off multiple times  over , for the country   

as a whole and for every state.  



¶ 

¶ 

Recommendations for Moving the Needle for Single 

Mother sõ Postsecondary Success  



Institutions should:  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

State and Federal Policymakers  should:  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

  òWhen we invest in education today, we invest in future 

generations as well.ó 

- Single mother student  

 



Appendix  A. Methodology  



Appendix B. State Data Tables  

Appendix Table B1. Number and Share of Students Who are Parents and Single Mothers , and 

Numbers of Single Mothers Expected to Attain Degrees or Some College Education , by State, 

2015-16 

State  

Student Parents  Single Mothers  

Number of Single Mothers Expected to 

Complete  at Current  

Attainment Rates  

Number  
Regional 

Share  
Number  

Share of All 

Students  

Some College 

Education  

A .A . 

Degree  

B .A . 

Degree  



State  

Student Parents  Single Mothers  

Number of Single Mothers Expected to 

Complete  at Current  

Attainment Rates  

Number  
Regional 

Share  
Number  

Share of All 

Students  

Some College 

Education  

A .A . 

Degree  

B .A . 

Degree  



Appendix  Table  B2. Single Mothersõ Total Lifetime Earnings and Gains above  High School -Level 

Earnings, by  Educational Attainment  and State  

  High School  Some College Education  Associate Degree  Bachelor's Degree  

State  
Baseline Lifetime 

Earnings  

Total Lifetime 

Earnings  

Lifetime 

Earnings 

Gains  

Total 

Lifetime 

Earnings  

Lifetime 

Earnings 

Gains  

Total 

Lifetime 

Earnings  

Lifetime 

Earnings 

Gains  



Appendix Table B3. Single Mothersõ Investment in College and the Return on their Investment, 

by Educational Attainment and State  

  Total Cost of College  Return on College Investment  

State 
Some College 

Education  

Associate 

Degree  

Bachelor's 

Degree  

Return for 

Some 

College  

Return to an 

A.A.  

Return to a 

B.A. 



Appendix Table B4. Single Mothersõ Total Lifetime Tax Payments, by Educational Attainment 

and State, Compar ed  with  Single Mothers with Only a High School Education  

  High School  Some College Education  Associate Degree  Bachelor's Degree  

State  

Baseline 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  

Total 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  

Additional 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  

Total 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  

Additional 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  

Total 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  

Additional 

Lifetime Tax 

Payments  



Appendix  Table  B5. Single Mothersõ Total Lifetime Public Assistance Receipt and Savings  Compared 

with Single Mothers with Only a High School  Education , by Educational Attainment and State  

  High School  Some College Education  Associate Degree  Bachelor's Degree  

State  

Baseline 

Lifetime 

Receipt  

Total 

Expected 

Lifetime 

Receipt  

Lifetime 

Savings  

Total 

Expected 

Lifetime 

Receipt  

Lifetime 

Savings  

Total 

Expected 

Lifetime 

Receipt  

Lifetime 

Savings  


