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The California Alliance for Student Parent Success (The Alliance) collaborates with partners across the state to 
ensure the 3.9 million California parents with a high school education but no college degree are empowered to 
succeed throughout their postsecondary and career education journeys.1 The Alliance envisions a future in which 
California’s higher education institutions anticipate and understand student parents’ needs and routinely reflect on 
their successes, challenges, barriers, and opportunities.

Achieving this vision requires data and other evidence to inform well-designed policies and practices that best 
support student parents and their families. To this end, The Alliance presents a multiyear research agenda. The 
following are its main goals:

Building a Robust Evidence Base:
The Alliance’s Research Agenda to Advance Multigenerational 
Success and Well-Being for Student Parents and Their Families

Reflecting our commitment to data-driven advocacy, 
the guiding research questions align with The Alliance 
policy agenda’s five core strategies.2 Given California’s 
diversity and varied practice across each higher 
education segment, these research inquiries must assess 
information by higher education system, enrollment 
status, and student parent and child demographics. 

Research conducted with and for student parents 
and their families is best accomplished through 
partnership. The Alliance invites collaboration to 
study these key questions, uplift findings, and identify 
solutions that support multi-generational success.

Enable a deeper understanding of California’s student parents among policymakers and higher 
education leaders, and expand the field of inquiry and study of student parent success. 

Gather evidence on state and institutional reforms that support the academic success and 
comprehensive well-being of student parents and their families.

Illuminate gaps in current policies, practices, resources, and supports that student parents need to 
succeed in higher education and secure family-sustaining careers.

Inform state policies and institutional practices to close equity gaps and advance socioeconomic, racial, 
ethnic, and gender equity in higher education attainment and the workforce for multiple generations.
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How can financial aid policies, practices, and programs be improved 
to cover student parents’ total college costs and support their timely 
enrollment and completion?

Financial Aid

What are student parents’ child care needs, and how can policymakers 
fill the gaps between available options and those that are essential to 
student parent success?

What are student parents’ housing needs, and what steps can 
policymakers take to ensure sufficient, affordable, family-serving 
housing is available? 

What institutional policies and practices lead to student parents’ 
higher education attainment and well-being, and how can institutions 
implement them?

How can California build robust data collection mechanisms to better 
understand and support the well-being and academic success of 
student parents and their families?

Child Care

Housing

Family-Serving Institutions

Data

T H E  A L L I A N C E ’ S  G U I D I N G  R E S E A R C H  Q U E S T I O N S
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Strengthen financial aid to cover student 
parents’ true college costs

College affordability is one of the biggest barriers to student parents’ ability to earn a higher education 
credential.3 To improve financial aid policies, practices, and programs to cover student parents’ 
total college costs and support their timely enrollment and completion, The Alliance encourages 
researchers to investigate the following questions: 

True Costs of Attendance

	• What are the true costs of attendance for student parents? 

	• How can colleges reliably and accurately estimate expenses specific to student parents? 

	• How much do true college costs vary from official estimates published by higher education 
institutions?  

	• How much unmet need do student parents face?

Communication of College Costs

	• How do student parents learn about the total costs of college? 

	• How do student parents learn about and understand how to access the financial aid policies and 
programs available to support them?

Cost of Attendance Budgets

	• How do higher education institutions’ cost of attendance budgets and net price calculators account for 
student parents’ additional expenses and the financial aid resources available to them?

	• How and when do higher education institutions adjust cost of attendance budgets for students with 
dependents?

Financial Aid Access and Barriers

	• Which financial aid and other public benefits programs that make college more affordable are student 
parents eligible for, what are their uptake and renewal rates, and what are the maximum awards or 
benefits available compared with what student parents receive? 

	• What practices have campuses and student services offices successfully employed to make college and 
career pathways more affordable for student parents?

	• What eligibility barriers limit student parents’ access to financial aid programs? How many student 
parents does each barrier impact and how? 

	• Which policies and practices restrict financial aid access for student parents—and how? 

	• How does student parent participation in public benefits programs impact their educational and career 
choices and degree attainment? 
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Provide enough quality, affordable child care 
options to address student parents’ needs

Students who are expecting and student parents—particularly those with children under four years old—
require access to affordable, reliable, quality child care to remain enrolled in and complete their programs. 
Yet many regions across the state lack sufficient options.4 To examine student parents’ child care needs 
and fill the gaps between available options and those that are essential to student parent success, The 
Alliance encourages researchers to investigate the following questions:

Available Child Care

	• Which types of child care are available, and which are most commonly used by student parents? 

	• What are student parents’ higher education outcomes (e.g., retention and graduation rates) by child 
care type?

	• How do student parents’ higher education retention and attainment rates differ based on campus 
participation in the Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) program?

Assessment of Student Parents’ Child Care Needs

	• What types of child care do student parents’ require to support their enrollment and persistence in 
higher education?

	• How do higher education institutions assess the level and type of need for child care among their 
student parents?

	• How are student parents’ needs for on-campus child care prioritized among faculty and staff needs, and 
how does this impact student parents’ retention and attainment rates?

Affordable Child Care Access and Barriers

	• To what extent do student parents have access to child care that aligns with their class time, study time, 
and work schedules? 

	• What primary factors prevent student parents and prospective student parents from accessing 
sufficient child care, including options that enable them to attend school full time and to work as 
needed? 

	• What would be required in terms of funding and other resources to satisfy student parents’ unmet child 
care needs? 

	• What are the financial and logistical considerations for expanding student parents’ access to child care 
through increasing partnerships with early care and education apprenticeship and training programs?

Resources to Support Sufficient Child Care Options

	• What resources are available to support student parents’ access to quality and affordable child care, and 
what are these resources’ uptake rates?

	• What policies and practices successfully facilitate student parents’ access to benefits that support their 
child care needs?

	• How do higher education institutions support student parents in securing affordable, quality child care?

D A T AC H I L D  C A R E H O U S I N GF I N A N C I A L  A I D F A M I LY - S E R V I N G  I N S T I T U T I O N S

Building a Robust Evidence Base: The Alliance’s Research Agenda 4

http://castudentparentalliance.org
http://castudentparentalliance.org


Meet the housing needs of student parents and 
their families

A substantial share of California student parents have experienced housing insecurity (73%), even more 
than their nonparenting peers (48%).5 To identify student parents’ housing needs and solutions to 
ensure enough affordable, family-serving options are available, The Alliance encourages researchers to 
investigate the following questions:  

Available Housing

	• What types of housing are available on and near campus, how much do they cost, and how adequately 
does each type meet student parents’ housing needs? 

	• What are the most common types of housing in which student parents reside, and why do they select 
those living arrangements? 

	• How many and which populations of student parents apply for different types of housing, how many 
are served and in what amount of time, and how much more housing by type is needed to fulfill 
student parents’ needs? 

	• What are student parents’ higher education outcomes based on each type of housing arrangement? 

Assessment of Student Parents’ Housing Needs

	• What types of housing do student parents require to support their enrollment and persistence in 
higher education?

	• How do higher education institutions learn about what student parents need regarding campus 
housing, and how is student parent feedback integrated into the design and provision of housing 
options?

	• How do off-campus housing providers assess student parents’ residential needs?

Family-Serving Housing Access and Barriers

	• What are the greatest challenges that student parents face in accessing family-serving housing, and 
how could they be addressed?

	• What are the greatest challenges that higher education institutions face in expanding family-serving 
housing, and how could they be mitigated?

Resources to Support Sufficient Housing Options

	• What types of housing services and resources are available to student parents, and what are their 
utilization rates?

	• To what extent do higher education institutions support student parents in accessing housing 
resources and services? 

	• What barriers prevent student parents from using housing resources and services?

D A T AC H I L D  C A R E H O U S I N GF I N A N C I A L  A I D F A M I LY - S E R V I N G  I N S T I T U T I O N S

Building a Robust Evidence Base: The Alliance’s Research Agenda 5

http://castudentparentalliance.org
http://castudentparentalliance.org


Advance family-serving institutional policies 
and practices

Higher education institutions are not designed for students with children and frequently fail to meet their 
needs, despite student parents’ prevalence on campus.6 To support the development of family-serving 
policies and practices that enhance student parents’ success, The Alliance urges researchers to 
explore the following questions:

Family-Serving Supports and Structures

	• How does educational attainment impact the socioeconomic outcomes of families across generations, 
specifically in terms of education, employment, housing, and health?

	• Which family-serving policies and practices have the greatest impact on student parent well-being and 
success, including enrollment, retention, and completion? 

	• What institutional policies, practices, staffing, structures, and programs exist to support student parents, how 
are they implemented, and how effectively do they meet and respond to student parents’ needs? 

	• What resources are available at higher education institutions to support student parent success? How 
prevalent are specific resources across segments, and what gaps still exist?

	• What are the public benefits for which student parents are eligible, what are the barriers to their 
receipt, and how might higher education institutions work with government agencies to ensure more 

eligible student parents receive these benefits? 

Institutional Design

	• What pathways do student parents take through higher education, and what are their completion 
rates—and time to completion—by pathway? 

	• What types of institutional flexibility improve student parent academic success?

	• What courses and programs are available to student parents in formats that accommodate their busy 
schedules? 

	• How many student parents have work or military experience that would make them likely to receive 
credit for prior learning (CPL)? How much would institutional policies granting CPL reduce student 
parents’ overall cost of attendance and time to degree?

	• What academic accommodations are available to student parents, and how adequately do they meet 
their needs? 

	• What institutional protections support student parents and pregnant students?

Belonging and Inclusion on Campus

	• How do higher education institutions evaluate student belonging? 

	• To what extent do student parents feel that they belong on campus and are integrated into the campus 
community?

	• What steps do higher education institutions take to support student parent inclusion and integration 
on campus throughout their higher education experience?

	• Where, how, and when are children allowed on college and university campuses?

	• How many campuses have spaces and facilities dedicated to student parents and their children? Where 
are they located throughout campus, and to what extent are they visible, accessible, and well maintained?
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Collect and utilize data on student parents’ 
pathways to improve their well-being and 
success

Available Data

	• What data on student parents and their children are currently available, and how are these data linked 
to each other and shared among institutions and state agencies?

	• What does currently available data on student parents reveal about who they are and what their college 
experiences are like? What data gaps still need to be addressed? 

Data Access and Sharing

	• How can California best link data on student parents’ education, employment, housing, and health 
outcomes to those of their children to better understand the multigenerational impact of policies and 
practices?

	• What would it require for all data providers that have information on student parents’ opportunities and 
outcomes, and those of their children, to submit their data to the Cradle-to-Career Data System?

	• What obstacles prevent higher education institutions from sharing student parent data with other 
state agencies, and how can they be removed? 

	• How have other states successfully navigated obstacles to data sharing among agencies and education 
systems?

D A T AC H I L D  C A R E H O U S I N GF I N A N C I A L  A I D F A M I LY - S E R V I N G  I N S T I T U T I O N S

California needs comprehensive data on student parents to be aware of their needs, evaluate how 
programs and policies impact them and their children, and craft necessary reforms.7 To build robust data 
collection mechanisms to better understand and support the well-being and academic success of 
student parents and their families, The Alliance encourages researchers to investigate the following 
questions:

To learn more about The Alliance’s research and policy agendas, and ways to partner to advance 

socioeconomic, racial, ethnic, and gender equity in higher education attainment and the workforce for 

multiple generations, please review The Alliance’s website (castudentparentalliance.org) and reach out to 

The Alliance at StudentParentSuccess@CaliforniaCompetes.org.
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The California Alliance for Student Parent Success (The Alliance) is led by California Competes: Higher Education 
for a Strong Economy and EdTrust-West, with support from an advisory committee composed of student parents 
and other field experts. The Alliance’s membership includes organizations focused on a range of issues that 
impact student parents, such as basic needs security and poverty elimination, child welfare, civil rights, economic 
development, health, housing, higher education, and social justice.* 

*While we use “student parents” for clarity, we recognize this population has many names—such as “parenting students” and 
“students with dependents”—and honor all students in this community.

We are grateful for the insight and many helpful suggestions provided by external reviewers: Tina Cheuk, PhD, 
School of Education at California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo; Jessica Lee, JD, Pregnant Scholar 
Initiative at the University of California College of the Law, San Francisco; Elizabeth Guadalupe Lopez, student parent 
at University of California, San Diego; and Michaela Martin, JD, consultant. This research agenda was made possible 
by support from ECMC Foundation, Imaginable Futures, and Tipping Point Community. Any errors are our own.
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