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Education Design Lab

Education Design Lab (the Lab) is a national nonprofit working at the intersection of education and 
workforce transformation. Our mission is to co-design an inclusive, skills-based, learn-and-work 
system with and for New Majority Learners that facilitates upward mobility and closes opportunity 
gaps.

Design Insights is a publication series designed to share insights from initiatives led and supported 
by the Lab as part of the Learner Revolution. This series offers a glimpse into the Lab’s 
human-centered design approach to make learning more affordable, flexible, visible, portable, and 
relevant.

Related publication: Design Insights: Single Moms Success Design Challenge (2021). Education 
Design Lab shares six design insights after developing four pilot programs through the Single 
Moms Success Design Challenge. 

About Education Design Lab
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https://educationdesignlab.org/new-majority-learners/
https://eddesignlab.org/resources/single-moms-success-design-insights-brief/


Education Design Lab

The Student Parent Success organization  is an open virtual community designed by and for 
student parents to redesign experiences for parenting learners and drive systemic change in higher 
education through connection, collaboration, and design. Through this work, the community is 
helping college leaders, faculty and staff, parenting learners, ecosystem partners, employers, and 
policymakers rethink how they show up for student parents in meaningful, practical ways. 

Launched in March 2025 by Education Design Lab, this community brought together these 
stakeholders to better identify the challenges and barriers parenting learners face across sectors. 
Student parents are an underrepresented community, and higher education systems were not built 
with them in mind. When institutions co‑design with, not for, student parents, they surface the 
kinds of insights needed to better support and represent this population of students. Throughout 
the project, we engaged with learners through webinars, focus groups, interviews, and surveys to 
gather valuable insights that informed the work of SPOrg. This report shares the insights, stories, 
and starting points that emerged from that shared work. 

Three overall insights emerged from our work:
1. Student parents need a sense of belonging on their campuses to feel truly supported. 
2. Resources are often not clearly communicated, so they may not know what support exists
3. Student parents want their voices elevated as decisions are made about their higher 

education journey. In addition, when you design with student parents at the center, you are 
creating a better community for all students.

Executive Summary
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Higher education systems were not designed with student parents in mind, even though they 
make up a significant share of today’s learners and often balance college, work, caregiving, and 
basic needs at the same time. Nearly one in five college students in the United States is a student 
parent, yet they are frequently left out of the very conversations that shape their experience. 
Policies, services, and supports are still too often created without directly partnering with the 
students they are meant to serve, which means even well‑intended solutions can miss what 
parenting learners actually need.

Student parent voices matter. When they are centered in the work, solutions become more 
relevant, more responsive, and more likely to make a real difference. This report offers one 
example of what it looks like to co‑design with student parents rather than for them, and to treat 
their stories not as background but as drivers of the work itself.

The pages that follow are not just findings. They carry the voices, experiences, and insights of 
people who trusted this community with their stories. Their success is tied to broader goals around 
belonging, retention, equity, workforce development, and economic mobility, When institutions 
take student parents seriously and design alongside them, they are better positioned to build 
learning environments where more students can truly thrive.

The brief is organized by the stakeholders that our work brings together, with actionable insights 
specifically for college practitioners, employers, ecosystem partners, and more. 

A note about our terms: Student parents refers to learners in higher education who are raising 
children or serving as primary caregivers while pursuing a credential or degree, including single 
parents, partnered parents, and returning adult students. The term co‑design refers to an approach 
in which student parents are not simply asked to share feedback, but are active partners in 
identifying challenges, shaping ideas, and informing solutions alongside faculty, staff, and other 
stakeholders.

Introduction
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Faculty directly impact a parent’s 
journey, for good and bad.

Parenting students often reflect on the one faculty 
member or experience that truly supported them on
their journey.

Marissa Kovach returned to college at age 40 as a 
single mother of four. She had lived through what it meant to be fully seen by one faculty member 
but overlooked by the wider institution, where most messaging centered around “working 
professionals” and student parents rarely appeared in the story at all. That contrast stayed with 
her. For Marissa, it was a reminder that while students are often told their future is ahead of them, 
many parenting students are already holding that future in their arms right now.

That question became a vision. Working alongside faculty co-author Janet Hurn and four other 
co-designers, Marissa helped bring the Supporting Student Parent Learners in Academia course to 
life — a six-part professional learning experience open to any faculty member, administrator, or 
staff member who wants to better support parenting students.

The course was piloted at Miami University of Ohio, where faculty who participated described it as 
a shift from good intentions to informed action. As Dr. Beth Dietz reflected: "My students who 
were parents had time to take my class. They just couldn't do it between 6 and 9:30, one night a 
week." For her, the course opened a deeper understanding of what student parents are actually 
navigating.

As Janet Hurn reflected on the co-design process:

"I was the curator, because the student parents told their stories."

Marissa started with a question: What if there was a student parent champion? That question now 
has a course, a pilot, and a growing community of faculty and staff who are showing up differently 
because of it. The vision she brought into this work is no longer just a "what if." It is a model and 
an invitation for every campus that has yet to answer that question for their student parents.

Insights for Faculty + Staff

6

I thought, what if there was a student parent champion? 
That would be amazing.  - Marissa Kovach“
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Insights

1. Faculty flexibility can have a lasting impact on a student parent's educational experience.
2. Feeling seen and understood by a professor contributes to a stronger sense of belonging.
3. One supportive faculty member can shape how student parents remember their college 

journey.

      Call to Action

● Take the faculty and staff course to deepen your understanding and develop practical ways 
to center student parents.

● Visit the gallery walk to explore how faculty actions and inclusive practices can better 
support student parents.

● The faculty who show up for student parents matter deeply, but so does what student 
parents find in each other.
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I felt like when I was a student parent, I was 
consistently in overdrive, trying to prove to 

everyone around me that not only could I be a 
student, but a superior student, and I didn’t really 
know how to stop and think about what I needed 

or what resources I could get. Seeing physical 
tools in this course — forms and documents you 

can print and use in a classroom — helped me look 
at how a course is taught and tweaked just a little 
to create room for parents. I thought [the course] 

would really just be some reading, some videos, 
but seeing those tools really meant a lot.

Jina Walker
Assistant Director of Transfer Admissions

Miami University of Ohio

“

https://the-sporg.circle.so/c/course-introduction-a5e6b7/supporting-student-parents-is-not-a-side-project
https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVIYlJ5Ys=/
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All it takes is one community to 
show that student parents belong.

When student parents find real communities of 
belonging on campus, they don't just stay enrolled,
they become leaders and resource connectors for 
one another.

Kendall Hipes started college at 18. After three years, life pulled her away. When she became a 
mom, she found her reason to return not just for herself, but for the future she wanted to build for 
her daughter.

Coming back meant carrying more than coursework. She was navigating toddler milestones, 
childcare logistics, and the quiet question of whether she truly belonged in higher education at all. 
What shifted that for Kendall wasn't a single program or policy. It was the feeling of being seen.

On campus, professors in her department let her bring her daughter to class when childcare fell 
through, offered flexibility through Zoom, and checked in when life got overwhelming. Those 
moments were small, but they sent a clear message: her whole self was welcome, not just the 
student part.

The Students with Dependents program provides care, resources, and support for students who 
are parents, guardians, and caregivers. The Students with Dependents group filled in the rest, 
providing resources such as parking passes, Halloween parties, and mini graduation gowns for the 
kids. It made student parent families visible on campus in a way that mattered. That sense of 
belonging carried Kendall to the dean's list and through to completing her master's in statistics.

But when she talked with other student parents, she realized her experience wasn't the norm. 
Many didn't have professors who were as flexible or aware. Many didn't know a Students with 
Dependents group existed. The support that shaped her success was largely invisible to the 
people who needed it most.

Insights for Parenting Learners
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Having a child gives you this unspoken motivation. You want to 
prove to them and yourself that you can do it.  - Kendall Hipes“
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"Student parents shouldn't have to fight just to make up an assignment."

— Kendall Hipes

Belonging isn't just about feeling good on campus. For Kendall, it was the difference between 
stopping out and finishing. Her story is a reminder that when institutions make student parents 
visible and supported, the outcomes follow.

Insights

1. Community is essential for student parents’ persistence and well-being.
2. Peer spaces (like Kendall’s group) help student parents become resource connectors for 

one another, not just recipients of support.
3. Visibility and consistency of support matter; uneven support leaves many student parents 

without what they need to thrive.

      Call to Action

Explore campuses and organizations that intentionally build community for student parents, 
programs like Cal Poly’s Students with Dependents, Family Scholar House, Ed Trust - Growing 
Together: Fostering Belonging for Parenting Students at California State University and Generation 
Hope’s FamilyU colleges among many others, to see what a real sense of belonging can look like 
in practice. In addition, join the Student Parent Success community to connect with other student 
parents from across the country.

Belonging starts with community, but it is sustained by institutions that are willing to look at the 
full picture of what student parents are carrying.
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https://deanofstudents.calpoly.edu/StudentswithDependents
https://familyscholarhouse.org/
https://west.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/FINAL-ETW_2025_Sense-of-Belong-Brief_final_digital.pdf
https://west.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/FINAL-ETW_2025_Sense-of-Belong-Brief_final_digital.pdf
https://www.generationhope.org/2024-familyu-cohort
https://www.generationhope.org/2024-familyu-cohort
https://the-sporg.circle.so/c/community-news-updates/
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Colleges must serve parents and their 
families more actively.

College leaders, from presidents and deans to academic 
advisors and career coaches, play an essential role in whether 
student parents can persist and thrive … and student parents 
have made clear that childcare, mental health, and family support 
are not side issues but core conditions for success.

Ansara Hollinger is a stay-at-home mom of three boys who are not quite old enough to be in 
school yet. Her days are full before a single class begins.

That is the reality Ansara brought into the Student Parent Success co-design community, not as a 
complaint, but as a window into what college actually looks like from inside a parenting student's 
life. The hours that most students use for studying, connecting with peers, or simply resting are 
the same hours Ansara spends managing bedtime routines, then opening her laptop, then trying to 
stay present in coursework when her body and mind have already been running since morning.

"These classes end at 11 p.m., and I used to stay up pretty late to try to get other work done… now 
that I know I need to actually get my rest, because I'm waking up early, I just need to use less time 
in the day."

What emerged across the community was not just that student parents need more resources, but 
that many campuses still do not fully see how basic needs shape whether parenting learners can 
stay, participate, and succeed. Student parents spoke about the cumulative weight of childcare 
instability, time poverty, mental health strain, and the constant work of managing school while 
caring for children. These are not side issues in a student parent's college experience. They are 
often the conditions that determine whether college feels possible at all.

Insights for College Leaders
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I'm with them all day. Once it's time to put them down to sleep, I have 
to hop onto my classes that I take in the evenings.  - Ansara Hollinger“
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When student parents in a listening session were asked to describe their experience in one word, 
they said: overwhelmed, lonely, tired, proud, exhausting, survival. Those words did not emerge 
from weakness. They emerged from a population that is constantly juggling, and for whom 
self-care and rest are often the first things left behind.

That insight matters for college leaders because these pressures do not sit neatly in one office or 
one department. Childcare access, mental health support, family-friendly spaces, flexible 
scheduling, and clear resource navigation often live across separate systems, even though student 
parents experience them as one interconnected reality.

Insights

1. Basic needs such as childcare, mental health support, and family-friendly spaces shape 
whether student parents can enroll, stay, and fully participate.

2. When institutions do not intentionally design for parenting realities, many student parents 
carry stress and exhaustion that remain difficult to see in formal planning and 
decision-making.

3. Co-designing with student parents gives college leaders clearer signals about what 
families actually need and provides stronger starting points for policy, resource, and 
systems change.

      Call to Action

Name student parents as a priority population in campus planning and basic-needs strategy, then 
partner with student parents to co-design at least one concrete solution each year, whether that is 
a mental health navigation pathway, a more visible childcare support model, or a family-friendly 
campus space, drawing on recent guidance and tools.

The following resources from our ecosystem partners can help get your college started:

IWPR’s Student Parent Success Initiative 

Child Trends’ work on supporting parenting students 

Ascend’s Postsecondary Success for Parents playbook 

Today’s Students Coalition: Supporting America’s Student Parents 

Today’s Students Coalition: Basic Needs Policy Toolkit

When college leaders begin to see student parents as a priority, the next question becomes: Who 
else needs to be at the table?

https://iwpr.org/articles/head-start-college-partnerships-as-a-strategy-for-promoting-family-economic-success-a-study-of-benefits-challenges-and-promising-programs/
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/supporting-young-parenting-students-with-navigation-services
https://ascend.aspeninstitute.org/postsecondary-success-for-parents/
https://todaysstudents.org/wp-content/uploads/Supporting-Americas-Student-Parents.pdf
https://todaysstudents.org/wp-content/uploads/Basic-Needs-Policy-Toolkit-2023.pdf
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Student parents need support beyond higher education. 

Higher education continues to play a central role in the parent support ecosystem, but parent 
economic mobility belongs to all sectors. Ecosystem partners can help create a more cohesive 
experience for student parents by collaborating across education, workforce, housing, childcare, 
transportation, and basic needs. When these sectors align their efforts with student parents at the 
center, families experience a coordinated network of support that strengthens pathways to 
education, career advancement, and long-term economic mobility.

In our ecosystem design session, Jesus Benitez, a father from New York, pointed to the CUNY 
Fatherhood Academy as an example of what it looks like when higher education, workforce, and 
parenting supports come together instead of operating in separate systems. In the session, he 
described the Academy as a program for fathers ages 18 to 30 that offers GED support, 
employment services, training programs, and life coaching and mentoring, all anchored on a CUNY 
campus. 

The CUNY Fatherhood Academy itself is a free, cohort‑based program for young and expecting 
fathers that helps participants prepare for a high school equivalency diploma or college while also 
building skills in job readiness and parenting. Across its sites at Hostos, LaGuardia, and 
Kingsborough community colleges, participants can receive tutoring, counseling, mentoring, 
MetroCards, stipends, and workshops focused on parenting, employment, communication, health, 
and financial literacy.

For Jesus, what stood out was not just the range of services, but the way the Academy brought 
them together in one place. He entered the program in 2012, earned his GED through it, and now 
works for the program, where he helps others navigate the same path he followed. 

“We’re not going to ask guys to stop caring for their kids just to join our program,” he said. “We 
help them navigate college and make sure they’re able to juggle everything.”

The program’s three core areas: education, employment, and parenting, reflect the reality that 
fathers do not experience these parts of their lives separately. His example underscored how 
powerful it can be when a campus‑based program sits at the intersection of higher education, 
workforce systems, and family supports, even as he and others noted that access to this kind of 
coordinated help still depends on more student parents knowing that programs like this exist and 
being connected to them at the right time.

Insights for Ecosystem Partners
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Insights

1. Student parents benefit when support is organized around how they actually live, rather 
than around separate institutional systems. The CUNY Fatherhood Academy resonated 
because it connected education, employment, and parenting in one experience.

2. Colleges can play an anchoring role in the broader parent support ecosystem when they 
partner across sectors and make workforce and family supports visible alongside academic 
pathways.

3. Strong models already exist, but they only matter if student parents know about them and 
can reach them. Visibility and connection remain just as important as the services 
themselves.

     Call to Action

Read more about the CUNY Fatherhood Academy as one example of how a campus‑based 
program can bring together education, workforce, and parenting support for fathers in a more 
coordinated way.

https://www.cuny.edu/academics/academic-programs/model-programs/cuny-fatherhood-academy/
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Student parents have the skills you’re looking for

Student parents develop valuable skills through parenting and persistence, but those skills often 
remain invisible in hiring processes and talent conversations. Making those skills more visible can 
help employers better recognize the strengths student parents already bring.

Kamille Seward, one of Education Design Lab’s lead designers for the student parent work, began 
thinking about how parenting skills should be made visible in employment. In her time as a 
student parent, she could recall the majority of the skills she obtained through parenting were 
skills that could have easily been translated into the workforce. The question she often pondered 
was, "How can student parent skills be made visible to employers?"

“When asked to describe proof of expertise in an interview, resume, or professional profile, 
[student parents] are expected to speak in the vocabulary of paid work, even when some of their 
strongest skill development happened outside paid work,” Kamille said.

Visibility emerged as a consistent theme across the Student Parent Success work, not only on 
campus, but in how student parents are understood beyond college. Student parents are 
constantly coordinating schedules, managing competing priorities, solving problems in real time, 
communicating under pressure, and making decisions with limited time and resources. Yet these 
capabilities are rarely named as skills, even though they are deeply relevant to the workplace.

Kamille developed and led the community’s skills visibility work, grounded in the belief that 
parenting is also a site of capability-building and that the challenge was one of translation. 
Employers may value initiative, organization, dependability, empathy, and problem-solving, but 
student parents are not always given a clear pathway to describe how those competencies are 
developed and demonstrated in their lives. In that gap, real talent can be overlooked, not because 
it is absent, but because it has not been made legible in the language of hiring and advancement.

To close that gap, Kamille piloted the skills visibility work directly with student parents, connecting 
150 participants to the Lab’s XCredit platform to become credentialed in durable skills such as 
resilience and critical thinking. What the pilot proved was clear: When student parents are given 
the right opportunity to name, translate, and credential the skills they have already built through 
parenting, they demonstrate exactly what employers are looking for.

“I’m multitasking, delegating, planning, organizing, budgeting, being a health aid, teacher, cook, 
psychologist, coordinator, and project manager all in the same day.”  — XCredit pilot participant

Insights for Employers
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Insights

1. Student parents regularly build transferable skills through parenting, schooling, and work, 
but those skills are not always visible in traditional hiring language.

2. When employers rely too narrowly on conventional signals of readiness, they may miss 
candidates with strong real-world experience in communication, adaptability, 
problem-solving, and time management.

3. Making parenting-related skills more visible can strengthen talent pipelines and help 
employers see a more accurate picture of candidate potential.

     Call to Action

Education Design Lab’s Durable Skills Competency Framework can help employers make student 
parent skills visible in the talent pipeline by translating parenting and schooling experiences into 
validated durable skills needed in today's workforce. The Lab’s nine micro-credential courses and 
27 sub-competency modules are coming to the Open edX platform as freely available, open 
educational resources (OER) in fall 2026.

Recognizing student parent talent in the workforce is one piece. Ensuring the systems that make 
getting there possible, starting with childcare, is another.
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Childcare costs nearly equal the 
full cost of community college. For 
many student parents, access to care 
is what makes continuing their education 
possible at all.

Marisol Vejar came into the Student Parent Success 
co-design community with a clear-eyed understanding 
of what stands between student parents and their degrees. 
As a first-generation parenting student herself, she had lived inside the childcare problem, the 
waitlists, the uncertainty, the constant calculation of whether care would be there when she 
needed it. That experience became the foundation of her design sprint on the future of childcare 
for student parents.

What Marisol and other student parents surfaced through the design process was not a new 
problem, it was a consistently overlooked one. Despite a growing number of student parents 
enrolling in college, less than half of public institutions in the U.S. have on-campus childcare or 
offer trusted childcare options. That gap is not a minor inconvenience. It is often the deciding factor 
in whether a student parent stays enrolled at all.

“I wanted to create an easy way for student parents to locate universities that were family friendly 
and would support their needs and success,” she said.

Marisol's response to that gap was to make it visible. She built a national map, Parent Friendly 
Colleges, plotting colleges and universities across the United States that offer childcare support 
for student families. From California to the Carolinas, the map makes something searchable that 
student parents previously had to discover by trial and error: which campuses would actually 
support them and their children.

Insights for Policymakers
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I remember worrying about attending my first day of classes because 
I still didn't have a childcare spot for my son.  - Marisol Vejar“

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1aEYIhktAbnjI_TXjtfNCYdtV6KW3inQ&usp=sharing
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1aEYIhktAbnjI_TXjtfNCYdtV6KW3inQ&usp=sharing
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In our partnership with attorney and student parent Stephanie Styles, owner and founder of Study 
N Play, Louisiana’s first after-hours supervised play and study facility for student parents, we 
developed a roadmap that shows colleges how to build similar models on their own campuses. 
This work demonstrates how dedicated spaces that combine quiet study areas with supervised 
play can remove major barriers for parenting learners who need support with both childcare and 
academics, while giving their children a safe, welcoming place to play. Through the partnership, 
we surfaced the level of impact Study N Play has had: student parents gain a trusted space to 
focus on coursework, institutions see improvements in retention and equity, and families 
experience a stronger sense of belonging in higher education. 

Building on this, Susana Hines highlighted that Head Start programs already braid and blend 
funding to support some families who fall outside strict eligibility, revealing that proven, scalable 
childcare models exist and are ready to be adapted for college campuses. According to Hines, 
Head Start sites are already partnering with higher education institutions to provide childcare for 
student parents, offering a practical template for campuses that want to expand family-centered 
support without starting from scratch.

Together, Marisol's design sprint and the voices of practitioners like Stephanie and Susana pointed 
to the same conclusion. The infrastructure for supporting student parent childcare exists. What is 
needed now is the policy will and investment to make it the standard rather than the exception.

Insights

1. Some key numbers: 42% of student parents attend community colleges … and 52% of 
student parents leave college without a degree. Only 8% of single mothers graduate in six 
years. Childcare is not a side issue in those numbers. It is at the center of them.

2. Other models such as Study N Play are valuable for decreasing the number of student 
parents who lack childcare while attending college, especially during after-hours when 
most campus services are closed. This model represents a second option for institutions 
that aren’t yet able to provide a much larger, formal childcare partnership but still want to 
offer parents a safe, welcoming place where they can study while their children play 
nearby.

3. Head Start programs already braid and blend their own funds with other early childhood 
and community funding streams, creating mixed-delivery models that can reach more 
families while still meeting Head Start eligibility and program requirements.
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      Call to Action

Learn from recent CCAMPIS and campus childcare efforts to see how child care can be aligned 
with student parent schedules and success goals.

Explore new Head Start /college partnership strategies, including sustainability planning and Head 
Start / college collaborations that support parenting students and their children.

Inform yourself about childcare more broadly by reading recent research and guidance from 
organizations such as Urban Institute and other student parent–focused partners.

● Urban: Expanding the Supply of Child Care Starts with Two Key Questions
● Ascend: How Georgia Is Connecting Student Parents to Child Care — and Expanding 

Pathways to Completion

https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-special-populations/grants-economically-disadvantaged-students/child-care-access-means-parents-school-program-84335a
https://headstart.gov/programs/article/tribal-colleges-universities-head-start-partnership-programs
https://headstart.gov/program-planning/article/sustainability-planning-head-start-programs
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/expanding-supply-child-care-starts-two-key-questions
https://ascend.aspeninstitute.org/how-georgia-is-connecting-student-parents-to-child-care-and-expanding-pathways-to-completion/
https://ascend.aspeninstitute.org/how-georgia-is-connecting-student-parents-to-child-care-and-expanding-pathways-to-completion/
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Throughout the Student Parent Success community, there were many valuable insights shared. 
But the one that stands out the most is this: Student parents want to be in the conversation. 
When we simply design with them and not for them, we are lifting their voices, creating a sense of 
belonging, and giving them agency over their future.

Because when student parents thrive, their children thrive as well. They are building generational 
change for their families, paving the way and demonstrating what resilience looks like.

This report is a reflection of that. Every story, every insight, every call to action in these pages 
came from a community of people who showed up, shared their truth, and trusted that their voices 
would be used to make things better. That is what co-design looks like in practice. 

Final Reflection
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This report was written by Breanna Shaw, who was a student parent during her own higher 
education journey. Participating in this project has helped her address the challenges and barriers 
often faced by student parents. Now, as an assistant education designer at the Lab, she works 
closely with new majority learners, such as student parents, to help them navigate higher 
education.

We are deeply grateful to the parenting learners, college practitioners, and other ecosystem 
partners who generously shared their experiences and perspectives throughout this work. We also 
extend our appreciation to the learners who contributed to our work: Marissa Kovach, Ansara 
Hollinger, Kendall Hipes, Kamille Seward, Marisol Vejar, Eva De Jesus, and Jesus Benitez. 

We would also like to thank the Education Design Lab team members who supported the success 
of this initiative and the development of this report, including Rebecka Ramos, LaSha Norris, 
Kamille Seward, Tara Laughlin, Stephanie Ogilvie Seagle, and Cassie Lynott.

The research included in this Design Insights report is made possible through the generous 
support of ECMC Foundation.
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