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Recent years have brought focus on the low completion rates of students attending
community colleges and four-year schools, and the need to make institutions more
accessible to nontraditional students. This an opportune time to better understand the
working student-parent population and supports that might help increase their
educational attainment. Further, passage of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
Act (WIOA) and reauthorization of the Child Care Development Fund (CCDF) may
provide additional opportunities to support these students. Eyster, Callan, and Adams
(2014) find in their examination of the Survey of Income and Program Participation
(SIPP) that about half of low-income parents engaged in education and training combine
it with work. Nationwide, approximately 1 million low-income working parents attend
school. This brief aims to gain a better understanding of the working student-parent
population and the supports and interventions that may facilitate educational success.

Background
As the labor market has shifted, Americans’ education levels have increased. In the 1940s, only about 5
percent of the US population had completed at least four years of college; today, 32 percent have
completed a bachelor’s degree (NCES 2015; US Census Bureau 2000).1 During this same period, the
college-going population has become increasingly diverse. Today’s students come from disparate
economic and racial backgrounds, tend to be older, and often have young children (CLASP 2011). These
trends are projected to continue in the future (NCES 2013).

One likely reason more students go to college is the perceived value of a postsecondary degree in
the labor market. In 2014, bachelor’s degree holders earned a median $1,101 weekly, compared with
$792 for associate’s degree holders and $668 for those with a high school diploma or its equivalent. The
higher the degree individuals earn, the less likely they are to be unemployed. In 2014, the
unemployment rate for those with bachelor’s degrees was 3.5 percent, compared with 4.5 percent for
associate’s degree holders and 6.0 percent for those with high school credentials. People holding a
professional degree earned the most and were the least likely to be unemployed, with average weekly
earnings of $1,639 and an unemployment rate of 1.9 percent (BLS 2015).
Despite the increasing number of students attending college and the value of postsecondary
education, many students struggle to complete their educational programs. According to data from
2014, only about 19 percent of students who had enrolled in two-year public colleges (in degree or
certificate programs) graduated within 150 percent of the time expected; graduation rates from
bachelor’s degree programs were higher, with 58 percent of students enrolled in public institutions
graduating within six years (NCES 2015). One potential explanation is that these diverse students need
more supports than postsecondary institutions are able or willing to provide. Multiple public and
private efforts have aimed to improve success rates by making these institutions more responsive to
the needs of their student bodies.
One nontraditional population that could benefit from these improvements is low-income parents
who work. While additional education or training would likely improve these students’ long-term
prospects for self-sufficiency and upward mobility, several obstacles may prevent them from achieving
their educational goals. Such students have complex needs that stem not only from the resources
required to support a family while pursuing education and training, but also from the complex schedules
that they must manage to do so (Adams, Spaulding, and Heller 2015). Many state CCDF policies limit
families’ ability to participate in education and training programs to receive child care supports (Adams
et al. 2014), but CCDF reauthorization creates opportunities to rethink these policies (Adams and
Heller 2015). Similarly, Spaulding (2015) notes that the WIOA specifically names single parents as one
group with barriers to employment that states and localities should try to serve better.
In this brief, we investigate the following questions using data from the SIPP (box 1). Our goal is to
inform policymakers, funders, and practitioners who have the opportunity to help low-income working
families complete higher education that may allow them to better support their children and families:
1.
2.
3.
4.
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What are the characteristics of these families?
In what ways are these families combining education, training, and work?
What supports are these families receiving to work and go to school?
What do these data suggest about new efforts to support these families through WIOA and the
CCDF?
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BOX 1

The Survey of Income and Program Participation and How We Used It
Individual-level data for the analysis come from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP)
2008 panel, wave 8.a The SIPP panel contains a nationally representative (noninstitutionalized) sample
of 84,000 individuals in the United States. The SIPP has a core set of questions asked every four months
and special sets of questions asked periodically in topical modules. This study focuses on interviews,
conducted from December 2010 to March 2011, of parents ages 18 to 50 who have incomes at or
below 200 percent of the federal poverty level or who receive public assistance, are working and
enrolled in an education program, and have at least one dependent child under age 12. Parents under
age 18 are excluded from this analysis.
Data in the core module are merged with data from the topical module on child care. Data in the
child care module are collected only from parents with children from birth to age 5 and only from the
“designated” parent, reducing the sample size for questions specifically about child care. Because the
designated parent is typically female (97 percent of our sample), fathers may be underrepresented in
the sample for questions about child care arrangements. Footnotes in this brief denote when data
reflect the more restricted sample.
a

For more information on the SIPP, see “Survey of Income and Program Participation 2008 Panel,” US Census
Bureau, accessed December 15, 2015, http://thedataweb.rm.census.gov/ftp/sipp_ftp.html#sipp08.

What Are the Characteristics of These Families?
At the time of the survey in 2010–11, 968,106 low-income working parents were in education
programs nationwide. These parents represented about 43.6 percent of all low-income parents enrolled
in school.

Most Were Female and Older Than 25
Of the nearly 1 million parents in our sample, most were female (71 percent) and half were white (52
percent), with smaller numbers of African American and Hispanic students (24.9 percent and 18.1
percent respectively); racial and ethnic differences varied little by age. Reflecting the shift to a
nontraditional-age student body, more than half of respondents were 25 to 35 and a quarter were 36 or
older, with only 18.6 percent being traditional-age college students (18 to 24). Slightly more than half
the parents were single (56.6 percent). About two-thirds of respondents, however, indicated that their
household included teens or adults (ages 16 or older) who were not their spouses. A larger proportion
of female students was among the traditional-age population than among the nontraditional-age
population: 84.6 percent in the 18 to 24 age group compared with 67.8 percent in the older age group.
Not surprisingly, students ages 25 and older were more likely to be married, with 47.2 percent
reporting that they were married compared with 26.7 percent of traditional-age students.
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FIGURE 1

Parental Demographic Characteristics
Age
18–24

19%

25–35

56%

36–45
>45

20%
5%

Gender
Male

29%

Female

71%

Race/Ethnicity
White

52%

African American

25%

Hispanic
Other

18%
5%

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.

Most Had Completed Some College, but More Than a Quarter Had Only Attained a
High School Diploma or Less
Students in the sample had completed varying levels of education. The majority (59.6 percent) reported
that they had completed some college, which is not surprising given that students were enrolled in
education programs and were likely reporting on the coursework completed in their current programs.
A small percentage of students (6.8 percent) had less than a high school diploma, and 20.7 percent said
they had only a high school diploma. Nearly 13 percent said that they already had a college degree,
which means they were likely pursuing additional advancement opportunities.

Nearly Half Had More Than One Child and Many Children Were Young
There was a nearly even split between student parents with one child and those with more than one
child (52.1 percent versus 47.9 percent, respectively). Almost a third had two children and about onefifth (17.5 percent) had three or more children. A large portion had very young children, with 41.9
percent indicating that their youngest child was 2 years old or younger. A little less than a third of
respondents (27.8 percent) said that their youngest child was 3 to 5 years old, and nearly the same
percentage (30.3 percent) said that their youngest child was 6 to 12 years old. As might be expected,
older students were more likely to have more children. Approximately 45 percent of the nontraditionalage students said that they had only one child, compared with 85 percent of younger parents who
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reported having one child. At the same time, more than 85 percent of parents ages 18 to 24 reported
that their youngest child was 2 years old or younger compared with nearly 32 percent for parents ages
25 or older.

In What Ways Are These Families Combining Education,
Training, and Work?
Most Worked Only One Job and Daytime Schedules, but About One-Third Reported
Irregular Work Schedules
Most low-income student parents (91.6 percent) worked one job, with 8.4 percent working two jobs.
While the majority reported working a regular daytime schedule (61.4 percent) and a small portion
worked an evening or night schedule (8.1 percent), about 30 percent said that they had irregular hours,
a rotating shift, a split shift, or another scheduling arrangement (figure 2).
FIGURE 2

Work Schedule for First Job
61.4%

Regular daytime schedule

23.3%

Irregular schedule

6.3%

Regular evening shift
Rotating shift
Other
Regular night shift
Split shift

3.7%
2.9%
1.8%
0.7%

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.

About 46.1 percent of low-income students in the sample reported working full time, with nearly
the same number (45.2 percent) working part time and an additional 8.7 percent working variable
schedules (sometimes full time and sometimes part time) (figure 3).
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FIGURE 3

Parent Weekly Work Schedule
All weeks full time

All weeks part time

Hours vary

8.7%

46.1%
45.2%

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation 2008 panel.

Parents with Young Children Were the Most Likely to Work Full Time
About half of whites and Hispanics worked full time (49.5 percent and 55.6 percent respectively),
compared with about a third (36.9 percent) of African Americans. The lower percentage of African
Americans working full time may reflect the challenges African Americans face in the labor market
(Spaulding et al 2015). Those parents with children 2 and younger were the most likely to work full time;
about 45 percent worked full time compared with about 29 percent of parents with 3- to 5-year-olds
and 27 percent of parents with 6- to 12-year-olds.
About two-thirds of respondents reported that the schedule for their first job was required,
meaning they could not choose their schedule. A smaller percentage (10.9 percent) said that better
child care arrangements were the reason for their schedule, and 3.6 percent said it allowed for care of
other family members. Nearly 10 percent said the reason was to allow time for school (figure 4). For
those holding more than one job, the proportions for the reasoning behind the schedule for the second
job were similar.
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FIGURE 4

Reason for Schedule at First Job
67.8%

Requirement of the job

10.9%

Better child care arrangements

9.2%

Allows time for school
Better arrangements for care of
other family members

3.6%

Other involuntary reasons

3.3%

Could not get any other job

2.9%

Other voluntary reasons

2.2%

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.

Most Reported Enrollment in College Programs
Respondents reported being enrolled in a range of educational activities and programs. The majority
(61.3 percent) reported enrollment in a college degree program, with 13.5 percent saying they were in a
college nondegree program.2 About 10.3 percent reported enrollment in graduate school and 9.0
percent in a vocational school.3 Less than 6.0 percent said they were enrolled in a program designed to
help them complete education at levels of high school or lower.

Most Attended School Full Time, and Many Were Combining Full-Time Work with
Full-Time School
While one might assume that low-income working parents would be attending school part time, the
majority of respondents (57.1 percent) reported attending school full time. Of those respondents who
reported full-time work, nearly half (46.7 percent) were also enrolled in school full time.
Younger students were more likely to be enrolled in school full time; 73.2 percent of students ages
18 to 24 said they were in school full time compared with only 53.4 percent of older students. Not
surprisingly, these younger students were more likely to be enrolled in high school programs (9.6
percent for younger students compared with 3.5 percent for older students). Enrollments in college
programs similarly differed by age (63.2 percent compared with 60.8 percent), as shown in figure 5.
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FIGURE 5

Education Enrollment Level
18 to 24 years old
63.2%

60.8%

11.1%

9.6%
0.0%

1.5%

Grades 1–8

25+ years old

14.1%

13.8%

12.2%
7.9%

3.5%
High school

2.2%
College

College nondegree

Vocational,
technical, business
school

Grad school

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.
Notes: “College” includes anyone enrolled in a degree program at a two- or four-year institution, regardless of whether he or she
is working toward completion of a four-year degree. This includes associate’s degrees, bachelor’s degrees, or certificate programs.
“Vocational, technical, or business school” identifies those in profession-specific training programs. “College nondegree” includes
people attending college classes but not pursuing a degree; this does not include nondegree certifications.

What Supports Are These Families Receiving to Work
and Go to School?
Family members, educational financial assistance, and social service benefits provide some low-income
working student parents with supports to offset expenses and care for their children. We cannot tell
how sufficient these supports are for the families receiving them, only whether they receive them or
not.

Student Parents Relied Heavily on Family
About half of low-income student parents with children ages 5 or younger relied exclusively on family
members to care for their children while they were working or in school.4 About a quarter of parents
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used center-based care only and another 20 percent used a combination of child care types; only 4.7
percent and 2.2 percent relied exclusively on informal, nonfamily care or family day care providers,
respectively.
These percentages were generally the same whether parents were working full or part time. Only
when full- or part-time hours varied do we see differences in the types of care used; those who had
varied hours relied less on center-based care exclusively (10.8 percent, compared with 23.3 percent for
those with full-time hours and 27.7 percent for those with part-time hours). At the same time, those
with variable hours were more likely to use a combination of care types: 37.5 percent compared with
18.3 percent for full-time workers and 21.0 percent for part-time workers (figure 6).
FIGURE 6

Designated Parent’s Child Care by Employment Status
Full time

Part time

Hours vary

Total
51.5%
43.2%

Family member only

51.7%
47.5%
3.4%

Informal, nonfamily care only

6.7%
0.0%
4.7%
3.5%

Family day care only

1.6%
0.0%
2.2%
23.3%

Center‐ based care only

27.7%
10.8%
24.1%
18.3%

Combination

21.0%
37.5%
21.6%

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.
Note: SIPP only asks the designated parent about child care arrangements. Data reflect a constrained sample since not all parents
in the original sample are defined as the designated parent.
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Most Student Parents Received Some Financial Supports
More than two-thirds of student parents reported receiving some form of education assistance (figure
7), but about 30 percent said that they did not receive any educational assistance (note that some
students may be in school programs that are free to students). Students enrolled in college nondegree
programs were least likely to receive educational assistance, with 40.4 percent receiving educational
assistance compared with much higher rates for students enrolled in college (84.5 percent), graduate
school (73.8 percent), and vocational school (67.2 percent).

Half of Students Received Pell Grants and More Than a Quarter Had Federal Loans
Nearly half (48.1 percent) of students overall said that they received Pell grant aid (the primary source
of federal grant money for low-income students), compared with 27 percent of students in college
nondegree programs and 40.6 percent of students in vocational school programs. Very few students in
the overall sample reported receiving another type of federal grant (3.1 percent) or participating in a
work-study program (2.7 percent). A higher percentage reported receiving a loan that has to be repaid,
such as a Stafford or Perkins loan (28.1 percent). Some (8.1 percent) said they received a grant, a
scholarship, or tuition assistance from their school, and about the same amount (7.4 percent) said they
received a grant or scholarship from the state. About 4.3 percent said they had received employerprovided educational assistance (figure 7).
FIGURE 7

Types of Education Assistance Received
70.9%

Any educational assistance

48.1%

Pell grant

28.1%

Loan that has to be repaid (Stafford or Perkins)
Grant, scholarship, or tuition remission

8.1%

Grant or scholarship from the state

7.4%

Employer‐provided educational assistance

4.3%

Other federal grant or program (ROTC, FSEOG)

3.1%

Assistance from college (or federal) work study program

2.7%

Aid from state or local welfare office

1.9%

Other financial aid excl. aid from parents, trust, etc.

0.7%

Teaching or research assistantship from school

0.7%

Grant/scholarship from other source

0.3%

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.
Notes: ROTC = Reserve Officers’ Training Corps; SEOG = Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant. Students can report
receiving more than one type of educational assistance.
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Substantial Numbers Received Assistance from Social Service Agencies
In addition to receiving educational financial aid, many reported receiving other types of financial
support from social service agencies. Approximately 47 percent of respondents in our sample said that
they were receiving social service benefits, with almost half (46 percent) saying that they received
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, also known as food stamps) benefits. A very small
number (3.9 percent) said they received Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) benefits.
Students in vocational schools were more likely to report receipt of TANF than students in other
types of programs or in the general population, at 11.4 percent. This is likely a reflection of the ”workfirst” orientation of TANF policies, which tend to support participation in shorter-term vocational
programs and prioritize immediate employment over training. Similarly, vocational students were also
more likely to receive any benefits (TANF, Social Security Income [SSI], SNAP, etc.); over three-fifths
(60.8 percent) said they received benefits, compared with less than half of students in high school,
college, and graduate school programs. Students in college nondegree programs were least likely to
report any kind of social services assistance, at 38.4 percent.

A Small Percentage of Students Received Child Care Benefits
A small percentage of students (14.9 percent) reported that they received child care assistance. About
41.3 percent of parents receiving child care assistance had children 2 or younger, and nearly the same
proportion (37.9 percent) had children 3 to 5 years old. About a fifth (20.8 percent) had children 6 to 12
years old. Nearly 90 percent of those receiving child care assistance were single parents.

Younger Students Were More Likely to Receive Social Service Benefits
Interestingly, students in the younger age group were more likely to receive TANF benefits, with 14.4
percent of students ages 18 to 24 reporting receipt of this assistance versus 1.4 percent of students
ages 25 and older. The same was true with receipt of any social services benefits (TANF, SNAP, SSI,
etc.); more younger students (58.6 percent) than older students (44.1 percent) received one or more of
these government benefits. This may be because younger student parents are more likely to be single,
and single parents are more likely to receive such benefits.

Fewer Than Half Received Multiple Types of Assistance
Figure 8 shows that while some parents (about 18 percent) received no support, 82 percent of parents
received some type of support. The largest group (40 percent) received one type of assistance, a third
(33 percent) received two types of assistance, and less than 10 percent received three or more types of
assistance. As shown in figure 9, of those in the sample who received two types of assistance, parents
were most likely to receive combinations of social service benefits and educational assistance, but least
likely to receive combinations of social service benefits and child care.
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FIGURE 8

Number of Assistance Types Received

9.2%

Three or more

32.6%

Two

39.8%

One

18.4%

No support

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.
Note: Types of assistance include child care services or assistance, education assistance, and social service benefits (Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, or Supplemental Security Income).

FIGURE 9

Combinations of Assistance for Those Receiving Two Types

Child care and education
assistance
9%
6%
Child care and social service
benefits

85%
Education assistance and social
service benefits

Source: Authors’ calculations from US Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2008 panel.
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Summary and Discussion

SUMMARY












Nearly 1 million low-income parents were working while they attended school, with about half
working full time.
Of those who worked full time, nearly half also attended school full time.
About half were between the ages of 25 and 35.
About half had one child and about a third had two children, with about 42 percent indicating
their youngest child was 2 or younger.
More than one-third reported that their primary employment occurred during some type of
nontraditional hours, such as the night shift, a rotating shift, a split shift, irregular hours, or
some other nontraditional schedule; about 8 percent of parents reported having more than one
job.
Parents with young children were the most likely to work full time.
About half with children younger than age 5 relied exclusively on family members to care for
their children.
Slightly more than two-thirds received educational financial assistance such as Pell grants,
student loans, or other educational aid. Half received other social service benefits, such as
SNAP, TANF, or SSI. Only 15 percent reported receiving child care subsidies.
Almost one in five received neither educational assistance nor social service benefits.

Discussion
About 1 million low-income parents with children younger than 12 are combining education and work.
While these parents represent a sizeable portion (43.6 percent) of all low-income parents in educational
programs, they make up only about 4 percent of the population of low-income parents (22 million lowincome parents overall). The broader population of low-income parents is generally less educated than
those enrolled in education; about 56 percent hold a high school diploma or less, compared with nearly
28 percent of those in our sample. Given their lower levels of education, many could benefit from
supports and innovative programs to help them access education. Here we discuss some of the key
challenges low-income working student parents face and the implications for policy and practice.
Challenge #1: Student parents must manage complex schedules. Many student parents report
combining full-time work and full-time school, working irregular schedules, and managing child care for
multiple children. These dynamics often create the need for child care during nontraditional hours. A
forthcoming analysis of the National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE) data indicate that
only 9 percent of child care centers are open during any “nonstandard” hours, including evenings after
7:00 p.m., overnight, or during weekends (Greenberg, Derrick-Mills, and Healy, forthcoming). These
complex schedules may also make it difficult for parents to persist in school. With nearly round-theclock demands on their time, low-income parents may find it difficult to complete required school work
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or make time for emergencies. Such circumstances can contribute to stress and, in turn, affect their
ability to stay in school (Johnson et al. 2009).
Challenge #2: Student parents often have young children. Parents with children 2 and younger are the
most likely to work full time; about 45 percent work full time compared with about 29 percent for those
with 3- to 5-year-olds and 27 percent for those with 6- to 12-year-olds. Child care for young children
has been shown to be less available than care for older children (Chaudry et al. 2011), who can generally
get care (at least during traditional hours) through the public school system. The younger the child, the
harder it is to find care. Recent analyses of NSECE data indicate that while 60 percent of centers serve
children from birth to age 2, 97 percent of centers serve children from 3 to 5 years old (Greenberg,
Derrick-Mills, and Healy forthcoming). State and national efforts to expand prekindergarten programs
increase the availability of high-quality care primarily for 4-year-olds, but not for infants and toddlers.
Challenge #3: Student parents report limited receipt of child care subsidies. Only about 15 percent of
students indicate receiving child care subsidy support. A review of state CCDF child care subsidy
policies indicates that in 47 of 50 states and the District of Columbia, parents are eligible for child care
subsidies to pursue postsecondary education and training (Adams et al. 2014), but 17 states limit
support to particular types of degrees, 11 states limit support to activities that will lead to immediate
employment, and 4 states link support to grade requirements. That same study indicated that only 8
percent of families receiving the CCDF child care subsidy nationwide were being supported for a mix of
school and employment activities. Unfortunately for the many parents who could benefit from this
assistance, ASPE (2012) has estimated that only about 28 percent of children eligible under state
guidelines were served by the program in the year the estimates were performed.
Challenge #4: Low-income student parents who work rely heavily on their families to care for their
children. While this may indicate a preference to leave their children with family members, it may also
be a result of the challenges depicted above. Student parents have no other recourse when care is not
available during the times they need it, for their children’s ages, or at a price they can afford. If students
have families they can rely on, this is perhaps not a problem, but what about the ones who do not—who
either live far away from their families or have family members who are also working?
Challenge #5: Low-income student parents with variable work hours are the most likely to use
combinations of child care types. Thirty-seven percent use a combination of care types compared with
18.3 percent for full-time workers and 21.0 percent for part-time workers. A recent analysis of both
high- and low-income working mothers (Enchautegui, Johnson, and Gelatt 2015) shows that regardless
of income, mothers with nonstandard schedules are more likely to use combinations of child care
arrangements. Regardless of ability to pay for child care, single child care options are likely insufficient
for parents with varying and nonstandard hours.
Challenge #6: A fifth of student parents report not receiving social service benefits. While some may
be temporarily poor because they are students, it may be that some are not accessing critical benefits
that could help them complete their education. Studies have shown that finances are a major reason
students drop out of school (Johnson et al. 2009; Goldrick-Rab and Sorenson 2010).
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What Do These Data Suggest about New Efforts to
Support These Families through WIOA and the CCDF?
The 2014 reauthorization of the CCDF and the 2014 replacement of the Workforce Innovation Act
with the WIOA create new opportunities for states and communities to individually and collaboratively
support the needs of low-income student parents who are working. Next we suggest several strategies
that state policymakers; state, regional, and local workforce boards and educational institutions;
advocates; and service-delivery providers should consider when revising policy and service delivery
changes to meet reauthorization requirements and students’ needs.
Student parents need assistance navigating complex schedules. Through counseling support provided
by educational programs, employed low-income student parents may be better able to design workable
schedules that can meet their needs. Through child care referral and counseling support provided by
community agencies, employed low-income student parents and the workforce and education agencies
supporting them could benefit. Partnerships between workforce agencies or educational institutions
and child care referral agencies, delivering services on or off campus, may strengthen these supports
(Adams and Heller 2015).
Student parents need access to financial supports, including child care. Attending school and raising
children is expensive. To afford these costs, low-income student parents need financial supports,
including financial assistance with child care, to help them persist in school and maintain economic
stability for their families. Navigators or case managers can help students determine eligibility for and
access to social service supports, educational aid, and child care.
Scheduling innovations in educational programs could help simplify scheduling complexities for
parents. To address scheduling challenges for low-income working parents who attend school,
educational programs could implement scheduling innovations that better meet student parent needs.
For example, block scheduling (which limits time traveling to and from campus), online programming,
and programming at diverse locations and times help low-income student parents access programs,
align work and school, and find child care to fit their schedules.
Child care policies need to be designed to support parents in education and training. Policies that
restrict use of vouchers while parents are in education and training may prevent some low-income
parents from accessing education and training. The reauthorization of the Child Care Development
Fund in 2014 may create an opportunity to reexamine these state policies to further career
advancement for low-income parents, although limited resources will likely continue to be a barrier
(Adams and Heller 2015).
More child care is needed during nontraditional hours and for young children. Policymakers and
advocates can work together to expand the availability of care to meet this population’s needs.
Development of child care during nontraditional hours can be difficult because the fixed costs of child
care programs and child care regulations require that a certain number of children in the same age
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group and location need care at the same time, but frequently the demand is low and does not meet
these constraints (Thompson 2000; Yen Liu 2013). Educational institutions and workforce training
programs using cohort or block scheduling may better group students’ child care needs to support
development of off-hours care.
Low-income working parents who are pursuing education are an important population for
policymakers, funders, and practitioners to consider when funding and designing programs. Students
who are able to access and complete education programs, especially programs yielding a degree or
certificate, will have greater opportunities to adequately support themselves and their children.

Notes
1.

Before 1990, educational attainment was measured by years of school completed.

2.

Those in college nondegree programs include people attending college classes but not pursuing a degree; this
does not include nondegree certifications.

3.

The survey refers to the vocational school category as “vocational, technical, or business school beyond high
school level.”

4.

The SIPP only asks the designated parent of children from birth to age five about child care arrangements.
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