J Urban Health
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-024-00832-4

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

®

Check for
updates

Parenting Students and Indicators of Financial
Stability, Health, and Academic Success: Findings
from a Population-Based Sample of Public Urban

University Students

Jenna Sanborn® - Meredith Manze -

Dana Watnick

Accepted: 24 January 2024
© The New York Academy of Medicine 2024

Abstract Parenting students constitute a signifi-
cant portion of the college population, with 22% of
undergraduate students nationwide managing the dual
responsibilities of parenthood and education. Single-
parenting students face disproportionate challenges to
achieving academic success. This study examines the
health, financial, and academic aspects of parenting
students attending a large, urban public university,
specifically comparing single parents to their married
or cohabiting counterparts and non-parenting stu-
dents in New York City. We collected data from 2104
participants, including 142 single parents and 119
married or cohabiting parents, through a cross-sec-
tional survey. Using adjusted regression models, we
evaluated the associations between parenting status
and financial, health, and academic factors. Our find-
ings reveal that, in comparison to non-parents, single
parents are significantly more likely to carry debt
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(adjusted odds ratio [aOR] 1.81), rely on food assis-
tance (aOR 5.03), and achieve slightly lower GPAs
(#—0.11). Single parents also work more hours (aOR
1.66) and have an increased likelihood of facing debt
(aOR 2.66), housing difficulties (aOR 2.80), food
insecurity (aOR 2.21), and lower GPAs ($—0.22)
compared to their married or cohabiting peers. The
disaggregation of single and married or cohabit-
ing parents reveals significant disparities, emphasiz-
ing the vulnerability of single-parenting students in
higher education. Targeted interventions addressing
issues like food security and housing are essential to
support the academic success of single parents.

Keywords Student parents - Parenting students -
Survey - Finances - Academics

Introduction

Public universities situated in urban areas constitute
a significant segment of the American college stu-
dent population and 22% of undergraduate college
students nationwide are raising children while attend-
ing school [1, 2]. Most parenting students are women,
with single mothers representing 43% of all parenting
students [3]. Compared to students without children,
parenting students are more likely to be people of
color, to be older, to have lower incomes, and to hold
more college debt [4, 5]. Degree completion for par-
enting students has positive benefits for students and
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their children. A college education provides substan-
tially higher earnings and confers improved health
outcomes, reduced poverty, and enhanced educational
outcomes for children [5, 6]. Thus, prioritizing the
persistence of parenting students to graduation is vital
for advancing the well-being of students, their fami-
lies, and society as a whole.

Parenting students, especially single-parenting
students, face significant barriers to degree com-
pletion, with financial challenges often hampering
academic pursuits [7]. Completing a college degree
while also fulfilling parenting responsibilities, secur-
ing child care, and maintaining employment can be
exceedingly difficult tasks to balance on one’s own.
Parenting students work 29 hours per week on aver-
age, and hours worked are associated with declines in
degree attainment in this group [6, 7]. Despite work-
ing nearly full time, most single mothers are unable
to contribute to college costs and simultaneously face
significantly higher unmet financial need compared
to non-parents and married parents [6]. Furthermore,
the share of community colleges with on-campus
child care declined sharply from 2004 to 2015 [8, 9].
Research has shown that parents who have access to
campus child care demonstrate better persistence and
have a greater likelihood of completing a degree than
other parents without campus child care [10]. Given
these challenges, just 28% of single mothers and 40%
of married mothers earn a degree or certificate within
6 years, compared to 57% of women who are not par-
enting [10]. The COVID-19 pandemic has only exac-
erbated parenting students’ challenges in fulfilling
their multiple roles [11, 12].

Despite acknowledging the challenges faced by
parenting college students, a notable gap persists in
our understanding of the complex factors impacting
parenting students’ academic outcomes [13]. The lim-
ited evidence that does exist often considers parenting
students as a homogenous group, noting, for instance,
that they tend to achieve higher grade point averages
(GPA) overall [3]. However, we posit that this success
may not be uniform for all student parents and may in
fact be related to a range of factors, including physi-
cal, mental, or financial health. To address this, our
study describes the heterogeneity among the parent-
ing student population, disaggregating single parent-
ing students from partnered parenting students in our
analysis. We examine the health, academic, and finan-
cial factors associated with student parenting status
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(single parents, married or cohabiting parents, and
non-parents) among students attending a large urban
public university in New York City. This deliberate
disaggregation aims to unveil nuanced disparities and
help to inform targeted support mechanisms to help
institutions of higher education develop supportive
interventions to promote the health and degree attain-
ment of all types of parenting students.

Materials and Methods
Study Population and Survey Design

The City University of New York (CUNY) is the
largest public university system in the USA. In the
2018-2019 academic year, the CUNY enrolled
275,000 students across 25 campuses in the five bor-
oughs of New York City, offering certificate, asso-
ciate, baccalaureate, or graduate degrees. CUNY
students are a diverse group from a range of socio-
economic backgrounds. About 60% of undergraduate
students are Pell Grant recipients (awarded to those
with exceptional financial need) and 80% are students
of color [14]. Twelve percent (12%) are married or
have a domestic partner and 13% support their own
children [15].

Healthy CUNY is a CUNY-wide initiative spon-
sored by the Chancellor’s Office and the CUNY Grad-
uate School of Public Health and Health Policy that
works to reduce health-related barriers to academic
success. A key activity of Healthy CUNY is to assess
the health and essential needs among the student pop-
ulation by partnering with the CUNY Office of Insti-
tutional Research to disseminate periodic surveys to a
population-representative sample of CUNY students.
From October 2017 to January 2018, 7500 students,
who were matched to the full student population on
age, gender, race/ethnicity, year in school and col-
lege level (graduate, senior, or community college),
and grade point average, were invited to complete a
survey. We assessed 22 domains including socio-
economic characteristics, academic achievement,
service utilization, health status, and health-related
behaviors. Those who did not respond were con-
tacted and offered to complete the survey by phone.
Survey respondents received a $20 gift card and were
entered into a raffle to win an iPad for their participa-
tion. Of those emailed, 2112 students completed the
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survey (28% response rate) and 2104 indicated their
parenting status and are included in this analysis. This
study was approved by the City University of New
York Institutional Review Board (Protocol #695,980).
For the current study, we aimed to assess how vari-
ous health, financial, and academic indicators differed
based on parenting status.

Independent Variable

Our independent variable of interest, “parenting sta-
tus,” incorporated both parenting and relationship
status and included three response categories: non-
parent, single parent, or married/cohabiting parent.
The parenting status variable was constructed from
two distinct survey items: the first, “Are you a par-
ent or guardian of any children?”, offered response
options “yes,” “no,” and “don’t know/unsure.” Stu-
dents who responded “no” were included in the “non-
parent” category, and students who responded “don’t
know/unsure” were excluded. Students who responded
“yes” were then subcategorized as single or married
based on their response to the second survey item
“Are you...” with response options including “sin-
gle,” “married,” “living as married,” “separated,”
“divorced,” “widowed,” and ‘“dating.” Parents who
indicated they were single, separated, divorced, wid-
owed, or dating were collapsed into the “single par-
ent” category while parents who indicated they were
married or living as married were collapsed into the
“married parent” category. We used married/cohabit-
ing versus single parent as a proxy to represent par-
enting students who may have more support (“mar-
ried/cohabiting”) versus less support (“single”) since,
typically, single-parent households have lower income
levels compared to two-parent households, even when
making comparisons among mothers of similar age,
educational attainment, racial background, and state of
residence [16]. Due to the fact that 93% of non-parents
reported being in the “single” category, we did not
stratify by relationship status among this group.

Dependent Variables

Dependent variables of interest included academic
outcomes (grade point average (GPA)), financial
health (food assistance utilization, food security status,
housing problems, debt, and number of hours per week
working at a paid job), and mental health (anxiety and

depression). Survey items were as follows: “What
is your overall cumulative GPA at CUNY?” (con-
tinuous), “In the past 12 months, have you used any
food assistance resources or services?” (yes/no),
“In the past 12 months, have you had any housing
problems?” (yes/no), “How much financial debt do
you have? (none, less than $5000, $5000-$10,000,
$10,000 to $15,000, $15,000-$20,000, more than
$20,000). Response options were collapsed into yes/
no categories for having debt versus not having debt.
To assess the number of hours worked, respondents
were first asked “Are you currently employed?” (yes/
no). Those who answered “yes” were asked “On aver-
age, how many hours a week did you work in the
past 12 months?” (1-19 hours per week/20-24 hours
per week/35 or more hours per week) and those that
answered “no” were coded as “0 hours per week.”

Food security status was conducted using four
questions established prior to the 2012 US Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s US Household Food Secu-
rity Survey Module. These questions were chosen to
maintain alignment with previous survey iterations:
“In the last 12 months, how often have you: (1) Wor-
ried that you would run out of food before you could
afford to buy more? (2) Cut or skipped a meal because
you didn’t have enough money to buy more?; (3) Been
unable to eat balanced or nutritious meals because of
lack of money; and (4) Gone hungry due to lack of
access to food?” We categorized respondents as “food
insecure” if they answered “sometimes” or “often” to
any of the four questions, and “food secure” if they
responded never or rarely to all four questions.

Anxiety and depression were assessed using
the PHQ-4, a four-item Likert-type screening tool
for anxiety and depressive symptoms [17]. It asks
“Over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been
bothered by the following problems? 1) ‘Feel-
ing nervous or anxious or on edge’ 2) ‘Not being
able to stop or control worrying’, 3) ‘Feeling
down, depressed, or hopeless’ and 4) ‘Little inter-
est or pleasure in doing things.”” Response options
included the following: “not at all,” 0; “several days
but less than one week,” 1; “more than half the
days,” 2; “nearly every day,” 3. Positive screening
for anxiety was assigned to participants if the score
of the two symptoms of anxiety was greater than or
equal to three. Similarly, for the two core symptoms
of depression, scores greater than or equal to three
were assigned positive screening [18, 19].
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Covariates

Covariates in the adjusted models included self-
reported race/ethnicity (Hispanic/Latinx, non-His-
panic (NH) White, NH Black, and NH Asian, NH
Multiracial/Other race), born in the USA (yes vs.
no), age (continuous), gender (male, female, trans/
other), and college level (undergraduate, graduate).

Analysis

The sample was weighted to reflect the CUNY stu-
dent population based on the demographic crite-
ria used to select the initial probability sample. We
examined bivariate associations between parenting
status and self-reported sociodemographic, aca-
demic, financial, and health indicators. Chi-square
and Fisher’s exact tests were used for categorical out-
come variables and Wilcoxon rank sum tests for the
continuous variables, age, and GPA, since both had
skewed distributions. We present raw frequencies,
weighted means, and weighted percentages. P-values
presented are from the weighted analyses.

We performed crude and adjusted multivariable
regressions to examine associations between student
parenting status (non-parents vs. single parents vs. mar-
ried parents) and eight distinct dependent variables:
self-reported GPA (continuous), number of employment
hours per week (categorical), debt (binary), housing
problems (binary), food insecurity (binary), food assis-
tance utilization (binary), anxiety (binary), and depres-
sion (binary). Adjusted models included race/ethnicity,
US-born, age, sex, and college level as covariates. SAS
9.4 was used for all analyses. We ran linear regression
models for continuous outcomes and logistic regression
models for binary and categorical outcomes, respec-
tively. We hypothesized that single parents would be
significantly more likely than non-parents and married/
cohabiting parents to report having lower GPA; greater
food insecurity, more food assistance utilization, more
housing problems, more debt, more hours worked; and
greater anxiety and depression in the adjusted models.

Results

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the overall sample
and parenting status. Of the 2104 students who indicated
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their parenting status in the survey, 261 (14.4%) reported
being a parent, of whom 142 (54.4%) were single par-
ents and 119 (45.6%) were married/cohabiting parents.
The majority of respondents (85.6%) were non-parents.
Compared to non-parents, both single and married/
cohabiting parents were older on average (23.7 vs. 34.0
and 35.1 years old). A greater proportion of single par-
ents was female compared to non-parents and married/
cohabiting parents (82.7% vs. 55.8% and 66.6%). Addi-
tionally, a greater proportion of single parents identified
as Hispanic compared to non-parents (43.0% vs. 32.8%)
and as Black compared to both non-parents and married/
cohabiting parents (37.1% vs. 18.8% and 22.0%). Mar-
ried/cohabiting parents were more likely to be White
compared to both single parents and non-parents (28.2%
vs. 15.2% and 20.4%).

Married/cohabiting parents had a higher average
GPA compared to non-parents and single parents (3.41
vs. 3.17 and 3.16), and a greater proportion of married/
cohabiting parents took a leave of absence (LOA) in the
past year, compared to non-parents and single parents
(19.3% vs. 11.7% and 11.1%). There was no significant
difference in the proportion of single parents taking a
LOA compared to non-parents (11.1% vs. 11.7%).

A greater proportion of single parents (62.0%) and
married/cohabiting parents (76.4%) reported living
in their own house, room, or apartment compared to
non-parents (24.0%), who were more likely to live
with a parent, friend, or in a college dormitory. More
single parents (17.5%) experienced housing problems
in the previous year compared to non-parents (9.4%)
and married/cohabiting parents (6.9%). Compared to
non-parents, single parents were more likely to not
have had enough money for rent (8.1% vs. 4.5%) or
to have faced eviction over the previous 12 months
(3.1% vs. 0.6%). Fewer single parents reported having
no debt (18.1%) compared to non-parents (52.1%) and
married/cohabiting parents (34.9%). Single parents
were more likely to be food insecure (41.8%) com-
pared to non-parents (31.3%) and married/cohabiting
parents (25.4%), and single parents were also more
likely to use food assistance (27.5%) than non-parents
(5.2%) and married/cohabiting parents (13.8%).

Married/cohabiting parents were significantly
less likely than non-parents to have anxiety (12.4%
vs 20.5%). However, there were no significant dif-
ferences in the prevalence of anxiety or depression
between single parents and non-parents. Similarly,
when evaluated using chi-square p-value statistics,
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Table 1 Bivariate statistics comparing married/cohabiting parents, single/dating parents, and non-parents with sociodemographic,
academic, financial, and health indicators (n=2104)

Characteristic**

Total (N, wt %) Non-parents

Single/dating Married/cohabitating P-value

(n, wt %) parents parents (n, wt %)
(n, wt%)

Total 2104 (100) 1843 (85.6) 142 (7.7) 119 (6.7)

Age (mean, SD)* 25.3(7.5) 23.7(5.2) 34.0 (11.7) 35.1 (10.0) <0.0001%*

Gender® <0.0001%*
Female 1294 (58.6) 1091 (55.8) 120 (82.7) 83 (66.6)

Male 796 (40.7) 739 (43.5) 22 (17.3) 35 (32.7)
Trans/Other 14 (0.7) 13 (0.7) 0(0.0) 1(0.74)

Race/ethnicity <0.0001**
Hispanic/Latinx 680 (34.0) 573 (32.8) 62 (43.0) 45 (37.9)

White, Non-Hispanic 403 (20.5) 350 (20.4) 20 (15.2) 33 (28.2)
Black, Non-Hispanic 365 (20.4) 291 (18.8) 51(37.1) 23 (22.0)
Asian/Other/Multi, Non-Hispanic 647 (25.1) 621 (28.0) 9(4.7) 17 (11.9)

Born in USA <0.0001%*
Yes 1301 (62.3) 1164 (63.9) 85 (59.9) 52 (44.2)

No 798 (37.8) 675 (36.1) 56 (40.1) 67 (55.8)
GPA (mean, SD)} 3.18 (0.59) 3.17 (0.58)  3.16 (0.63) 3.41 (0.54) 0.0001**

Level 0.0281%*
Undergraduate 1729 (88.2) 1525 (88.6) 118 (89.9) 86 (80.9)

Graduate 239 (11.8) 203 (11.4) 14 (10.1) 22 (19.2)

Leave of absence 0.0271*
Yes 237 (12.2) 199 (11.7) 16 (11.1) 22 (19.3)

No 1843 (87.8) 1624 (88.3) 123 (88.9) 96 (80.7)

Currently live <0.0001**
No address/shelter/daily rental 89 (4.5) 75 (4.3) 9(6.5) 5(4.5)

Parent/friend/dorm 1324 (62.1) 1273 (69.2) 36 (24.2) 15(13.4)
Their own place 587 (30.4) 414 (24.0) 84 (62.0) 89 (76.4)
Other 65 (3.1) 49 (2.6) 9(7.2) 7(5.7)

Any housing problems’ 198 (9.9) 167 (9.4) 24 (17.5) 7(6.9) 0.0026%**
Rent increase made it hard to pay rent® 72 (3.6) 62 (3.4) 6(4.7) 4(3.9) 0.0306*
Not enough $ for rent® 93 (4.7) 78 (4.5) 12 (8.1) 327 0.0363*
Eviction® 15 (0.8) 11 (0.6) 4(3.1) 0(0.0) 0.0249*
Req. court appearance® 18 (1.0) 12 (0.7) 42.7) 2.1 0.0162*
Other housing problem® 69 (3.5) 57 (3.2) 10 (7.3) 2(2.0) 0.0391*

Debt <0.0001#**
Yes 945 (51.6) 772 (47.9) 105 (82.0) 68 (65.1)

No 972 (48.5) 910 (52.1) 22 (18.1) 40 (34.9)

Food insecurity 0.0094**
Yes 621 (31.7) 541 (31.3) 54 (41.8) 26 (25.4)

No 1353 (68.3) 1200 (68.7) 74 (58.2) 79 (74.7)

Hunger interfered with school® 0.0023**
None 1547 (79.0) 1353 (78.3) 99 (77.7) 95 (89.0)

A little bit, somewhat 355 (17.1) 327 (17.9) 19 (14.4) 9 (10.0)
Moderately, a lot 73 (3.9) 62 (3.8) 10 (7.9) 1(1.0)
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Table 1 (continued)

Characteristic*™

Total (N, wt %) Non-parents

Single/dating Married/cohabitating P-value

(n, wt %) parents parents (n, wt %)
(n, wt%)

Used food assistance <0.0001**
Yes 139 (7.4) 88 (5.2) 37 (27.5) 14 (13.8)
No 1833 (92.6) 1651 (94.8) 91 (72.5) 91 (86.2)

PHQ-4
Anxiety 404 (19.6) 369 (20.5) 22 (15.7) 13 (12.4) 0.0368*
Depression 334 (16.0) 305 (16.7) 16 (12.1) 13 (11.8) 0.1327
Anxiety or depression 506 (24.6) 461 (25.6) 25(18.4) 20 (18.7) 0.0418%*

Needed MH treatment 0.0380%*
Yes 491 (25.9) 444 (26.9) 28 (21.4) 19 (17.7)
No 1375 (74.2) 1194 (73.1) 98 (78.6) 83 (82.3)

MH interfered with school 0.0062%%*
Not at all 1262 (64.6) 1086 (63.0) 93 (71.3) 83 (76.9)
A little bit, somewhat 508 (24.2) 461 (25.0) 28 (21.3) 19 (17.1)
Moderately, a lot 236 (11.3) 218 (12.0) 11 (7.4) 7 (6.0)

Overall Health 0.0805
Excellent, very good 1369 (65.8) 1214 (66.8) 85 (62.0) 70 (57.5)
Good 578 (27.0) 491 (26.0) 45 (29.8) 42 (36.4)
Fair, poor 156 (7.2) 137 (7.2) 12 (8.2) 7(6.1)

Health insurance 0.9543
Yes 1939 (92.3) 1698 (92.2) 131 (92.8) 110 (92.6)
No 150 (7.7) 132 (7.8) 10 (7.2) 8(7.4)

Health problems interfered with school 0.0505
Not at all 1560 (74.4) 1379 (75.1) 91 (65.8) 90 (75.7)
A little bit, somewhat 402 (18.9) 349 (18.7) 34 (23.0) 19 (16.4)
Moderately, a lot 136 (6.7) 110 (6.2) 16 (11.2) 10 (7.9)

Main source of health care’
Out-patient clinic at hospital 292 (23.1) 261 (18.0) 16 (14.0) 15 (13.6) 0.2591
Neighborhood/community Health center 406 (22.8) 362 (23.5) 28(22.8) 16 (15.3) 0.1137
Private doctor/physician 1079 (60.8) 926 (59.7) 76 (61.2) 77 (73.3) 0.0107*
Mobile health van® 3(0.14) 3(0.17) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1.0000
Urgent care 134 (8.0) 116 (8.0) 12 (10.3) 6(6.1) 0.4567
Emergency room® 72 (4.2) 63 (4.3) 4(2.8) 5(.1) 0.8593
On-campus wellness center® 33(1.9) 30 (2.0) 1(1.2) 2 (1.7) 0.8475
Military/VA clinic® 19 (1.2) 11 (0.8) 3(2.5) 5(5.0) 0.0013%**
Other location® 34(1.9) 31(2.0) 0(0.0) 3(2.8) 0.1892

Regular source of care 0.0864
Yes 1754 (85.2) 1528 (84.6) 121 (86.8) 105 (91.4)
No 295 (14.8) 268 (15.4) 17 (13.2) 10 (8.7)

Employed 0.5422
Yes 1260 (61.4) 1109 (61.7) 84 (62.2) 67 (57.0)
No 813 (38.6) 710 (38.3) 54 (37.8) 49 (43.0)

# Hours worked <0.0001%*
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Table 1 (continued)

Characteristic™* Total (N, wt %) Non-parents Single/dating Married/cohabitating P-value
(n, wt %) parents parents (n, wt %)
(n, wt%)
0 813 (38.6) 710(38.3) 54 (37.8) 49 (43.3)
1-19 375 (16.8) 355 (18.2) 7(5.5) 13 (11.7)
20-34 421 (20.7) 379 (21.3) 24 (18.1) 19 (15.7)
35+ 462 (23.9) 374 (22.2) 53 (38.6) 35(29.3)

*Chi-square tests used for comparison unless otherwise noted
°Fisher’s exact test used for comparison

$Wilcoxon rank sum test used for comparison

+ Categorical variables are measured in the “past 12 months” unless otherwise noted

TResponse categories are not mutually exclusive
*p<0.05; *¥p <0.01

there were no significant distinctions in overall health,
access to health insurance, health problems interfer-
ing in school, employment status, or the presence of a
regular healthcare provider across groups.

Adjusted Models
Academics

In the adjusted estimates (Table 2), single parents
had significantly lower GPAs than both non-parents
($#—0.11,95% CI-0.22,—0.006) and married/cohab-
iting parents (f—0.22, 95% CI—0.36,—0.08).

Finances

Married/cohabiting parents had 40% lower odds of
working more hours per week than non-parents (aOR
0.40, 95% CI 0.27, 0.59) while single parents had 66%
greater odds of working more hours per week than
married/cohabiting parents (aOR 1.66, 95% CI 1.03,
2.70). Single parents were also 81% more likely to have
debt than non-parents (aOR 1.81, 95% CI 1.09, 3.00)
and almost three times as likely to have debt than mar-
ried/cohabiting parents (aOR 2.66, 95% CI 1.42, 5.00).

Basic Needs Security
There was no significant difference in the odds of hav-

ing housing problems between single parents and non-
parents, but the odds of having housing problems were

almost three times greater among single parents com-
pared to married/cohabiting parents (aOR 2.80, 95%
CI 1.19, 6.57). Single parents were also five times as
likely to use food assistance compared to non-parents
(aOR 5.03, 95% CI 2.94, 8.59) while married/cohabit-
ing parents were more than twice as likely to use food
assistance compared to non-parents (aOR 2.26, 95%
CI 1.13, 4.51). Compared to non-parents, single par-
ents did not have statistically different odds of being
food insecure. However, single parents had twice the
odds of being food insecure than married/cohabiting
parents (aOR 2.21, 95% CI 1.24, 3.94).

Mental Health

There were no significant differences in anxiety
between single parents and non-parents or married/
cohabiting parents in the adjusted model. However,
married/cohabiting parents were significantly less
likely to have anxiety compared to non-parents (aOR
0.47, 95% CI 0.25, 0.87). There were no significant
differences observed between groups for depression.

Discussion

This study sheds light on the challenges faced by par-
enting students in a large urban college system, both
on- and off-campus. Additionally, it explores how the
combination of parenting status and relationship sta-
tus reveals an important heterogeneity among parent-
ing students with respect to factors that are known to
impact student success. In doing so, it offers a more
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Table 2 Regression analyses examining the crude and adjusted association between parenting status and academic and financial

indicators
Model Variables Crude estimate (95% CI) Adjusted estimate' (95% CI)
Linear regression GPA

Multinomial regression

Logistic regression

Logistic regression

Logistic regression

Logistic regression

Logistic regression

Logistic regression

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Hours worked

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Debt

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Housing problems

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Food insecurity

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Food assistance utilization

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Anxiety

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents
Depression

Single parents vs. non-parents

Married parents vs. non-parents

Single parents vs. married parents

—0.002 (-0.10, 0.09)
0.25 (0.14, 0.35)**

—0.25 (—0.38,— 0.11)**

1.59 (1.16, 2.17)*
1.03 (0.74, 1.43)
1.54 (0.10, 2.38)

4.95 (3.20, 7.66)
2.03 (1.39, 2.96)
2.44 (1.39, 4.27)

2.03 (1.31, 3.16)**
0.72 (0.36, 1.41)
2.84 (1.30, 6.19)**

1.58 (1.12, 2.23)%*
0.75 (0.49, 1.13)
2.12 (1.26, 3.57)%*

6.90 (4.53, 10.53)%*
2.90 (1.67, 5.05)%*
2.38 (1.27, 4.45)%*

0.72 (0.46, 1.14)
0.55 (0.32, 0.94)*
1.32(0.67, 2.62)

0.69 (0.42, 1.14)
0.67 (0.38, 1.15)
1.03 (0.50, 2.14)

—0.11 (—0.22,—0.006)*
0.11 (=0.01, 0.22)
—0.22 (—0.36,—0.08)**

0.66 (0.46, 0.97)*
0.40 (0.27, 0.59)**
1.66 (1.03, 2.70)*

1.81 (1.09, 3.00)
0.68 (0.42, 1.09)
2.66 (1.42,5.00)

0.99 (0.58, 1.69)
0.35 (0.16, 0.78)*
2.80 (1.19, 6.57)*

1.20 (0.79, 1.81)
0.54 (0.32, 0.90)*
2.21 (1.24, 3.94)**

5.03 (2.94, 8.59)%*
2.26 (1.13, 4.51)*
2.23 (1.11, 4.46)*

0.62 (0.37, 1.05)
0.47 (0.25, 0.87)*
1.33 (0.63, 2.79)

0.73 (041, 1.31)
0.89 (0.48, 1.63)
0.83 (0.39, 1.76)

! Adjusted for race/ethnicity, born in the USA, age, gender, and college level (undergraduate vs. graduate)

*p<0.05; *p <0.01
Values in bold indicate statistical significance at the 0.05 level

nuanced understanding of this multifaceted demo-
graphic and emphasizes the need to disaggregate
analyses by relationship status or employ alternative
indicators to capture aspects of financial stability and
social support.

Notably, previous literature has shown that par-
enting students achieve higher GPAs than their non-
parenting peers. While our study broadly corroborates
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this trend within the overarching category of parents,
a more granular perspective reveals a more nuanced
narrative. When stratified by relationship status,
our data reveal a noteworthy divergence. Specifi-
cally, married or cohabiting parents exhibited a sig-
nificantly higher mean GPA compared to both single
parents and non-parents. Additionally, single parents
and non-parents exhibited comparably similar mean
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GPAs. However, it is necessary to contextualize the
equivalence within the framework of our adjusted
analysis, which accounted for covariates including
race/ethnicity, age, gender, nativity, and college level.
In this adjusted model, single parents had a signifi-
cantly lower mean GPA compared to both non-par-
ents and married or cohabiting parents. This aligns
with existing literature, affirming that single parents
face unique challenges, which in turn, exert a discern-
able impact on their academic performance [19-21].
It is important to emphasize that the failure to stratify
based on relationship status can inadvertently obscure
an underlying relationship between parenting status
and academic performance among some parenting
students. Such an oversight risks diluting the sub-
stantial impact that the circumstances surrounding
single parenting have on the educational outcomes
among parenting students. Although not measured in
this study, some latent factors that may account for
these circumstances, as noted in other research, may
include lack of social support or stress derived from
perceived stigma [22, 23].

Our findings reveal notable disparities related to
debt and working hours among different parenting
and relationship status groups. Despite parenting stu-
dents, on the whole, working fewer hours per week
than non-parents, single parents faced a significantly
higher likelihood of working more hours per week
than their married counterparts. Additionally, single
parents were markedly more likely to have debt com-
pared to both married parents and non-parents. These
findings underscore the financial strain experienced
by single parents, emphasizing the need for targeted
interventions to address their disproportionate burden
of financial challenges.

In light of these findings, it becomes evident that
educational institutions must recognize that single
parents are a vulnerable group who may require addi-
tional financial support for their academic potential to
be realized. Social and structural barriers, like food
and housing insecurity, were more prevalent in the
single-parenting student population, and such experi-
ences can negatively impact health and educational
outcomes [24]. Despite being five times more likely
to use food assistance compared to their married or
cohabiting and non-parenting counterparts, a nota-
ble discrepancy exists between the need for assis-
tance and actual utilization among this demographic;
despite CUNY providing on-campus food assistance

resources, just 28% of single-parenting students
report receiving any food assistance while 42% report
facing food insecurity. This underscores the pressing
need for more robust systems that connect all eligi-
ble parenting students to services and public benefits
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) and SNAP Women Infants and Chil-
dren (WIC) as well as efforts to actively promote and
destigmatize the use of food pantry resources and dis-
count cafeteria vouchers. Additionally, ensuring that
single-parenting students facing housing problems are
connected to resources for managing rent payment,
eviction, or housing court issues may help to address
housing instability. Offering targeted scholarships
to parenting students with less social support and
financial stability, perhaps based on family size and
income, may help alleviate tuition costs. Many col-
leges, including CUNY, have recognized this oppor-
tunity for intervention [25-27]. In addition to offering
students resources such as on-campus food pantries,
SNAP enrollment support, and emergency grants,
some CUNY campuses also provide direct naviga-
tion to orient students to on-and off-campus services,
as well as peer-mentoring to actively destigmatize
resource utilization [28].

Interestingly, our study did not identify significant
differences in anxiety and depression levels among
the groups. While the existing literature often asso-
ciates parenting stress with increased mental health
challenges, the absence of significant disparities in
our findings prompts further consideration. It is con-
ceivable that the shared experiences of academic
pursuits among all students, regardless of parenting
or relationship status, contribute to a commonality
in observed mental health outcomes. The university
environment, with its inherent stressors and demands,
may potentially overshadow the specific stressors
related to parenting, or worse, parenting students with
worse mental health may have selected out of this
sample via college dropout. Alternatively, the pres-
ence of supportive services and interventions within
the academic setting may help to mitigate mental
health disparities among these groups. Furthermore,
our results do not diminish the significance of rec-
ognizing and addressing mental health concerns
among college students. The absence of significant
differences underscores the universal need for mental
health support in a university setting, emphasizing the
importance of accessible resources for all students.

@ Springer



Sanborn et al.

Future research could delve deeper into the nuanced
factors contributing to mental health outcomes among
diverse student populations to inform targeted inter-
ventions and enhance overall student well-being.
Interestingly, while a greater proportion of mar-
ried or cohabiting parents took a LOA compared to
non-parents, there was no significant difference in the
proportion of single parents taking a LOA compared
to non-parents. This may be due to the lack of sup-
port systems that single parents have to take time off
and the pressure they feel to get through school [14].
Leaves of absence can be a supportive option that aids
students in managing their families, but more work is
needed to understand how institutions can maximize
the use of this option in a way that meets parenting
students’ needs and facilitates their ability to persist.

Limitations

This study has some methodological limitations. As
with all self-reported data, survey questions have the
potential to be misinterpreted or prone to recall bias.
This may be especially relevant for mental health
variables, as a growing body of literature suggests
inaccuracies in recalling previous affective experi-
ences [29]. Furthermore, while we intended to char-
acterize the amount of support that students have
by their relationship status, we know that single-
parenting students and married/cohabiting parenting
students are not homogenous groups and have vari-
ous levels of support in their lives. Utilizing marital
status as a proxy for support assumes that having a
partner denotes additional income and child care sup-
port, and we recognize that this is not universal. The
survey question used to assess debt did not differenti-
ate between the types of debt students held. Finally,
although our results are representative among CUNY
students, they may not be generalizable to private
schools or schools located outside of urban areas.

Conclusion
The results of this study suggest that parenting status
is associated with several factors that may impact aca-

demic performance and overall well-being among col-
lege students. Our findings underscore the importance of

@ Springer

future studies to disaggregate parenting students based
on social support and financial stability. The results
highlight the unique challenges faced by single-parent-
ing students in an urban setting and the importance of
addressing them to support their academic success. The
exceptional needs of single-parenting students warrant
financial, academic, health, and social supports such as
affordable, quality child care; housing; tuition cover-
age; and increased financial aid. Such supports have the
potential to influence the economic security for students
today and for future generations.
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