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This book is dedicated to Nancy, for teaching me the profound artistry of motherhood, to Nerissa, Naya, Donte Jr., Drew, and Devin, for instructing me in the truest meaning of love, without measure, and to the mothers and fathers who silently take care of us all. You are worthy and deserving of rest and abundance.




Well, when I think of the American dream, I think of exclusivity, to be quite honest with you. I think that dream, just like the Foundation of America, was only held out to a few, and it was only meant for a few.

—GLORIA NAYLOR
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CHAPTER 1

PROXIMITY AND THE CASSEROLE MINISTRY


The most disturbing circumstances can be bound in a meticulously sealed manila envelope, the pages neatly assembled, a paper clip carefully placed in the top right-hand corner, every question answered, every checkbox marked.

This is how it arrived. Back in 2010, the very first application to Generation Hope’s Scholar Program came from Tatiana, a Virginia high school senior planning to start college in the fall. Her application described a smart young Latina who had made the honor roll in her junior and senior years and had already applied to Northern Virginia Community College with the hope of one day earning a bachelor’s degree and becoming a nurse. She provided all of the required documents—an essay on the most significant obstacle she had overcome, transcripts, names and email addresses of three references—and mailed everything well before the deadline. The fact that Tatiana was also a young mother was not surprising; we had designed the Scholar Program to provide critical, wraparound support to teen parents in college. But when I scanned the application, a single date stood out, blurring everything else. A date that even I wasn’t prepared for. Tatiana had given birth to her son at twelve years old.

During the previous year, a small group of us, board members and volunteers, had spent late nights over sushi and Starbucks conceptualizing and building our programming, based on my own experience as a young mother in college, our understanding of the teen parenting and teen pregnancy fields, and best practices from mentoring and youth-serving organizations. We imagined who our students would be, tried to anticipate their various needs, and baked those supports into our programming. We plotted out our logic model, defining how our intended impact and goals—ultimately, more young parents earning college degrees—connected to our activities and how we would measure success. We secured donated space from the University of the District of Columbia Community College and invited more than two hundred people from the area to a kickoff event to share the news that Generation Hope was ready to serve young parents who wanted to become college graduates. Then, we waited for applications.

Tatiana’s manila envelope thrust me—all of us—very quickly into the realities of this work. Our introduction to the trauma, challenges, and complexities of families, parenting, racism, oppression, and poverty would come abruptly. We wouldn’t be able to embark on this journey with the notion that any of it would be easy. This wouldn’t be the ivory tower of higher education found in movies and fancy brochures—students lounging in hammocks or strolling across lush green campuses or gathered around beer kegs until dawn. Instead, there would be nights when our students’ traumas disturbed our sleep and days when we’d have to remind each other, sometimes through tears, not to blame ourselves for things beyond our control. Generation Hope would sit at the nexus of struggle and promise, in the middle of hard things and incredible possibilities. Tatiana’s application arrived as both a warning and a test. A warning that this work, while rewarding in ways that we couldn’t imagine or even hope, would also be onerous and draining, even for seasoned youth professionals. A test to see if we were prepared to embrace and support all students, not just the ones who fit into neat little boxes.

On the day Tatiana’s application arrived, questions traveled with me home from the office along the long tree-lined stretch of Baltimore-Washington Parkway just outside of DC: What happened to her? What kind of life had she lived? Pregnancy among ten- to twelve-year-olds is not typical, but half of women who have had sex by age eleven report that it was forced, and those who report otherwise were likely living through painful and confining childhoods.1 Tatiana’s story offered one of the most disturbing examples of a reality described so accurately by the World Health Organization: “While sexual activity among adolescents is to be expected because it is a normal part of human development, it often occurs in a broader context of structural and ideological inequality and power.”2 Without knowing all of Tatiana’s story, I could guess it was laced with inequity and powerlessness, intricate patterns that would emerge in the lives of so many of the young people I would work with. This stuck with me even after I turned the key to our baby blue townhouse, nestled in a quiet Maryland cul-de-sac, and walked up the first flight of stairs to find my own eleven-year-old daughter, Nerissa, sitting at the kitchen table, doing her homework, throwing me a braces-lined smile over her shoulder.

Just a year earlier, I started Generation Hope in the basement of that townhouse with a clear premise: all families, including young families, deserve to thrive, and if we surround teen mothers and fathers who want to go to college with the financial and emotional resources that they deserve, we will see them succeed. More broadly, getting postsecondary credentials into the hands of more young parents could make a significant impact on poverty, housing, child hunger, and health disparities—it could help put an end to families struggling unnecessarily to survive. Fifty-two percent of all mothers on welfare in the US became parents as a teenager; despite federal and state welfare-to-work policies, they were never able to overcome the countless obstacles to accessing education and opportunity that they faced before their teen pregnancy and the many challenges that came after their child was born.3

Even without knowing the statistics at the time, I recognized that these policies were immensely flawed, that parents were capable and motivated to succeed, and that my own experience as a young mother in college gave me a springboard to plot an alternative, more effective way to stability and prosperity for families.

I graduated from William & Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia, in 2003, seven years before starting Generation Hope and five years after seeing two pink lines on a pregnancy test during my senior year of high school. On my graduation day, which also happened to be Mother’s Day, Nerissa’s tiny hand alternated between curling around my index finger and clutching my black gown while we walked across the stage to receive my diploma. It was an achievement we struggled to together—in a tangled symphony of sleepless nights, dean’s lists, WIC benefits (the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children), an honors thesis, and all the other daily contradictions of being a young, single Black mother attending one of the nation’s “Public Ivies.” Our difficult journey lit a tiny spark inside of me to make our story of triumph more commonplace, and a single statistic—fewer than 2 percent of teen mothers earn their degree before age thirty—ignited the fire.4 It was clear to me that a postsecondary education could be a powerful economic force for young parents and their children—and for all families.

But in launching this work, I was contending with two formidable facts: regardless of how clear this was to me, creating college pathways for young mothers and fathers—the majority of whom are people of color living in poverty—was an unpopular solution, and falsehoods are easier to process and deal with than realities.

Today, 37.9 million Americans are living below the poverty line,5 defined as $30,000 a year for a family of four.6 That’s about 11.6 percent of the population. You would have to fill Michigan Stadium, the largest football stadium in the US, more than 350 times to hold all of the people in America who the government identifies as poor.7 In reality, the official number of people who struggle to pay rent every month or to find enough food to make it through a day is much larger. An outdated government measure of the poverty line means the actual number of families whose lives are shaped and scarred by scarcity is far higher.8 About half of all US families can’t pay their bills, subjected to a grueling daily exercise of survival.9 It’s an exertion I knew well as a young mother in college, my thoughts routinely consumed with creative calculations for ensuring that Nerissa was fed, clothed, and had a bed to sleep in for the next twenty-four hours.

Despite being ranked the world’s richest nation in terms of gross domestic product (GDP),10 the United States consistently earns the distinction of having one of the highest child poverty rates.11 The reasons so many American families are living in poverty are multifaceted and numerous: it’s incredibly expensive to raise children, and most costly for those with the fewest resources; current economic policies fail to meet families’ basic needs and disincentivize educational pursuits that could lead to higher earnings; income inequality has been allowed to grow dramatically since the 1970s, helped in part by a federal minimum wage frozen for more than a decade; and workforce racism, sexism, and discrimination keep people of color, especially Black, Hispanic, and Indigenous women, disproportionately represented in jobs with low pay and inadequate benefits.12 In short, our systems and structures keep economic power in the hands of the few while we blame those who live in poverty for not securing it.

Single mothers of color, who are the most likely people to be living in poverty with their children, find economic power especially hard to reach, leaving them to navigate low wages and no access to paid leave and quality, consistent childcare.13 Without these basic protections, working full-time—or at all—can feel impossible, never mind enrolling, or staying enrolled, in college. Nearly 30 percent of single mothers live in poverty with their children compared to just 6 percent of married couples.14 Political rhetoric that can be traced back to President Ronald Reagan’s “welfare queen” trope, which played on the racial resentment of white Americans and described welfare as single Black mothers looking to game the system, helped to perpetuate the lie that poverty is a result of individual choices rather than structural failings. In reality, as Matthew Desmond writes in Poverty, by America, “Choosing to have a child outside of marriage may be an individual choice, but condemning many of those parents and their children to a life of poverty is a societal one.”15

My son’s preschool is housed within an Episcopal church, and in the lobby where the sign-out sheets are displayed for parents, there is a station for the church’s “casserole ministry.” It’s a stack of aluminum foil pans with a recipe taped inside each one along with directions for where to drop the warm, bubbling meal to feed a family in need. Several pans are taken from week to week, then the stack is replenished again. The popularity of the casserole ministry can be attributed to its convenience and ease, mirroring America’s preferences when it comes to helping those in need. We are more likely to rally around solutions that focus on symptoms of our most pressing problems rather than their root causes.16 Homeless services, food banks, crisis centers, and coat drives give people a palatable way of dealing with poverty. Providing a night in a shelter or a tasty casserole allows us to feel good about helping others who have fallen on hard times as a result of their own unfortunate individual choices like dropping out of school, selling drugs, or having a baby out of wedlock.

While basic-needs organizations are vital to our social ecosystem, alone, they don’t create lasting change. A winter coat or back-to-school supplies don’t combat the underlying reasons that students of color are more likely to drop out of school17 or that people who sell drugs are often suffering from their own addictions18 or that the policies we create, such as the 1996 welfare reform law that forced single moms to fend for themselves,19 actually make it more difficult for them to provide for their families.20 The casserole ministry allows us to stay in a distant comfort zone, ignoring the conditions that created food or housing insecurity in the first place, a dangerous illusion, according to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who said that philanthropy “must not cause the philanthropist to overlook the circumstances of economic injustice which make philanthropy necessary.”21 Generation Hope isn’t the casserole ministry. Instead, it counters the idea that young parents live in poverty because of their own bad choices and amplifies America’s long-standing practice of economic injustice that makes success and stability nearly impossible for families in poverty.

In launching Generation Hope, I had to overcome the fact that, like with most pressing social issues, much of what people know about teen pregnancy is rooted not in data but in rhetoric. The rhetoric tells us that teen pregnancy causes poverty, making it easier to blame young parents for their own plight and to withhold resources that could help them. But in reality, poverty causes teen pregnancy,22 just as poverty causes mass incarceration,23 high school dropouts,24 illiteracy,25 and more. Despite what we’ve been conditioned to believe, poverty is rarely an unfortunate consequence of bad choices and decisions but rather a constant state of literal and figurative starvation that millions of people have inherited from the generations before them. South African anti-apartheid leader Nelson Mandela described poverty as a violation: “The very right to be human is denied every day to hundreds of millions of people as a result of poverty, the unavailability of basic necessities such as food, jobs, water and shelter, education, health care and a healthy environment.”26

About eleven million children—one in seven children in the US—are poor,27 and more than 70 percent of them are children of color.28 These young people are growing up in communities that have been historically starved of opportunities, good schools, family-sustaining wages, basic needs such as housing, food, and healthcare, and so much more—conditions that contribute to higher teen birth rates.29 Instead of investing in structural reforms that would address generational poverty and oppression and help to prevent teen pregnancies and other overwhelming setbacks for these communities, we address surface issues and villainize the people who are most impacted.

The villains in the story of teen pregnancy, single motherhood, poverty, hunger, and homelessness are typically Black and Brown people and most often young women. They are likely to be living in communities still grappling with the day-to-day ripple effects of genocide, slavery, and oppression dating back to the founding of America. American Indian/Alaska Native teen girls have the highest teen birth rates, almost three times that of white teen girls, followed by Black and Hispanic/Latina teen girls, whose teen birth rate is more than two times that of white teen girls.30 Identifying their pregnancy as the single event that sent them on a downward spiral to poverty overlooks the many challenges that come with growing up Indigenous, Black, or Latino in America. They were navigating a world of harsh inequities with far-reaching impacts long before their pregnancies. Having a child merely exacerbates these challenges and makes economic mobility even more illusory.

For more than fifteen years, Generation Hope has done this work, walking alongside teen mothers and fathers in their pursuit of an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. Our students, who graduate at a rate on par with the national average for all college students whether they’re parenting or not, have proven with every degree earned that they are not the problem, our systems are the problem. Whether they are experiencing failures in healthcare, K–12, or human services systems, individuals who don’t meet the criteria for what is deemed “good” and “right” are not given the resources or opportunities to thrive. Young parents, who are more likely to be Black, Hispanic/Latino, and Indigenous, rarely meet these criteria; parents of any age who are living in poverty or who don’t have a legacy of higher education in their families rarely meet these criteria. As an organization, we realized several years ago that we had to create the conditions for all families to thrive—that our work with young parents gives us the insight and perspective to champion systemic change in an authentic way that disrupts the criteria and the systems that give them power.

This work frequently puts me in conversations about economic mobility at events hosted by foundations, educational institutions, nonprofits, think tanks, or companies. The problem everyone is trying to solve is the same: too many people are living in poverty, and the numbers aren’t improving. The wealth gap between America’s richest and poorer families more than doubled in the past thirty years. Despite a greater awareness of racial disparities, the income gap between Black and white Americans remains, meaning there is far too much dialogue about racism and nowhere near enough action.31 The COVID-19 pandemic that engulfed the globe beginning in 2020 devastated families already on the fringes, particularly Black, Hispanic/Latino, and Indigenous families, and, more specifically, Black and Brown mothers. Why these families were hit hardest is no mystery. Past and present exclusion from economic and social mobility made them particularly vulnerable to the financial and health-related impacts of COVID. At the same time, an unanticipated outcome of the pain and suffering caused by the pandemic has been a renewed—and, at times, entirely new—determination to fix it.

The answer in these conversations is almost always workforce development—vocational programs that provide workers with job training, certificates, and opportunities to upskill, aligned with the economy’s labor needs. Workforce development emerged as a federal initiative in the nineteenth century to create economic stability and security for individuals, communities, and the nation. Today, workforce development boards, programs, and organizations make up an ecosystem to close the skills gap and help individuals experience economic mobility. Historically, the workforce development field, like many public policies, has systematically excluded people of color. When President Barack Obama signed the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) in 2014, it marked a significant shift toward more intentional inclusion of marginalized populations in workforce and adult education programs.32 While innovative efforts are emerging under the workforce development umbrella, funding for training workers is desperately needed. According to the National Skills Coalition, workforce development spending has dropped by two-thirds over the last four decades while the workforce has grown by 50 percent.33 For these and other reasons, work is repeatedly cited as the solution, with the idea that putting individuals into jobs is the best way to solve the country’s poverty problem.

Getting people into jobs is important, but it’s just a piece of the puzzle. Which jobs people move into, how much they get paid, and whether those jobs give them access to promotions, healthcare, sick leave, and money for childcare, these are the important factors that determine the trajectory of an individual and their family.

In these discussions, I’m often the lone person around the virtual or physical table saying a word rarely associated with moms and dads living in poverty: college. That’s because despite the fact that workforce development includes postsecondary opportunities, few people consider college a realistic option for parents struggling to create a better life for their families, especially Black and Brown parents. The omission of higher education as a pathway for family success and stability is both a deafening and silent judgment about who is deserving, who is worthy, and who is likely to succeed. A single Latina mother of three experiencing housing instability should be cleaning hotel rooms rather than pursuing a passion for computer engineering at her local community college, even if that path means never owning a home or even being able to pay her monthly bills. The best she can and should hope for is a workforce training program to become a certified nursing assistant earning $30,000 a year. While a degree would lead to higher earnings and benefits like healthcare and sick leave, it’s a far-flung fantasy for a domestic worker with a high school diploma. Any effort to support her college dreams would be a waste of time and resources.

This ugly sentiment is waiting for me in almost every room I enter when I speak to others about Generation Hope. Whether it’s a small church group on a Sunday evening or a large gathering of executives at a weekday retreat, someone will ask why we don’t focus on helping teen parents earn certificates in trades like cosmetology or auto mechanics instead of college degrees. The sentiment also finds its way into conversations with some funders that focus their philanthropic dollars on training low-income, unemployed, and underemployed people for better-paying jobs. When I talk about Generation Hope sharing the goal of getting underserved populations into family-sustaining careers, but through higher education, they shift in their seats. They don’t consider college a part of their job strategy. This sentiment reveals a ceiling that we, consciously or not, place on the aspirations of those experiencing poverty. As the gatekeepers of resources and opportunity, we believe we should define what their success looks like. We believe we know what’s best for these families. They shouldn’t have the luxury of choosing their own path, and certainly not if that path is to a college degree.

When I watch my children chase after bubbles or roast marshmallows around our firepit under the towering oak and maple trees that crowd our backyard, I’m reminded how flawed any blueprint for moving marginalized populations into family-sustaining careers is if it doesn’t include higher education. My degrees have unlocked a life for our family that I never thought possible as a young mother who often went to bed hungry. College is the cornerstone of how high-income families in America secure economic stability and success for their children. Their path to higher education starts early with access to high-quality preschool, stellar public (and private) K–12 schools, extra tutoring, costly college prep programs, training for standardized tests, and countless other strategic investments in their children’s futures.

More than 80 percent of high school seniors from wealthier families immediately enroll in college compared to 67 percent of high school seniors from low-income families,34 and those under-resourced students who do enroll are seven times less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree by age twenty-four than their higher-income peers.35 Racism, discrimination, and oppression make the road to college for families with lower income hard to even find. For example, more than one in ten children in the US live in neighborhoods with concentrated poverty and under-resourced schools.36 These children, more likely to be children of color, often go to school with nothing in their bellies, worrying whether Mom or Dad or Grandma will be able to pay rent this month, leaving little room for thoughts about life after high school.

There are—and have been—herculean efforts to get these students into and through college. College completion programs that infuse the necessary resources and supports into the lives of students from under-resourced communities provide proof points for policymakers to create sweeping change. But two key populations are usually missing from programmatic efforts to increase college access and completion: 1) the millions of current students who are raising children and 2) the millions of parents who might enroll in college if they believed it was a place where they could succeed. Those who stand to benefit most from a postsecondary credential, an education that would have generational impacts, are among the least likely to be considered or supported.

Similarly, policymakers have been slow to recognize college as a viable pathway for moving families out of poverty. For a single father who is working the midnight shift as a janitor but wants to one day design buildings of his own, the focus remains on just keeping him employed. Proponents of these deficient policies fall back on an unremitting question to justify their position: “Is college even worth it?” We wouldn’t pose this question to the child of a senator or other member of Congress, but we ask it regularly when talking about those who don’t meet our narrow definition for who deserves a degree. And in asking it, we ignore the data on the clear return on investment of a postsecondary credential: the median salary for workers with high school diplomas is $38,792 compared to the median salary for workers with bachelor’s degrees of $64,896.37 In our own research at Generation Hope, we found that annual earnings more than doubled for young parents after graduating from college.38 Will a college degree make that much of a difference for that single father and his little ones? The answer is a resounding yes. Over the course of his lifetime, he could earn hundreds of thousands of dollars more, thanks to his degree.

Parents like this father are everywhere, working at our favorite coffee shop or restaurant, cleaning our offices, answering phones. Many have attempted college at some point, only to be pushed to the margins by the demands of parenting, where the combined costs of raising children and pursuing a degree are crippling. More than thirty million Americans have attended college but never earned a degree. Despite the fact that 35 percent of them are parents of at least one dependent child, this group is rarely mentioned in the movement to reengage adult learners in higher education.39 We don’t picture parents when we think about the average college student, not because they aren’t in college classrooms, but because we’ve decided they don’t belong there.

[image: ]

Who we are today and who and what we prioritize can be traced back to how we began. The origins of higher education in this country can tell us why mothers and fathers have been historically and systemically excluded from the benefits of a college degree. On Sunday, August 13, 1786, one of America’s founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson, wrote to his mentor, George Wythe, from Paris, where he was serving as Benjamin Franklin’s successor as US minister. In his letter, Jefferson emphasized his belief that the success of the new country trying to establish itself depended on a system of broad, free, public education:

I think by far the most important bill in our whole code is that for the diffusion of knowlege [sic] among the people. no other sure foundation can be devised for the preservation of freedom, and happiness.40

A little over thirty years later, Jefferson’s beliefs would translate into action when he founded the University of Virginia, a public institution guided by the ideals of “collaboration and enlightenment.”41 Enslaved people helped to build the university when construction began in 1817. They represented a significant number of the workers who tended the grounds, prepared meals, cleaned rooms and facilities, and stocked supplies, but it would take more than 130 years for the first Black student, Gregory H. Swanson, to be admitted, on September 15, 1950. Women were similarly excluded from the collaboration and enlightenment that the institution provided. It wasn’t until the fall of 1920 that seventeen women were allowed to enroll.

Jefferson’s vision of a broad public education served a narrowly defined student—the affluent white man. The founding fathers intended for these men to be America’s leaders, and therefore, they would need a college education. Nothing about the origins of our higher education system and its exclusions were accidental. US higher education historian Frederick Rudolph writes, “In the beginning, higher education in America would be governed less by accident than by certain purpose, less by impulse than by design.”42 And Craig Steven Wilder, historian and author of Ebony & Ivy, gives us more insight into the specific design: “Every college that survived the American Revolutionary War did so by attaching itself to the slave economies of the Atlantic world. It’s those economies that sustained them. Slavery wasn’t just an aspect of their early history—slavery decided which colleges would survive.”43 The nine early colonial colleges—Harvard, William & Mary, Yale, New Jersey, King’s, Philadelphia, Rhode Island, Queen’s, and Dartmouth—were built on the backs of enslaved people and designed to serve white men. These exclusions were subsequently baked into the DNA of the higher education system that we know today and influenced the proliferation of institutions that would follow. Today, 75 percent of the students enrolled at the 468 best-funded and most selective four-year institutions in this country are white.44 On these campuses, like many campuses, you are more likely to find people of color tending to the grounds, preparing meals, cleaning rooms and facilities, and stocking supplies than sitting in the classrooms.

Before he founded the University of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson was a student at William & Mary—the same school I would attend more than two hundred years later as a young Black mother. The same school that owned and sold enslaved people and where the first women to walk its grounds were enslaved.45 I, along with millions of other parenting students, was an impossibility as far as Jefferson and the other founding fathers were concerned, and the structures, systems, traditions, and norms there reinforced that notion. It often felt like the whole world was moving around me in a flurry of classes and studying and social life with little understanding or recognition of who I was. My days revolved around Nerissa, who wasn’t even three months old when I started my freshman year, getting her to daycare, paying rent, and praying we’d have enough food to last us through the week. At night, I stayed up until early morning finishing my reading and papers, and I’d wake up a few hours later to start the day again, trying to hold us together under the pressure of it all.

My experience mirrors the experiences of America’s student parent population—mothers and fathers who are currently enrolled in undergraduate programs across the country. Nearly five million parents attend US colleges and universities—roughly one in five students—but they fall off the radar of most people working in higher education and are even more invisible in the economic mobility movement. These students are highly motivated—on average they earn higher GPAs than students without children46—but they are ten times less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree within five years47 because of the many hurdles they face and the dearth of resources. Student parents are integral to the problems we’re trying to solve—poverty, racial equity, future of work, economic recovery, education—but our inability to see them makes these problems bigger.

I recently spoke at a conference in Atlanta before a group of higher education leaders working in historically Black colleges across the country. The conference was held at a large Marriott Hotel. Behind the scenes was an intricate operation of hundreds of hotel employees serving lunch, directing guests, cleaning rooms, refilling beverage stations. They were trained to be invisible, to get their jobs done without disrupting events or disturbing guests. The backstage area was right in front of the kitchen door, and as I waited for my turn to take the stage, I watched dozens of workers, mostly Black, Hispanic, and Latino, dressed in perfectly ironed black and white uniforms, going in and out of the kitchen to ensure lunch plates were cleared and coffee cups were filled. The organizers had asked me to speak about student parents and the needed transformations across higher education. I realized that by sitting just outside of the kitchen, I had a front-row seat to a critically important insight. During my talk, I asked the audience to consider that their potential students were not just sitting in high school classrooms somewhere or taking campus tours, they were also right there, working in that hotel, unseen, many of them parents. Despite how close these workers were to the attendees, they might never be seen as college material.

This is our proximity problem. We keep families in poverty close enough to clear our plates and fill our coffee cups but far enough from transformational opportunities that could build their wealth and power. Like the Marriott employees working a college success event, this is not a physical proximity problem. Parents are already close to—and already in—educational spaces. Young mothers and fathers are sitting in high school classrooms where teachers and counselors should be helping them graduate and talking to them about college. Parents of all ages are driving Ubers and pulling the night shifts in factories near college campuses. You can also find them working behind the counters in the dining halls or at the ticket office at stadiums and performing arts buildings on campus. And they’re even racing from one college building to another, trying to get to their next class on time, with little support or validation, forced to leave their full identities as caregivers at the door.

Instead, the proximity issue is relative. Parents with low income are so far from postsecondary opportunities and achievements because of their intersecting identities of being under-resourced individuals, students of color, first-generation college students, and working students, their parenting responsibilities further relegating them to the fringes. They’re not included in conversations around equity and student success because we don’t even factor them into the equation.

We condemn people in poverty for not pursuing an education, but in order to strive for something, you need at least a small hope that it’s within your grasp. When we shut parents out of educational opportunities, ignore their needs, devalue their experiences, treat them as unworthy, withhold support and resources, we make it hard for them to feel like college is possible. And if they even make it into college, is it realistic to think that they will make it through college? More than half of all student parents stop out of college, or temporarily leave their studies, before earning their degree. The financial costs, time demands, and the stigma of not belonging can be overwhelming.48 Although many of these students were systematically shut out of higher education long before becoming parents, the erosion of family-friendly policies in the US has made the path out of poverty—and the hope of a better future for their children—incredibly bleak. Increasing the minimum wage, reinstating and expanding the Child Tax Credit, and establishing universal pre-K would provide immediate relief for mothers and fathers. Free college programs, ongoing emergency aid grants to students, and funding to make colleges more family friendly could help carve a path to college success.

These investments
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