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The Leadership Foundation is pleased to present this latest 
series of ‘Stimulus Papers’ which are intended to inform 
thinking, choices and decisions at institutional and system 
levels in UK higher education. The themes addressed 
fall into different clusters including higher education 
leadership, business models for higher education, leading 
the student experience and leadership and equality of 
opportunity in higher education. We hope these papers 
will stimulate discussion and debate, as well as giving an 
insight into some of the new and emerging issues relevant 
to higher education today. 



Contents

1. A review of the research evidence 02

I The relative invisibility of student parents 02

I Student parents in academia: issues and ‘aspirations’ 03

2. Which provisions and interventions are in place at institutional level? 08

I The level of provision available for student parents 08

I The nature of institutional provision 09

3. What can be done by universities? 12

I Should universities support student parents? 12

I How can universities address the needs of student parents? 13

Conclusion 16

Acknowledgements 17

References 18

Endnotes 22

Biography 23



01  Towards the family-friendly university? Research evidence on student parents and implications for higher education policies

Introduction
In the UK, widening participation in higher education has been a policy concern 
for several decades.1 Social divides persist, with gender, class and race key factors 
in terms of entry into higher education and in respect of the subject, level of 
education and type of institution students access.2 Yet, despite its mitigated 
effects, the widening participation agenda has been associated with considerable 
changes in the student population. In particular, many students now have 
some parental responsibilities.3 This socio-demographic shift and the different 
needs and expectations of student parents compared with those of their ‘child-
free’ counterparts give rise to some challenges for university leadership and 
management teams, in a context where the growing presence of this group in 
academia has not been matched by an equivalent policy concern. 

With this context in mind, this briefing paper addresses the following questions:
I What does the evidence available tell us about student parents enrolled on 

university programmes?
I Which provisions and interventions are in place at institutional level?
I What more can be done by universities to address the presence of students 

with dependent children in academia?

To address these questions, this paper draws on a review of the evidence, 
with specific reference to the author’s recent work in this area, funded by the 
Nuffield Foundation as part of its Student Parents and Women’s Education 
programme.4 The paper starts with a review of research on student parents, 
before progressing to an exploration of the provision and policies currently in 
place at an institutional level and how they affect this group. The final section 
considers some of the reasons justifying an intervention in this area and provides 
some recommendations for institutions. Throughout this paper and unless stated 
otherwise, ‘student parent’ means higher education students with dependent 
children for whom they are the main carer, although it is acknowledged that 
some of these students have other caring responsibilities – and so do some of 
their child-free counterparts. 
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A review of the research evidence
The relative invisibility of student parents
As acknowledged in the introduction to this paper, widening participation and 
lifelong learning have represented a focal point for UK higher education policy for 
some time.5 Both New Labour and the Conservative−Liberal Democrat coalition in 
office since 2010 have expressed concern regarding the access of ‘non-traditional’ 
students to higher education provision, although the latter has favoured a ‘social 
mobility’ rhetoric6 over the ‘widening participation’ rhetoric of its predecessor.7

However, the lack of concern for student parents and other student carers has 
remained a constant, although groups where student parents are concentrated 
have sometimes been targeted by policymakers (with, for example, the promotion 
of Access to Higher Education courses encouraging the entry of mature students 
into higher education).8 This pattern of invisibility characterises the national higher 
education policy landscape, with student parents often ignored or only briefly 
mentioned in central government reports and speeches.9 A similar pattern has 
been observed at institutional level, with university documentation and policy texts 
often omitting this group, although some significant variations between institutions 
have been identified10 – a point this paper comes back to in a later section. The 
invisibility of care and carers in academia is further compounded by the fact that the 
Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) does not require that higher education 
institutions (HEIs) collect information on the family circumstances of their student 
population. Indeed, such data collection remains unusual. For example, in Moreau 
and Kerner’s11 study, only one out of the 10 participating HEIs involved did so.
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Student parents in academia: issues and 
‘aspirations’
Student parents’ experiences

From the 1980s onwards, sociologists have explored the relationship between 
education and family life, often with a focus on the experiences of mature 
women, including mothers.12 While the ‘mature student’ category often overlaps 
with the ‘student parent’ category, they also represent two distinct groups: not all 
mature students are parents, and not all student parents qualify as ‘mature.’13 14 It 
is only in the late 2000s that a body of research focusing specifically on student 
parents as a category in its own right started to emerge.

While, as mentioned above, there is no systematic collection on a national 
scale of data regarding students’ family circumstances, the Student Income and 
Expenditure Survey (SIES) sheds light on the level of presence of student parents 
in higher education. According to this source, respectively 8% and 36% of full-
time and part-time students domiciled in England are parents.15 The UK-wide 
National Union of Students (NUS) survey, which covered both the higher and 
further education sectors, and defined student parents as those with at least 
one dependent child up to the age of 18, established that a third of respondents 
had caring responsibilities.16 While the national picture remains rather blurred, 
data from the NUS and the SIES surveys point to the fact that parents represent a 
significant proportion of the student population.

In the absence of national data, the NUS17 survey provides some evidence of the 
socio-demographic characteristics of the student parent population. In particular, 
it shows that while parents enrolled on further and higher education programmes 
represent a very diverse population, they tend to concentrate among ‘non-
traditional’ students, including women, Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) and older 
students. Women represented 87% of the NUS survey participants, while 31% 
were described as BME and 89% were over 25 years of age. In addition, 7% of 
the survey participants were international students, 9% had a disability and 34% 
were living alone with their child(ren) at the time. The same survey identified 
that student parents are also more likely to be from working-class backgrounds 
than the general student population, and to adopt distinctive patterns of study 
compared with their child-free counterparts: for example, they are more likely 
to study part time, to be enrolled on vocational and professional courses and to 
attend their local institution.18 

Research identifies three prevailing sets of issues among this group. A first set are 
time-related. Overall, student parents tend to be ‘time poor’ and often struggle in 
their attempt to reconcile the ‘discordant’ time regimes of academia and family 
life.19 These time issues are further compounded by the fact that many student 
parents undertake paid work, part time or full time.20 The difficulties they face in 
reconciling the demands of being a student and a parent have been related to 
the fact that both academia and the family are ‘greedy institutions’,21 as well as 
task driven rather than time driven.22 
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As one of the student mothers interviewed in Moreau and Kerner’s study23 stated:
 
Studying is kind of bottomless in that you could always do a bit more, you could 
always read a little bit more or do a bit more work and you could always push your 
grades up a little bit more. There is no final point, but yes, I think I’ve had to learn what 
is a good enough point for me, what is a good enough amount of parenting and what 
is a good enough amount of studying and how I am going to make that balance.

These time pressures and multiple commitments often require some skilful 
planning and juggling for student parents, to adjust their academic needs to 
those linked to raising a family. Some students use a third party to support 
them (for example, the services of a nursery or childminder, or the support of a 
partner or other family member). Many cut down on their social life, leisure and 
community involvement. Working during children’s sleep time is also a common 
strategy, leading sometimes to regular sleep deprivation.24 Time-related issues 
have been found to be experienced more acutely by single student parents, who 
cannot rely on the support of another adult in the house, and by women, who 
are usually expected to retain the main responsibility for domestic and care work, 
independently of their other commitments.25

As well as time-related issues, the research literature broadly concurs that 
financial hardship and debt constitute a widespread pattern of student parents’ 
experiences.26 While single and international student parents come from a 
range of socio-economic backgrounds, the literature points to the fact that 
these groups are particularly at risk when it comes to financial hardship.27 If 
the replacement of maintenance grants by a combination of loans and tuition 
fees which has taken place in England since the 1990s applies to all students,28 
student parents are most likely to be affected as their outgoings are usually 
higher compared with those of their child-free counterparts. This is because 
of the costs attached to raising a family, in particular having to pay for some of 
the most expensive childcare provision in the world.29 Furthermore, while some 
student parents engage in paid work (usually out of necessity), their availability 
to generate income is constrained by their existing commitments. However, the 
literature highlights an element of diversity among this group in financial terms: 
the socio-economic circumstances of student parents vary considerably, even 
though, as noted above, they are more likely than their child-free counterparts 
to be from working-class backgrounds.30 The benefits, grants and loans provided 
by the state and by educational institutions can ease the financial burden 
experienced by many student parents, although the level of support provided 
does not always allow them to escape hardship.31 The procedures to access 
financial support can be complex and lengthy, with delays and errors not unheard 
of.32 Student parents also often struggle to gain a clear view of their entitlements 
as they are positioned at the nexus of a range of policies, with their rights in one 
area often affecting their entitlements in another.33 
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A third set of issues, discussed in the literature, relate to student parents’ health and 
general wellbeing. As noted above, sleep deprivation is not unheard of as student 
parents often adopt nocturnal patterns of study.34 More worrying is the fact that 
some studies have identified a high occurrence of depression among this group.35 
Although a range of factors contributes to physical and mental illness, student 
parents often link this with their dual status, as observed in Moreau and Kerner.36 More 
generally, the literature identifies some high levels of stress and anxiety among this 
group, which student parents also relate to their multiple commitments, to their fear 
of not meeting expectations (as parents and as students) and to financial difficulties.37 
Feelings of isolation or of ‘not fitting in’ have been identified as a common pattern 
among ‘non-traditional’ students,38 who are more likely to struggle with meeting 
the cultural norms and demands of higher education.39 It is maybe not so surprising 
that these feelings are also widespread among student parents.40 However, they 
have been shown to vary – overall, those on courses where student parents 
are concentrated (eg nursing, education) are more likely to receive some moral 
support from their peers than those on courses where student parents remain the 
exception. Similarly, the former seem to be in a better position to negotiate university 
requirements with staff than the latter.41 Finally, student parents’ experiences have 
been shown to be often characterised by a sense of guilt. This is likely to derive from 
the fact that this group struggles to fit with the prevalent construction of ‘the mother’ 
(since the huge majority are women), who, in the context of ‘intensive mothering’, 
is expected to invest considerable time and energy in her children.42 Nor do they 
fit with the prevalent construction of the independent learner, child-free, mobile 
and fully available for their studies.43 While nowadays, fathers are also expected 
to get involved in care work, mothers continue to be expected to keep the main 
responsibility for care and domestic matters. This may explain why feelings of guilt 
have less prevalence in student fathers’ narratives compared with student mothers’.44

The three sets of issues described above have implications for individual students 
as well as for HEIs. In particular, they provide an explanation for the low level of 
retention among this group.45 Of the NUS survey participants, 60% have considered 
leaving their course – a figure as high as 65% in the case of lone parents. Qualitative 
studies also point to a high proportion of student parents considering dropping 
out.46 However, the lack of a consistent system of data collection at a national level 
means that it is not possible to know which proportion actually do so. Similarly, 
there is no evidence in the UK that being a student parent will have an effect on 
attainment. A rare case study of student parents’ attainment, conducted in a state-
funded, Venezuela-based university, highlighted that student mothers obtain on 
average lower grades and take much longer to graduate than child-free women 
students, effectively adopting a part-time mode of study in a country where, in 
theory, such provision is not available.47 However, significant differences between 
the Venezuelan and the English higher education systems and welfare states mean 
that, if a similar study were to be conducted in England, findings may widely differ.

While it is likely that the issues discussed above, particularly the lack of time for 
studying,48 affect the attainment and performance of student parents, extant 
research also draws attention to high levels of motivation among this group 
despite the many barriers they are likely to face.49 Children are often a driving 
force, with student parents aspiring to provide them with better living conditions 
or wanting to be an inspiration for them.50 
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However, student parents also mention other motives, such as their own personal, 
intellectual and professional development. More generally, qualitative accounts 
highlight how, for parents, being a student can be a transformative process 
rather than solely an instrumental pursuit to gain a degree and, ultimately, a 
degree-related job. As one participant to Moreau and Kerner’s51 study stated: 
‘It is helping me find my own identity because, you know, I have spent so long 
being Mum, which is like 20-odd years, I have lost my own identity…I was just 
Mum. I didn’t actually know who I was or was not, so it is a definite positive’. While 
this transformative process brings in many benefits (eg, increased confidence), 
it sometimes results in feelings of ‘drifting away’ from one’s community and can 
represent a key factor in relationship break-up, especially when students come 
from a background in which a university education is not perceived as the norm.52

Linking student parents’ experiences with institutional policies

While most research on student parents has focused on the experiential level, 
links have sometimes been established with HEI policies and cultures. As 
highlighted in Moreau and Kerner,53 the absence of university policies specifically 
targeting student parents does not imply that the policies in place at institutional 
level are ‘neutral’ in terms of their effects on the student population. For example, 
the late announcement of timetables, teaching sessions and exams scheduled 
for early morning, late afternoons or at the weekend, and assessment deadlines 
falling just after a school holiday have been shown to have a negative effect on 
student parents as they can conflict with family demands. In their study, Marandet 
and Wainwright54 found that 63% of participants expressed a preference for 
receiving their timetable earlier in the year. In geographical areas where the 
supply of childcare provision does not meet the needs of families, late timetabling 
can also leave student parents struggling to get appropriate childcare.55 These 
issues can also have a financial impact on student parents as well as affecting 
their attendance and, ultimately, their attainment and retention. Similarly, health 
and safety policies often restrict the presence of children on campus (including 
sometimes forbidding their access to the library and to classrooms), ultimately 
reinforcing the view that academia should remain child-free. 

Another example of how seemingly neutral policies and practices can affect 
student parents and their child-free counterparts differently is provided by the 
criteria taken into account to calculate student attendance or to decide upon 
students’ eligibility for mitigating circumstances. Such criteria often ignore 
children’s sickness or a last-minute drop-out in childcare and, as a result, are 
likely to be more detrimental to student parents compared with their child-free 
counterparts.56 Brooks’ comparative study of student parents in England and 
Denmark highlights some significant contrasts between the two countries in 
relation to national cultures as well as to policy intervention at institutional level. 
While the members of staff based in her two English case studies stressed ‘the 
difficulty of accommodating periods when a student-parent might not be able to 
attend classes or submit work because of a breakdown in childcare arrangements 
or the illness of a dependent child’, their Danish counterparts explained ‘how 
there was a legal requirement upon them to offer flexible study packages to 
student-parents, to ensure that they are able to complete their degree in the 
specified period of time.57
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Finally, research on student parents also highlights how work placements 
represent a critical period for the members of this group,58 who tend to 
concentrate on courses with such arrangements in place.59 Changes in the 
daily routine, travelling to a workplace that may be located far away from 
home, and a lack of flexibility in terms of working times have been identified as 
particularly problematic as they clash with family responsibilities.60 In Marandet 
and Wainwright’s61 study, a quarter of participants mentioned that ‘taking part 
in field trips/placements’ was one of the problems they had faced since starting 
their degree. However, the literature also points to some considerable variations 
between and within institutions in terms of how much support student parents 
get in finding a suitable placement.62 
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2. Which provisions and 
interventions are in place at 
institutional level?
The level of provision available for student 
parents
As alluded to in the previous section, there is limited evidence available regarding 
the level and type of support available for student parents in the higher education 
sector in England. In the absence of an accurate picture, Moreau and Kerner’s63 study 
provides some information on the level and type of provision in place in the 10 case 
study institutions in which fieldwork was conducted. Three scenarios characteristic of 
the way HEIs attempt to address the needs of this group were identified. A first scenario 
characterised universities offering no or limited provision to student parents as a group, ie 
with minimal intervention targeting this group, apart from what is available as a result of 
national policies. A second scenario exemplified universities with some specific provision 
in place for this group, such as an on-site nursery. This support was found to make 
a huge difference to student parents, although its effects depended on the specific 
characteristics of the provision – barriers could remain even when such provision was in 
place, for example when a nursery was oversubscribed or students were outpriced. This 
‘add-on’ approach may have been effective, but did not necessarily address the effects 
of generic university policies, sometimes conceived with the needs of the ‘bachelor boy’ 
in mind,64 on ‘non-traditional’ students. In a third scenario, some attempts were made 
to mainstream student parents’ needs into policies. This was found to usually combine 
with some provision specifically targeting student parents or their family (for example, an 
on-site nursery or a holiday play-scheme, usually opened to students’ and staff’s children 
and, sometimes, to the local community). This mainstreaming implied that generic 
policies (or, at least, some of them) were read in the light of how they affected those 
students with responsibility for looking after young children and other dependants.65 

The dearth of data in this area extends to which types of institution provide the 
most extensive provision to student parents. Comparisons between universities 
are also complicated by the fact that most research draws on a single or a small 
number of institutional case studies. However, with these reservations in mind, some 
of the research points to the fact that pre-1992 institutions, particularly the most 
prestigious and financially secure ones, are more likely to be associated with higher 
levels of provision for student parents.66 In the US where, as in the UK, principles of 
marketization and differentiation have been applied to the higher education sector 
for some time, a similar link has been established by Danna Lynch, who noted that 
some of the most elite US universities such as Harvard and Princeton ‘offer expanded 
benefits packages to graduate students with children…as well as sensitivity training for 
faculty’.67 Yet further research is needed and whether the existence of a more extensive 
provision converts into practices that are more family-friendly also needs to be given 
careful consideration. Indeed, in Brooks’68 study, English ‘older university’ was found to 
have more developed provision for student parents compared with English ‘newer 
university’, yet was also characterised by an intense regime of study, short academic 
terms, and a college-based life that could hardly be described as family-friendly. 
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The nature of institutional provision
Childcare provision

A typical mode of providing specific support to student parents and their families 
is for universities to offer some childcare provision. Some universities are endowed 
with one or several on-site nurseries, which can be privately or university-run, 
and a holiday play-scheme group. This provision has been identified as making 
a significant difference to the life of the student parents with small children who 
access it.69 In Moreau and Kerner’s study, two specific aspects of childcare provision 
were highly valued: its quality and its practical benefits, particularly as such provision 
is usually campus based. This also echoes previous research conducted in the US, 
where the development of on-site childcare provision has been used as a strategy to 
increase the retention of student mothers for some time.70

While university childcare provision can be particularly helpful for student parents, the 
literature identifies some key issues. Fees tend to be high, although they vary significantly 
depending on the institution.71 Availability is also restricted: even when university 
nurseries prioritise students over staff and the wider community, they cannot be 
guaranteed a place, particularly if they receive confirmation of a university offer or their 
timetable late in the academic year, when all the places may have already been allocated. 
The latter was a common occurrence in Moreau and Kerner’s72 study, as well as in the 
NUS survey, which identified that over a third of participants had received their timetable 
on or after the first day of term.73 While university nurseries in England are usually more 
suited to the needs of student parents, their flexibility remains relative, in contrast 
with the provision available in some other countries. For example, it is not unusual for 
US institutions to provide their students with access to flexible, subsidised childcare 
provision in the form of on-campus childcare centres with extended opening hours and 
access available at short notice.74 Yet, as in the UK, the availability of childcare provision 
and the nature of the service provided vary significantly between institutions and are 
linked to their status: less than 1% of US-based HEIs in the private for-profit sector provide 
on-campus childcare compared with 48% of state-funded institutions (57% when only 
those institutions providing four-year programmes of study are taken in consideration).75

Financial support for student parents

Another way for England-based HEIs and central government to support student 
parents is through financial support. Entitlements vary considerably as they 
depend on a range of criteria, some related to studying (eg, type of course, mode 
of study), and others to family circumstances and household income. Student 
parents are positioned at the nexus of a range of policy areas and this policy 
landscape is complex and hard to decipher.76 It is then maybe not so surprising 
that extant research points to the fact that student parents wish for more support 
and information, although not just in relation to finance. In Marandet and 
Wainwright’s77 study, ‘information targeted at students with dependent children’ 
represented the most frequent answer given by respondents when asked what 
could improve their experience. In English HEIs, this dearth of information is 
sometimes addressed through the appointment of a childcare coordinator, who 
provides financial advice as well as more general advice to student parents. In the 
US, so called ancillary services are sometimes on offer, providing financial and other 
information as well as a range of resources, such as parenting workshops, referral 
services, counselling, emergency babysitting services and paid maternity leave.78
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As well as being eligible under certain circumstances for benefits (eg, Income 
Support, Housing Benefit or Child Tax Credit) as well as for loans and grants 
open to child-free students, some student parents are eligible for the Childcare 
Grant and the Parents’ Learning Allowance. The Childcare Grant covers the costs 
of childcare for children who are in registered or approved childcare. Full-time 
undergraduate students and postgraduate students on full-time Initial Teacher 
Training (ITT) courses with dependent children are eligible. The grant is means-
tested and covers up to 85% of childcare costs. The Parents’ Learning Allowance 
covers learning-related expenses (eg, the costs of buying books and travelling to 
university) and is available specifically to full-time undergraduate students and 
to full-time postgraduate ITT students with dependent children to help towards 
learning costs. As with the Childcare Grant, the Parents’ Learning Allowance 
is means-tested. There is an equivalent to the Parents’ Learning Allowance for 
full-time students on low income with adult dependants, known as the Adult 
Dependants Grant. 

Access to Learning funds, a national initiative administered at institutional 
level, are not specifically targeted to student parents. However, they are usually 
identified by institutions as a priority group. Unlike the Childcare Grant and 
Parents’ Learning Allowance, Access to Learning funds are accessible to both full-
time and part-time students, undergraduates and postgraduates. Their purpose is 
to provide emergency support to students who cannot cover their living costs, in 
the form of a loan or a grant, depending on the institution. Some institutions may 
also have on offer various forms of hardship fund, for example a summer support 
fund to provide financial support over the summer vacation. In some university 
nurseries, student parents can also benefit from discounted fees, although the 
discount is often minimal.79 In the US, some institutions offer fee vouchers and 
scholarships to student parents to cover childcare costs.80 In Denmark, students 
are entitled to paid maternity or paternity leave on top of their student grant and 
have extensive flexibility in how they use it.81

The level of financial support available to student parents varies considerably 
depending on a range of criteria, including whether the student is enrolled on 
a part-time or full-time programme and is a ‘United Kingdom/European Union’ 
or an ‘international’ student. The level of financial support also varies depending 
on the level of education. Usually, postgraduate students are less likely to receive 
some financial support, although the recipients of a university bursary (in the 
form of a fee waiver and/or a stipend expected to cover living costs) can see a 
significant improvement in their financial situation.
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Other forms of institutional support

The literature identifies two other main forms of formal support provided to 
student parents by their institution. This includes the provision of spaces specifically 
dedicated to this group, for example in the form of family accommodation, 
breastfeeding facilities, changing facilities, or a room only accessible to student 
parents or to mature students (among which, as noted earlier, student parents 
concentrate). Family accommodation, when available, is described by students as 
helpful as it is usually campus based, thus minimising travelling times and often 
facilitating participation in university life. It is usually provided at a lower cost than 
private accommodation.82 Some universities also dedicate a specific section of their 
website to this group, for example including some information on possible sources 
of support at institutional, local and national levels. In some cases, students are 
encouraged by their university to create their own support group, in the form of 
meetings or family-oriented events, or an online group.

However, the literature also identifies some issues with this provision. According to 
the NUS survey, 30% of institutions offer some form of family accommodation and 
family accommodation represents only 0.7% of student accommodation.83 Even 
though only 8% of student parents move away to study, the housing supply does 
not meet the needs of this group.84 Some of the student parents who use this type 
of accommodation have also claimed that it has not always been designed with 
the needs of a family in mind.85 While student parents tend to study at their local 
university and thus may not need to seek accommodation, international students 
have been found to be particularly interested in family accommodation, possibly 
because they are more likely to have travelled from far away to join their university, but 
as well because they are usually not eligible for most of the financial support available 
to UK and other European students.86 In relation to support groups, student parents, 
particularly single and international ones, show great appreciation of opportunities for 
meeting with other students, and evidence suggests that it helps to break the sense 
of isolation often experienced by these groups.87 However, the literature reports some 
attendance issues, possibly generated by their lack of availability.88

As identified in Moreau and Kerner,89 most of this support draws on an add-on 
approach, in which the needs of student parents are addressed through the 
development of specific provision. Although this approach appears less developed, 
some universities also adopt a mainstreaming approach, consisting of reviewing 
their generic policies (such as timetabling, health and safety, and attendance 
policies) on the basis of how they affect students with caring responsibilities. 
While this approach has been adopted by some institutions, it does not, however, 
constitute the prevailing approach, unsurprisingly considering the dearth of data on 
this group and the related lack of awareness about them among university staff.90
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3. What can be done by 
universities?
Should universities support student 
parents?
Currently, many universities only provide some limited support to student parents. 
This is a view shared by student parents themselves, many of whom wish for further 
support.91 In their single-institution survey, Marandet and Wainwright92 found that 
88% of respondents thought more could be done to support student parents 
(only 3% of respondents disagreed with this statement). Similarly, the NUS research 
found that 59% of the further and higher education participants in their study did 
not feel supported by their institution.93 Although some universities seem to go to 
considerable lengths to support student parents, this questions whether the efforts 
made at national and institutional levels in attracting ‘non-traditional’ students (such 
as student parents) in higher education have been matched by similar efforts once 
these students have entered academia.

Several arguments supporting a policy intervention around student parents can 
be identified and, indeed, have been put forward by institutions to justify the 
development of an intervention.94 First and foremost, addressing the needs of 
student parents constitutes a social justice matter, in a country in which equal 
opportunities have been identified as a key concern and are enshrined in the 
law. The current association between academic excellence and the child-free 
student evidenced in the literature, and the related invisibility of student parents 
in academia95 mean that universities are more likely to address the needs of child-
free students. In addition, the diversity of provision across institutions raises some 
equality concerns in terms of consistency of support to student parents between 
and within institutions. In this respect, the research shows how variable staff 
attitudes towards this group are.96 Related to this is the fact that, when dependent 
on a particular member of staff, support becomes contingent and its continuity 
uncertain. Finally, the invisibility and lack of reward associated with care work in 
academic cultures raise further equality issues for staff and have some gendered 
implications in the light of the cultural association between women and care work, 
in higher education and in other spheres of society.97

Second, the view that the issues faced by student parents are outside the remit of 
institutions often prevails among university staff.98 While the composition of higher 
education sector has considerably changed, the linking of the scholar and of the 
learner with the figure of the White, middle-class and ‘unencumbered’ male may 
have lost prevalence, yet has not completely disappeared.99 However, despite the 
positioning of care and carers (including student parents) outside or at the margins 
of academia, the literature shows how the issues faced by student parents are 
compounded by university cultures and policies which are, rather than neutral,100 
geared towards child-free students. As a result, it seems that universities may be 
legitimately expected to review their policies and practices to tackle any negative 
effects on student parents. 
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Third, some universities have put forward a business case to support an intervention 
around student parents. While it is acknowledged that the ‘subordination of 
education to economic imperatives’ relies on a narrow conception of learning 
processes,101 this view does not imply that a business rationale should be 
completely dismissed. The current context for the higher education sector is 
challenging and uncertain, as funding dries up and as students’ expectations are 
presumably changing as a result of the introduction of a new fee regime. Yet, in 
the context of an increasingly competitive and differentiated higher education 
market, addressing the needs of student parents can be beneficial to universities as 
it may help to attract and retain a group of dedicated students and, more generally, 
improve the quality of their experiences. For example, in Moreau and Kerner’s102 
study, it was found that having an on-site nursery played a key role in student 
parents’ decision to apply to a specific university. In the US, institutional childcare 
grants, maternity and paternity leave, and subsidised childcare programmes have 
long been seen by some institutions as a way to attract the most talented students 
and to destigmatise care and carers in academia.103 In a competitive higher 
education market, promoting a positive and family-friendly image may also attract 
longer term and wider benefits at institutional and sector level, as the children 
of student parents become students themselves, as some student parents may 
consider a career in academia, and as university staff who are parents may also 
benefit from the arrangements in place.  

Last, a legal case can be made for policy intervention. While anti-discrimination 
laws have been in place for several decades in England, students have for a long 
time remained relatively unprotected in comparison with workers. By making 
‘pregnancy and maternity’ a ‘protected characteristic’, the Equality Act 2010, which 
applies to all users of public services (and thus to students) makes it clear that 
universities should not discriminate against expecting students, new parents 
or their partners. Moreover, since most student parents are women and since 
gender constitutes another ‘protected characteristic’ under the Equality Act, 
less favourable treatment of student parents may represent a case of indirect 
discrimination. There are, however, limits to how much change can be brought on 
by equality legislation if changes in the law are not associated with an appropriate 
level of resources and a deeper cultural shift in terms of practices and attitudes.104

How can universities address the needs of 
student parents?
Considering the various layers of policy that have an effect on student parents’ 
experiences, a multi-level intervention is likely to be necessary to improve the situation 
of this group. However, this briefing paper focuses on the institutional level and so do 
the recommendations. The general recommendations that follow should be read in 
conjunction with the more specific ones made in recent reports on this group.105

As well as the need for further research exploring student parents’ experiences, 
their needs and how national and institutional policies affect this group, a first 
step would be for HESA to require that universities collect data on students’ family 
circumstances. This would allow the quantification of student parents’ presence in 
higher education, nationally and at the level of each institution. 
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A clearer picture would then emerge, especially if these data were to be intersected 
with other data such as, for example, gender, ethnicity, social class, disability or 
mode of study. Since HESA already requests that institutions collect similar data, this 
would only represent a small effort, associated in all likeliness with great effects in 
terms of generating a clearer picture of who and where student parents are in the 
higher education system. Consultations with universities and other regions that have 
already elected to collect such data (eg, Northern Ireland, where this is a requirement 
to comply with equal opportunities monitoring) would represent a helpful 
prerequisite, to anticipate any issues related to this process. Universities should also 
be encouraged to develop their own surveys of student parents and other student 
carers to gain a view of who they are and what their needs are. Indeed, as previously 
noted, student parents represent a very diverse group,106 and different types of 
student parent will be enrolled in different kinds of institutions. Furthermore, at the 
institutional level, the invisibility of student parents could be addressed by ensuring 
that university documentation (eg, policy statements and marketing material) does 
not solely associate being a student with being White, male, middle-class and child-
free and instead references a variety of students and lifestyles. 

To tackle the invisibility of student parents and the stereotypes attached to this 
group, HEIs may consider ways of raising awareness among staff. Research shows 
that staff, including those working in support services, have variable levels of 
awareness regarding the presence of this group in their institution and can be 
oblivious of the implications of the Equality Act 2010.107 This could be achieved 
through the dissemination of research and national and institutional data to staff 
based in student services, as well as to academic staff who work with students 
on a daily basis and are often unaware of the issues faced by this group, and to 
those in senior management roles who are in a position to develop and influence 
institutional policies. Guidelines could be developed, either at sector-wide or 
institutional level, and broadly disseminated through staff starter packs or through 
training, for example as part of the equality and diversity training that forms a part of 
staff induction programmes. The Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) has produced some 
guidelines to help HEIs to address the Act’s implications in terms of their policies 
and practices,108 of which staff could be made aware. A challenge will be to reach 
staff working in services that have been outsourced to private companies,109 and 
consultations with their employer should take place to ensure they have access to 
the relevant information.

Universities that have not yet done so should consider developing a specific policy 
regarding student parents and other carers. However, to take into account the 
needs of the university-specific population, they may want to do so in consultation 
with students. This could involve working with the students’ union and with course 
representatives, particularly for courses where student parents concentrate, although 
not only these since student parents who are in a minority on their course can feel 
particularly isolated.110 As well as including some of the specific provision discussed 
earlier in this paper, universities may consider mainstreaming their policies, ie 
reviewing existing and new policies on the basis of how they affect students with 
different family circumstances. Indeed, previous research shows that student parents’ 
experiences are affected by policies that target them specifically as well as by more 
generic university policies. 
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Examples have been drawn in this report on how timetabling and health 
and safety policies can considerably alienate this group and complicate their 
experiences. 

While the awareness of all staff and the mainstreaming of care and carers 
into policies should be encouraged, there is also a well-known effect of 
mainstreaming which is that, under certain circumstances, the topic of concern 
can slip off the agenda. To ensure this does not happen, a member of staff (for 
example, a diversity and equality officer) could take responsibility for this policy 
area, although the implementation of the policy should be a concern for all staff. 
The establishment of a working group, coordinated by this particular member 
of staff and involving a range of staff and students, would also be helpful to 
ensure that the policy becomes integrated in all aspects of university life. This 
would also mean that students are less reluctant to ask for help; with support 
becoming more integrated and ‘normalised’, seeking support would become 
destigmatised.111 
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Conclusion
The overall ambition of this paper has been to provide some research-informed 
insight to higher education leaders, managers and governors on student parents 
and to support informed choices in this area. More specifically, it reflected on 
what is known about student parents, considering a range of interventions in this 
area, and provided some recommendations in terms of what could be done to 
address the challenges faced by student parents and to foster the development 
of more family-friendly academic cultures. 

Despite the ongoing association between academic excellence and the White, 
male, middle-class and ‘unencumbered’ student,112 the student population, in 
England as in other Western countries, has considerably diversified. Student 
parents now represent a significant proportion of the higher education 
population. There is mixed evidence regarding how the experiences of student 
parents may evolve over time in the absence of a significant policy and cultural 
shift. According to the NUS survey, ongoing trends in education and welfare 
policies are detrimental to student parents,113 something also suggested by 
the recent closures of many university-run childcare facilities and by cuts to 
programmes such as Access to Learning funds. Other studies point to the fact 
that women and children are negatively affected by the ongoing policy of 
austerity.114 However, other measures appear favourable to student parents, such 
as the introduction of the Nursery Education Fund (NEF), which entitles three- 
and four-year-olds to 15 hours of free childcare, 38 weeks a year.

As highlighted in this briefing paper, in many institutions student parents 
continue to be expected to fit into the mould of the ‘traditional’ student despite 
the fact that care permeates students’ experiences. Ultimately, this can affect the 
satisfaction, attainment and retention of the student parent population. If we are 
to put students ‘at the heart of the system’115 and to challenge what has been 
described as a culture of ‘carelessness’, ensuring that student parents feel included 
in university cultures and that their needs are addressed, rather than simply 
attracting them into higher education, represents an opportunity and a necessity 
for all institutions. This is also a timely endeavour as HEIs are increasingly a key 
focus level for policymaking. 
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Endnotes
1.  The NUS research was conducted in 2007−08. The findings are mostly based on a survey of 2,167 student 

parents. In addition, 10 focus groups were conducted with student parents, and 17 student advisers, 
academics and campaigners were interviewed. While the data presented in the NUS report is not 
disaggregated by sector, 88% of the survey participants were based in a higher education institution, with the 
remaining 12% enrolled in a further education college.
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