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Campus Child Care Declining  
Even As Growing Numbers of Parents Attend College  

  

Affordable, reliable child care is a crucial support for the 4.8 million college students raising dependent 

children, but is often tough to find. High child care costs, difficulty obtaining subsidies, and scheduling 

challenges often create significant obstacles for student parents, and may contribute to their relatively low 

rates of college completion.1 Postsecondary systems can play an important role in promoting college 

success by helping student parents locate and pay for the child care they need to succeed in school.2  

 

Despite the growing number of postsecondary students with children, campus-based child care has been 

declining in recent years. The proportion of community colleges with child care on campus declined from 

a high of 53 percent in 2003-2004, to 46 percent in 2013. In public 4-year institutions, the proportion of 

campuses with child care decreased from 54 to 51 percent from 2002 to 2013 (Figure 1).3  

 

Figure 1: Campus Child Care Declining in the U.S., Especially in  
Community Colleges         

 

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).  

 

In 2011, 26 percent of all postsecondary students in the United States, or 4.8 million students, were 

parents of dependent children.4 From 1995 to 2011, the number of student parents increased by more than 

1.6 million (50 percent; Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: The Number of Parents in College is Growing 

 
Source: IWPR analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).  
 

Nearly half (45 percent) of all students with children in the United States attend public 2-year institutions 

while 16 percent attend public 4-year schools (Figure 3).5 Campus child care has decreased most 

dramatically at community colleges, with less than half of all 2-year campuses offering campus child care 

services as of 2013 (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 3: Largest Share of Student Parents Attend Community Colleges 

 
Note: There are 371,207 student parents that fall into the “other or more than one institution” category, which includes public 

less-than-2-year institutions, private less-than-4-year institutions, and more than one institution. 

Source: IWPR analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).  

 

Despite increasing numbers of students with children, federal funding for campus child care through the 

Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) grant program has remained essentially 

4,822,747

2,000,000

3,000,000

4,000,000

5,000,000

1995 1999 2003 2007 2011

Student parents as a percentage of fall enrollment, 1999-2011

44.5%

15.6%

7.4%

24.7%

7.7%

Distribution of Student Parents by Institution Type, 2011

For-profit
colleges

Private not-for-
profit 4-year 
colleges

Public 2-year
colleges

Other or more than 
one institution

Public 4-year 
colleges



3 

 

unchanged in recent years (Figure 4). CCAMPIS seeks to support the participation of low-income parents 

in postsecondary education through the provision of child care. Campuses use these funds in a variety of 

ways, including to establish and expand campus-based child care and to provide students with subsidies 

for child care services.6 CCAMPIS funding peaked in 2001 (at $25 million) and declined significantly in 

2003. Since then annual funding for the program has remained at approximately $15 to $16 million 

(Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4: Federal Campus Child Care Funding Stagnant  

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education. 2014. “Funding Status.” <http://www2.ed.gov/programs/campisp/funding.html> 

(accessed July 23, 2014). 

 

Child care can be prohibitively expensive for many families, especially those with low-incomes. Low-

income families with children under 15 spend, on average, 40 percent of their average monthly income on 

child care, whereas their higher-income counterparts spend between 7 and 13 percent on child care.7 In all 

50 states, the average annual cost of center-based infant care (for children less than one year old), which 

ranges from $4,863 in Mississippi to $16,430 in Massachusetts, exceeds the average fees and tuition of a 

4-year public university in 31 states and the District of Columbia.8  

 

Federally-funded child care subsidies could help alleviate child care costs, yet they are limited and 

inaccessible to many families who need them. In 2009 (the most recent year for which federal estimates of 

child care eligibility and receipt are available), only 18 percent (2.5 million) of the 13.8 million federally-

eligible children received subsidized care.9 As of 2014, 18 states had waiting lists or had frozen intake for 

families applying for assistance.10 In addition, eligibility requirements can make it difficult for college 

students to access subsidies. While 47 states allow parents engaged in postsecondary education or training 

to be eligible to receive child care assistance through the Child Care Development Fund (CCDF), many 

states limit eligibility by requiring parents to work while in school or training, requiring them to be in 

education or training for a minimum number of hours (e.g. at least 20 hours a week), or imposing time 

limits on education and training (e.g. 20months to 40 months).11 Such restrictions can threaten parents’ 

ability to succeed in postsecondary education and training. 

 

Student parents often rely on family members or friends for care, which suggests that those without such 

family supports may not have the option to enroll in college. A 2014 Institute for Women’s Policy 

Research (IWPR) survey of female community college students in Mississippi found that respondents 

with dependent children most often receive child care from the child’s grandparents or other relatives (65 
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percent), neighbors and friends (21 percent), the children’s older siblings (13 percent), and some have 

their children take care of themselves (17 percent).12 Fourteen percent use either on- or off-campus center-

based care. More than three-quarters of parents in the IWPR survey relying on grandparents or other 

relatives for child care (77 percent) say they do not pay for this care, and nearly half (47 percent) of 

respondents with children aged 10 and under said they strongly agree or agree that they cannot get the 

kind of quality child care they want for their child or children because it is too expensive.13 

 

Care for dependents can take up a significant amount of student parents’ time, which can threaten their 

ability to persist in college. Twenty eight percent of female community college students report spending 

30 hours or more providing dependent care, and thirty percent say that caring for dependents is likely or 

very likely to cause them to withdraw from class or from college altogether.14 IWPR’s survey of female 

Mississippi community college students found that 24 percent of student parent survey participants had 

taken time off from school because of insufficient child care.15 Improving access to child care for students 

with children would be likely to contribute to increasing college persistence and degree attainment among 

low-income adults. College campuses overall should play a more active role in helping to meet the child 

care needs of students with children. 
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