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Is the Pursuit of Higher Education an Attainable Goal for Teenage Mothers?

The Phenomenological Experiences of African American Women

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the decision-making processes
African American single mothers undergo when deciding whether or not to pursue higher
education after high school graduation. Current statistics show that a low percentage of African
American single mothers enroll and graduate from college. This study examined different
psychological, family, and social factors that may influence African American single mother’s
pursuit of higher education. The primary researcher is an African American single mother
currently in her junior year at a major university in the southwest of the United States.
Therefore, this topic is of particular interest as she attempts to understand the experiences that
other African American single mothers have in relation to higher education. It is hypothesized
that African American single mothers with at least one child are more likely not to attend college
because of the lack of and access to the necessary resources one must have to sustain a college
education. For example, financial aid, day care, and family and social support are often scarce.
In addition, there may be family and sociocultural barriers affecting African American single
mother’s ability to attend college. Given the lack of research studies specifically addressing this
topic, this study makes a contribution to the body of literature in the areas of African American
families and higher education attainment.
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Background

Problems with high rates of teenage pregnancy in the United States is not a new trend.
Unfortunately, with the birth of a child there are hardships and obstacles the teenage mother is
bound to face. The most dramatic effect is often on the young mother’s ability to continue her
education, not only being able to make it through high school, but also her ability to obtain
higher education. This is of particular concern because increasingly higher education is a
necessity in one’s potential for obtaining and securing a job. There have been numerous studies
linking early childbearing to a decrease in the number of years of education a young woman will
complete and some even take into account other background characteristics. For instance, a
study conducted by Kumazawa and Seeborg (1996) revealed that there is "the strong influence
that both 'resources' and 'time' related inputs have on respondents’ educational attainment." In
essence they are referring to the fact that background characteristics, such as poverty, access to
education, and mother's educational attainment significantly impact women’s education
attainment. Another pertinent factor is the timing of the first child, which can have dramatic
effects on future educational attainment. In a study conducted by Waite and Moore (1978) using
data collected in the 1968 to 1972 National Longitudinal Survey of Young Women, it was found
that the younger a female is when she takes on the responsibilities of motherhood, the less
education she tends to complete. One study, however, found more promising results. Gray and
Ramsey found that proactive interventions may help one's possibilities of graduating from high
school. This study found that out of the eight women in the experimental treatment group, seven
graduated from high school as compared to only one mother in the control group. Therefore,
early intervention programs appear to have a positive effect the educational attainment of young
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