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Strengthening Multiple Pathways to Graduation for Pregnant and Parenting Young Women 

Since 2004, The Brooklyn Young Mothers’ Collective has worked to connect disadvantaged 

young mothers to education and work opportunities. Among the cohort of young mothers 

desiring to transition to college, the experience is often daunting and demoralizing. Doubts about 

college readiness are not unusual for any student transitioning from high school to higher 

education; but these doubts are often exacerbated for students from schools that are part of the 

Multiple Pathways to Graduation portfolio. While it is appreciated that the program has the 

challenging responsibility of academically motivating the most disadvantaged and historically 

disengaged students to graduate high school, oftentimes graduates are no better off economically 

or socially than if they had failed to complete high school altogether.  

In 2007, with much fanfare, the city’s Department of Education (DOE) opted to close the 

Program for Pregnant Students due to its failure to adequately address the academic needs of 

young mothers. However, when the program was dismantled, apart from childcare services, no 

systematic practices were developed by the DOE to ensure that young mothers’ academic needs 

were being met. Without such a system, young mothers continue to have limited access to 

academically rigorous programs. Moreover, based on its programmatic experience, BYMC has 

noted a trend whereby young mothers have gravitated toward the Multiple Pathway program, 

because they have an opportunity to accumulate credits at an accelerated pace. 

BYMC staffs’ interactions with young mothers attending transfer schools evince the 

consequences of the lack of educational rigor, “I feel like there are so many things I should 

know, but I don’t…” said a young mother attending a transfer school said.     

However, the inability of these young women to leverage high school completion to advance 

their post-secondary education and work opportunities hampers their chances to move out of 

poverty. While BYMC is concerned about all students attending schools under Multiple 

Pathways to Graduation, special attention must be paid to ensure that the most disadvantaged 

students – pregnant and parenting young women - attend flexible, supportive, and rigorous 

schools.  In the absence of other systematic support the DOE must increase its efforts to educate 

this population.  

A graduate of a transfer school confided in a BYMC staff member that she was “not ready for 

college,” just before deciding to withdraw from community college a few weeks into her first 

semester.  Tutors at BYMC reported working with an 18-year-old student who had never learned 

fractions. Another student did not know what a thesis statement was. Still others had never 

written essays longer than a few pages.  

The valedictorian of a transfer school was under the impression that Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Abraham Lincoln were colleagues. Now in her second year of community college she continues 
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to express doubt about her academically preparation.  Another student responded to the question, 

“who is John F. Kennedy?” with “the guy from the airport.”  

Without knowledge of major historical events and basic math and reading skills these students 

are at a disadvantage when they make efforts progress to college. As advocates, BYMC’s staff 

knows firsthand the obstacles faced by young mothers as they attempt to access school and the 

frustrations young women experience when they are denied an education that prepares them for 

the future.   

In today’s competitive career climate, a high school diploma is insufficient accreditation for most 

professions. Jobs requiring a high school diploma or less are increasingly being eliminated. This 

trend has only increased since the inception of the current economic crisis. Thus, the recession 

impacts those lacking a college diploma most severely. Moreover, individuals without a college 

diploma earn substantially less over their lifetime than college graduates
1
. Students attending 

schools that do not help students progress toward higher education or skills-based employment 

are confined to a life of unemployment, at worse, or a life of low-wages, at best. This outcome is 

especially detrimental for young parents, who have a more dire need for adequate wages because 

they must support their children. As most of the young mothers with whom BYMC spoke 

conceived of their pregnancy as a “wake-up call” to the importance of education, it is paramount 

that these students are provided with an academically rigorous environment to succeed. 

Chancellor Joel Klein has publicly recognized that there are students who receive high school 

diplomas and lack college-readiness skills, stating: “many students are making an unsettling 

discovery – while they have completed all the requirements for a high school diploma, they find 

themselves unprepared to compete at a college level.” He avers that they are “meeting the 

challenge head-on,” by improving academic rigor and creating partnerships between high 

schools and local colleges
2
. Unfortunately, improvement in the academic quality of transfer 

schools has been far from unilateral.  

Students diverge widely in their academic and social experience in transfer schools. Some 

students demonstrate success at their transfer schools. A young mother we interviewed 

contrasted her mainstream school with her transfer school: “At [my mainstream school] you 

went from one subject to another without really learning it. At [my transfer school] you learn a 

subject, have tests, and then move on.” She found her transfer school to be academically rigorous 

and expedient; however, she emphasized social support as paramount to academic rigor. She 

stressed that, most importantly, the teachers went beyond their role as instructors and became 

mentors who helped her navigate personal problems, such as living in a shelter. When asked 

                                                           
1
 Community Service Society, 2009. 

2
 Klein, 2010. 



3 
 

what makes a good school, she said “a school that gives help to kids when they need it.” She 

sums up her school as, “caring.” This young mothers’ emphasis on the social services provided 

by the transfer schools is indicative of her view of the chief role of the educational system. This 

perspective is reflective of her experience in her transfer school. Transfer schools, like the one 

this young mother attends, often function primarily as social service providers. When schools 

like these act on such a deficit-driven model, the school’s other and more critical role of 

academic instruction erodes.  

Conversely, other young mothers with whom BYMC staff work were dissatisfied with both the 

academics and social support at transfer schools. For example, a BYMC staff member 

accompanied one young mother to a Brooklyn transfer school in hopes of enrolling her. The staff 

member unsuccessfully tried to negotiate with two separate guidance counselors to enroll the 

student. The first counselor simply said, “No, we have to worry about our numbers they are 

closing schools all over the city.”  The counselor had concerns about the student’s previous 

spotty attendance record and its impact on his school. The BYMC staff member asked if she 

could speak with someone else in hopes that person would be able to see the student’s potential. 

In a seemingly “good cop” versus “bad cop” role, the second counselor acted more 

sympathetically, but, ultimately, the meeting ended with the counselor refusing to enroll the 

student, saying, “well, she has a child - she is going to miss days.” As the BYMC staff member 

tried, unsuccessfully, to encourage the student that this was just one of the many schools in 

which she could try to enroll, being turned away proved too disheartening. She did not return to 

any educational program.  

It is a lack of access, not desire, that restricts these students to academically deficient schools. 

The students with whom BYMC spoke articulated the educational setting for which they were 

searching. There was a striking gap between the education they described and the education they 

were currently receiving. Overall, students demonstrated a need for an increased voice and 

prominence in their educational setting. They stated that their ideal school setting would include 

high quality academic instruction, good communication between school staff and students, 

student participation in school environments, and small class-size. These students voiced the 

need for increased self-determination of the content of their education in order to better prepare 

them for their career paths. One student vied for “more of a say” in her school, while another 

wanted the programs to be expanded to include subjects that she cared about, such as art and 

cooking classes. Students expressed concerns that their schooling was not relevant to the needs 

of the real world. Additionally, young mothers have expressed a desire to be more engaged in 

their education. One student described her education as “robot-like,” consisting of copying and 

memorizing information that teachers provide. This instructional method made her feel 

disenfranchised from the learning process.  

New strategies and methods must be implemented in order to effectively engage transfer 

students. Data collection must be improved to better assess school quality. Transfer schools must 

provide social services to their students without sacrificing academic rigor. Diplomas at transfer 
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schools must signify not only the accumulation of the proper number of credits, but the accrual 

of the skills necessary for college success.   

For these young women, dialoging and reflecting created a “therapeutic” space to share 

educational experiences and exchange knowledge. Educational reform must increasingly involve 

the voices of students who depend on the educational system for their success. Based on our 

research, we have identified three broad policy areas to: 

1. Promote data collection of: 

a. student outcomes in alternative schools  

b. tracking young parents 

 

2. Advocate for increased academic rigor by: 

a. improving quality of academic instruction and academic offerings 

b. shifting schools’ focus from early high school completion to 

college readiness skills 

 

3. Provide students and community members with more of a voice in: 

a. assessing quality of instruction 

b. evaluating high school to college transition programs 

BYMC invites you to join us in this conversation and our newly forming taskforce 

focused on exploring these policy areas and recommendations.  
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