
Foreword

When Ralph Nesson first approached me about becom-
ing the founding Board President of the Arkansas Single
Parent Scholarship Program, I had to think hard about the
wisdom of taking on any additional responsibilities. At the
time, in 1989, I was First Lady of Arkansas, had a busy pri-
vate law practice, was rearing a young child, and already
had extensive community commitments. However, the
more I thought about the daily desperation facing so many
young parents, the more convinced I became of the enor-
mous potential this program had for dealing with that des-
peration in a practical, productive, and lasting way. And
my dear friend, Professor Diane Blair, convinced me we
had to try to expand the program’s reach and success.

Eleven years later, now that over six thousand scholar-
ships have been awarded through this program to single
parents whose lives have been transformed permanently
for the better, I am very grateful I was given an opportu-
nity to help bring this program to life. I hope this book will
inform and inspire many others, who will then replicate
the program in their own states and communities.

The goal of the Single Parent Scholarship Fund is to as-
sist poor single parents to complete the higher education
which is indispensable for skilled employment and family
economic security in today’s world. Even the most ambi-
tious and determined of single parents often finds herself or
himself struggling against an array of discouraging factors:
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the high cost of tuition and books; the scarcity and expense
of good day care; the absence of extended family or friends
to provide backup day care and emotional support; the lack
of reliable transportation; the lack of information about
available scholarships and other assistance. No wonder so
many become discouraged, and the downhill spiral begins.

The Single Parent Scholarship Program begins by direct-
ing recipients toward every form of tuition and scholarship
assistance available for post-secondary education. It pro-
vides guidance toward all public and private assistance,
everything from housing to health care, for which recipi-
ents and their children may be eligible. Recipients are of-
fered mentoring by knowledgeable and responsible adults
in their communities. And then the scholarship itself is
awarded, usually $500 per semester for those who are
making good progress toward graduation. That amount
may seem negligible to some, but in fact it often provides
the indispensable margin between success and failure.

The uses of that money are as varied as the lives of the
individuals involved—everything from child care to car re-
pairs, school shoes to utility bills. One woman memorably
recounted for me how she had been unable, prior to the
Single Parent Scholarship, to take certain courses necessary
for her degree because of the laboratory fees involved and
the cost of a lab coat, essential expenses simply not covered
by her tuition assistance. Another woman was able to pur-
chase automobile insurance, another bought two new tires
for her car, without which these women were literally im-
mobilized. It is the flexibility in the use of the money that
makes it so valuable to scholarship recipients, not only for
its monetary worth but for its symbolic meaning. Many
scholarship recipients tell us that simply knowing that
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others had enough confidence in them to invest in their
lives and trust their judgment was a powerful and uplifting
agent for change.

Scholarship recipients have told me that often the big-
gest beneficiaries of the scholarship are their children, who,
watching their moms taking their schooling so seriously,
become much better students themselves. One woman re-
lated that she was on the verge of dropping out of college,
worried that the sacrifices she was asking of her children
were just too weighty; but her son’s schoolteacher told her,
“Don’t you dare drop out. Not a day goes by that your son
doesn’t brag to his classmates that his Mom’s going to be an
engineer.”

The stories of degrees earned, good jobs obtained, chil-
dren’s lives immeasurably improved are an endless source
of gratification to the volunteers and contributors who
have brought this program to maturity all across Arkansas.
However, the evidence of this program’s success is much
more than anecdotal. At this writing, forty-eight counties
are represented by Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship
Fund affiliates; and an extensive follow-up survey con-
ducted in 1997 indicated that 69 percent of graduates were
employed at higher than poverty-level wages.

And what better evidence of this program’s effectiveness
could there be than the fact that the author of this volume,
Lori Holyfield, herself one of the program’s first scholarship
recipients, used the funds to earn a degree from the Uni-
versity of Arkansas, went on to secure a Ph.D., and is now
a member of the University of Arkansas faculty. I know
Lori shares my hopes that the information provided in her
book will be used by many others, to establish Single Par-
ent Scholarship Funds in their own communities.
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There is no reason that this wonderful idea can’t work
in places beyond Arkansas. Local businesses, foundations,
churches, civic organizations, and private citizens can join
together to form their own scholarship funds and their
own committees, designed to help single parents in their
communities lift themselves and their families out of pov-
erty on a permanent basis. The investment is minimal. But
the rewards for the recipient, their communities, and all
those who become involved, are rich indeed.

Hillary Rodham Clinton

xii Foreword



Preface

While teaching introductory sociology to students from
a variety of backgrounds, I have become convinced that
popular opinion greatly inflates the power of the individ-
ual. This celebration of the American notion of “rags to
riches” comes to us at a high cost. As we focus on the ideal
of individualism, we often forget that community is essen-
tial to these efforts. Community-sponsored programs that
foster education, health, and well-being are now necessary
to compensate for widespread cuts in federal programs
such as welfare. Moreover, we often gasp at the mere sug-
gestion that community might be obligated to aid in this
process as more and more of America’s children slip
through the safety net and into poverty.

Perhaps it seems odd that one would write a book about
the beneficiaries of a program that provides just a few hun-
dred dollars in scholarship support. After all, the soaring
costs of education will require a much larger financial base
than what the Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship Fund
(ASPSF) can offer. Indeed, when I first began this project
some of my colleagues were skeptical. They asked, “How
can a few hundred dollars make such a big difference?” My
response was typically, “Because this particular scholarship
is rich in symbolism.” For most poor single mothers, just
the opportunity to obtain a post-secondary education is an
empowering first step in their journey toward indepen-
dence. “Imagine being someone for whom opportunities
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have been blocked all your life,” I would tell them, “and an
organization from your own community—not the federal
government, not the state, not some nameless corpora-
tion—but people from your own community have stepped
up to say, ‘We believe in you.’” I would add, “Remember
it’s a scholarship, not a hand-out.” For many scholarship
recipients, myself included, it was as if members of our
community had managed to clear for us a small path to
self-sufficiency. We had to walk those paths on our own,
no doubt, but we did it with their financial and moral sup-
port.

My intention in writing this book is twofold. First, I
want to shed light on the real lives of single parent families.
Second, I hope to encourage readers to consider establish-
ing a Single Parent Scholarship Fund in their own commu-
nity.

It is also my hope that this book will not become one of
those dusty relics that we place high on our bookshelves
and only take down occasionally to remind ourselves of the
numbing statistics surrounding poverty in the United
States. The stories I am about to share with you belong to
single mothers throughout Arkansas. They echo the stories
of single parents across this country: single moms who
struggle, hope, and dream of self-sufficiency.

Of the approximately 14 million single parent house-
holds in the United States, about two million are currently
single father headed families. I interviewed three single fa-
thers in the early stages of research and found that their
struggles were in some ways similar to those of women.
However, while the Scholarship is made available to both
single moms and dads, over 99 percent of the beneficiaries
are women. Because of the small number of fathers avail-
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able for the study and the unique problems single mothers
face, for the purpose of this book I chose to focus specifi-
cally upon the women, their families, and their struggles.

The women you will meet in this book are just a few of
the millions of single parents who understand that raising
children in the face of poverty is a huge task, no matter the
individual circumstances. The difference, however, is that
for many of the women in this book, the likelihood of ex-
periencing a life free of welfare dependency has been
greatly enhanced by a little-known program titled the
Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship Fund.

The research that led to the writing of this book began
in the spring of 1999. My meetings with the women who
participated in this project were not by chance; I knew be-
fore I met them that their stories were also my own. As
both a sociologist interested in poverty and an early bene-
ficiary of the Scholarship, I wanted to know if obtaining an
education was as much a life-changing event for others as
it was for me.

In May of 1999 I received a small grant to study the his-
tories of women who had participated in the Scholarship
Fund and to examine what barriers they faced in obtaining
their education. The funding allowed me to hire two grad-
uate students for summer research and to travel through-
out Arkansas and conduct in-depth interviews with former
Scholarship recipients.

Various county affiliates of the Scholarship Fund pro-
vided the names of both current and former recipients. The
research took place in two phases: phase one included in-
terviews with those who had graduated from a postsec-
ondary institution and were now employed, and phase two
included those who dropped out of school and were no
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longer receiving the scholarship. The second phase was
completed in the fall of 2000.

With the aid of graduate students, fifty-three individuals
were interviewed for the project. Each was given a pseu-
donym. Some interviews were conducted in the homes of
former recipients, some in restaurants, and some took
place in work settings. Without exception, each woman
was willing to share her experiences, both good and bad.
Forty-one single mothers were asked to describe their
journeys and to identify the most important barriers faced
by single parents today. Many of their stories will be pre-
sented throughout the book. We asked them about being
poor and of the struggles they faced. We asked about their
dreams for the future and how obtaining an education has
changed those dreams over time. We asked about their ex-
pectations for their children and what they believe the fu-
ture now holds.

Many of the women are now finished with their educa-
tions and are gainfully employed at wages well above
poverty level. What do they identify as the most important
ingredients for success? Were the benefits worth the strug-
gle? Do they look back on their experiences in similar or
different ways, and what advice would they give to other
single parents?

Even though the graduation rate is remarkable for those
who receive the scholarships (an average of 70 percent
throughout fifty-five participating counties), a significant
number of single parents do drop out of school. I spoke to
twelve of them to better understand the barriers they en-
countered. I wanted to hear their stories and learn whether
their situations were similar to or different from those who
graduated. What were some of the conditions they faced
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while attending school and how did those affect their
choices? Were there ways that nonprofit organizations
such as ASPSF could help prevent the conditions that led
to dropping out?

The first five chapters comprise an attempt to weave to-
gether the statistical data with the actual lived experiences
of single mothers and their children. The Introduction ex-
plains something of my own family’s journey out of pov-
erty and the role of the Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship
Fund in that journey. Chapter 1 begins with just a few of
the “before” and “after” narratives of women who have
benefited from obtaining their education. Chapter 1 also
addresses the issue of poverty, providing a broader context
for the issue of welfare and its relationship to the single
parent family.

In these five chapters, the voices of the women who
participated in this project are interwoven to demonstrate
how policies and moral rhetoric impact their lives and the
lives of their children. Chapters 1 and 2 both document the
barriers single parents face. Chapter 2 outlines welfare re-
form and policy. It discusses the implications for single par-
ent families attempting to gain their education under cur-
rent law. Chapter 3 examines the myths and images single
mothers confront and the social stigma they have experi-
enced in their sometimes long journey out of poverty.

Chapter 4 addresses education and mobility. In this
chapter, I draw upon sociological analysis of our “creden-
tialized” society and review the impact education has upon
social mobility as well as its limitations. Also included is a
discussion of the implications education has for the chil-
dren of single parent families. Chapter 5 draws upon the
voices of single mothers again, who explain the obstacles
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that led them to drop out or the benefits education has
brought them.

Combined, Chapters 6 and 7 provide a framework that
may be used by readers from other states as they attempt
to influence policy and establish similar programs. Chapter
6 documents the philosophy and organizational structure
behind the Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship Fund, and
highlights the power of giving and the importance it holds
for donors and volunteers as well. It is intended to provide
readers with suggestions for implementing a grassroots
scholarship fund and strategies for building an advisory
board, raising donations, and building an endowment.
Chapter 7 discusses policy suggestions that could help re-
duce poverty among single parent families and facilitate
their greater participation in post-secondary education. It
returns to the specific reasons single parent scholarships
are so needed, not just in Arkansas but throughout the
country. Appendix A provides the constitution and bylaws
of the Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship Fund, and Ap-
pendix B contains a list of nonprofit resources for those
readers interested in establishing a scholarship or similar
program.
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Introduction

Megan was five when she and I moved to our small
rent-supported house on Pettigrew Street. Her father and I
had divorced when she was two, and contact between
them was infrequent until she reached the age of twelve
and he reached sobriety. Technically it would be incorrect
to say we lived on the “other side” of the tracks, but we
were one block from them—close enough by most stan-
dards. Our house was on the corner of a dead-end street
that served as the entrance to a local factory. It was not ex-
actly a quiet neighborhood. The workers arrived a little be-
fore 6:00 A.M. and apparently dislodged their mufflers just
before turning onto our street, as if to say, “We’re here,
we’re loud, get used to it!” We never did.

It was a small frame house with two tiny bedrooms. The
house had a stench to it when we moved in, a mixture of
Pine-Sol and roach spray, that we were never able to get rid
of. Its windows were perpetually fogged from the gases re-
leased between the double panes. It felt like Christmas
year-round until a friend explained that it meant the insu-
lation was no longer working. Megan and I made cut-out
snowflakes and pasted them to the windows anyway.

The house did have its amusing features. A furnace, the
type that stretches from the floor to the ceiling, was located
in the living room on the wall between our bedrooms.
Both Megan and I were sure it was haunted. When the
thermostat kicked in, flames would burst out several inches
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from the bottom. Sometimes we tip-toed past it just to see
if we might outsmart the fiery demon. It was, after all, our
first home since the divorce that did not have wood heat
and did not require stoking in the middle of the night.
Although we did not own a lawn mower, we at least had a
small patch of lawn, which was a far cry better than the al-
ternative, a housing authority apartment.

Megan’s birthday fell in October, making her too young
to enroll in first grade that year. But she was too old to at-
tend another year of Head Start, so I enrolled her in a pri-
vate nursery school a few blocks away from our home and
paid almost one-third of my paycheck to keep her there.
There may have been assistance for child care, but I was a
full-time worker and did not receive AFDC (Aid to Families
with Dependent Children). If I was eligible for assistance, I
never knew it. Besides, I felt humiliated enough every time
I paid the rent, or bought groceries with the small allot-
ment of food stamps we received. I dreaded the disapprov-
ing glances at the check-out counter, and imagined people
watching to see if I really drove a Cadillac. I paid the child
care expenses myself, and we held on as best we could.

I tried several things to keep Megan and myself afloat
after the divorce. I waited tables, stocked produce, worked
the graveyard shift in a factory, played in an R&B band, and
washed windows on weekends. Still, by 1982 I had run out
of options and decided to try construction work. This was,
after all, “man’s” work and was sure to pay better than
what I had been earning. And with only a ninth-grade ed-
ucation, I knew this was probably the best I could do. I
worked on bridges, tied steel, and finished concrete, but
remained a “laborer” (a nicer term for the lowest-paid
worker).
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I wanted more for Megan and myself but couldn’t get
there, not without an education. And no matter how hard
I was willing to work, Megan and I barely remained afloat.
We never had a telephone; that would have been a luxury.
I paid the bills in a sporadic fashion, the light bill one
month, the gas and water the next. I remember watching
an episode of the sit-com Roseanne a few years ago. Rose-
anne was explaining to her husband how she had learned
to keep the utilities on by sending the gas company the
check for the light bill, and the light company the water
bill, and so on. I remember joking, “I thought I was the
only one who did that!” But there was little humor to our
real-life situation. For Megan and I, poverty and everything
that came with it seemed to clench its fist and pound us
with no mercy. Sometimes we skimmed the surface; some-
times we bobbed up and down. All too often we came up
gasping for air just before we were sucked under again. It
was as if all the exits out of poverty were blocked—and in-
deed they were, but not for the reasons I thought.

Opportunities were being blocked, but I had never stud-
ied sociology and did not know that there is a direct corre-
lation between education and poverty. I did not realize that
as many as 24 percent of those without at least a high
school diploma live in poverty. I was not aware that with a
college education, the chances of living in poverty dropped
dramatically, to just 2 percent. I just knew that I was un-
lucky! I did not realize that, without an education, this was
truly as good as it would ever be. All I knew was that I was
divorced, willing to work and struggle for my family, and it
simply was not enough. It was the little things that kept us
down: a toothache, the flu, the measles, a day missed from
work, a car that failed to start. Preventive health care and
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wellness programs were not in my vocabulary. As with 44
million other Americans, health insurance for us was only
a dream.

High school diplomas were certainly valued in my fam-
ily, but neither of my parents finished high school. My
older sister and brother had, however, and they both en-
couraged me to take the GED (high school equivalency)
examination in the winter of 1983. I followed their advice
and passed the exam. Then, after months of heavy prod-
ding on their part, I enrolled at the University of Arkansas,
terrified of what lay ahead.

College was another world indeed, and my romantic
image of it left me ill prepared for what I would encounter.
Studying did not come easy for me. In fact, much of my
first year can best be described as an “adjustment period.”
Megan was doing well in the first grade and I was trying to
convince myself that I really could be a student. As for so
many single parent students, study time was relegated to a
few hours in the library between classes and late in the
evening after Megan was asleep. Although my confidence
was starting to build, I lived in constant fear that my pro-
fessors would find me out and realize I was a fraud who
lacked all the necessary capital for this investment. Sooner
or later someone would show me the door.

I was entering my second semester when I met Ralph
Nesson, the director of the Single Parent Scholarship Fund.
He was working in a dilapidated building that housed the
Economic Opportunity Agency (EOA) of Washington
County, where I had come more than once to seek help
with utility bills. I don’t remember how I found out about
the Scholarship Fund, but I remember my meeting with
Ralph very well. Earlier encounters with service agencies,
especially the Department of Human Services, child-
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support enforcement, and the housing authority, had made
me more than a little skeptical about the interview. I fully
expected the all-too-familiar humiliation of having to
prove my eligibility for the “entitlement” about to be be-
stowed upon me. But I resolved to go through the process
if it would help me stay in school another semester.

The meeting did not happen as I had expected. Ralph
greeted me with a warm smile, invited me into his office,
and we sat down to discuss the scholarship application.
Ralph asked me about my daughter and how I was doing.
He asked me about college and my experiences there. I an-
swered politely, sure the bottom would drop out at any
moment. I had come to distrust such situations; they al-
ways seemed more like an interrogation than a conversa-
tion, and I always left feeling worse about myself than
when I came in. But this was different. Ralph told me how
proud he was that I took the chance of returning to school
and said that he knew it was a risk. He said he understood
it was difficult to get by financially, even on the student
loans and Pell grant, and he asked if I knew about the
Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant and other
forms of aid that might help. Apologetically, Ralph ex-
plained that while the fund did not have a lot of money to
give, he could offer a $300 scholarship and that maybe I
could use it to help with child care, or gas, or to fix my car,
just whatever I felt was needed. I thought to myself, What,
no need for deference? No ritual of humiliation? I didn’t
have to promise to spend the funds for this or that pur-
pose? No receipts to prove how I spent the money? Not this
time. He trusted me to know best.

I received the scholarship throughout the remainder of
my undergraduate studies, using the money for everything
from child care and transportation to books and materials.
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I remember that I looked forward to the interviews with
the scholarship board each semester because it offered me
an opportunity to share with them the positive changes in
my life. I gained more confidence with each successful se-
mester. Looking back today, I believe those encounters
with members of my own community made the differ-
ence.

My story could have been the story of thousands of
women who have struggled to edge their way out of
poverty. The fact that my story ends happily, however, is in
large part due to the generosity of the Scholarship Fund
and the various other forms of financial aid I received. But
the empowerment I experienced in that initial meeting
with Ralph Nesson was also remarkable. It must be difficult
to understand the symbolic importance of an experience
such as this unless one’s self-esteem has truly hit bottom. I
remember thinking, “A scholarship for me? Does he really
think I can do this?” As it turns out, he did. Indeed, so did
the board members, the many volunteers, and the donors
to the Scholarship Fund. Fourteen years later, in a meeting
with state legislators, I listened as Ralph described the pro-
gram, which now assists single parents statewide and has
an endowment of over $1 million, as a “barn raising” ex-
perience, one that allows the community to give to others.
He was right.

The Single Parent Scholarship Fund began as a small grass-
roots effort in 1984. The mission was a simple one, as
Ralph recalls: “We wanted to help single mothers get the
education that would provide them with rewarding jobs, so
they wouldn’t need our help anymore and instead be able
to give back to the community in productive ways.”
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The fund was the brainchild of a small group of people
in northwest Arkansas. Ralph, then director of EOA, and
Marjorie Marugg-Wolfe, the director of adult education
and the displaced-homemakers program at a local techni-
cal school, had often discussed the unmet needs of their
low-income clients and the barriers many of them faced to
completing their education. Ralph recalls that during one
of their many conversations on this topic, Marjorie inter-
jected, “If you really want to do something to help lower-
income people go to school, think about the women with
children.” Ralph agreed: Women with children were in
many ways the ones who most needed opportunities to
continue their educations but also had the fewest resources
to do so.

Women would often come into the vocational-technical
school where Marjorie worked and look up courses they
might take, then walk right back out the door when they
saw the costs. Among all the barriers they faced, the finan-
cial costs ranked high. Consequently, Ralph and Marjorie
wanted to find a way to provide financial incentives to sin-
gle parents without all the red tape and bureaucratic en-
tanglements of other programs. A scholarship would do
both! And so the Single Parent Scholarship Fund was born.
Neither Ralph nor Marjorie could have predicted that six-
teen years later the fund would operate statewide and
would have provided over six thousand Arkansans with
scholarship assistance. I will return to the Arkansas Single
Parent Scholarship Fund in Chapter 6 to say more about its
philosophy and successes.

Introduction 7


	Back to Moving Up and Out



