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April 1, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern Administrators: 
 
I write to provide my voice of support for the important priorities identified by the student parent group.  I 
am a Northwestern faculty member and have supervised a number of graduate student parents as students, 
research assistants, and teaching assistants. I also was a graduate student at UC Berkeley when I had my 
first child.  As someone who supervises and advises the dozens of students from at least five different 
departments who are affiliated with the Legal Studies Program and my own graduate students in 
sociology, I have had at least ten graduate students expand their family during graduate school (about one 
per year in my circle of graduate students).  
 
I strongly support a formal system for paid parental leave for graduate students.  Right now, departments 
and programs are in the position of cobbling together adequate leave for students who have a child in 
graduate school.  As students or research assistants, it can be done, but it is quite difficult when the 
graduate student is a teaching assistant.  Better support and formal policies would help not only graduate 
students, but also their faculty supervisors who must juggle our own family needs, the demands of the 
job, and our graduate students’ family needs as well.   
 
Childcare support is another important consideration. Every child with working parents deserves the 
highest quality child care.  The research about early childhood development and future outcomes are well 
known to us all.  It would be terrific if Northwestern took a leadership role as an employer and 
educational institution setting the standard for quality childcare.  It would attract young faculty with 
multiple offers, talented graduate students considering starting a family during graduate school, and 
would be an important signal to the Northwestern community that we care for our youngest Wildcats 
(wildkittens?).   
 
Graduate school is a commitment that puts “real life” on hold for many years.  Students forgo earning 
predictable generous salaries that they are all smart enough to command.  Graduate student life means a 
late start to retirement savings and the purchase of a first house, with no guarantee of a job at the end.  
The best and the brightest make these sacrifices because of their love of learning and a desire to become 
academics.  Anything we can do to support our students in this unique transitional life moment is 
important to consider. 
 
Finally, I would be remiss not to mention the importance of policies that encourage childbearing – if 
women are ready – when it is most healthy for our bodies.  Childbirth before age 35 results in healthier 
children, reduced chances for complications in pregnancy and childbirth, reduced life chances of breast, 
ovarian, and uterine cancers, and that does not include the risks associated with fertility treatments which 
are more commonly required for older mothers who want to be biological parents.   
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Any initiatives we make for graduate student parents also will advance our stated goal of increasing 
gender diversity in STEM fields and across academia, will help equalize the burden of graduate school for 
students whose families of origin are not able to help support their graduate studies, will help us recruit 
the very best students, and will maximize their productivity while here.   
 
We are all tremendously privileged to work and study at this world-class university.  Becoming a leader 
by investing resources for graduate student parents fits nicely with many of our stated institutional goals 
and recognizes the enormous sacrifices made by our graduate students. 
 
Thank you for meeting with the graduate students and please free to call upon me if I can be helpful in 
any way as this process moves forward.   
 
 

With kind regards, 
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