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ISSUES 

Student parents are not a homogenous group and face a variety of issues depending on marital 

status, citizenship, sexual orientation, adoption, as well as the number and age of their 

children.  However, there are several recurring themes that need to be addressed, such as 

childcare, financial support, parental leave, financial support, healthcare, childcare, lactation 

spaces, and university-wide institutional support.  

Affordable, Quality Childcare 

The cost of childcare is exorbitant, especially for families living off a graduate stipend. The fee 

assistance offered by NU is limited; it can only be used for full-time care at three daycare centers 

in Evanston and downtown. Not only do these centers have long wait lists, but they are also very 

expensive. Even with fee assistance and an NU discount, many graduate students cannot afford 

it. Furthermore, the school subsidies are not compatible with many graduate students’ living 

situations. Most students don’t need (or can’t afford) full-time care, and many live in other areas 

of the city, like the more affordable Rogers Park neighborhood.  The fee assistance does not 

apply for less expensive options like in-home, or part-time care. Also, both spouses must be 

employed full time in order to qualify for fee assistance. Some spouses are unemployed, or may 

not be allowed to work due to visa restrictions. This restriction also creates a chicken-or-egg 

situation where one can’t start a job without childcare, and can’t afford childcare without a job.  

Finally, although faculty and staff can create Flex Spending Accounts (FSAs) to set aside pre-tax 

funds for childcare, grad students do not qualify.  

Solutions: 

 Create on-campus childcare with drop-off hours, spaces reserved for the children of 

students, and tuition on a sliding scale. 

 Offer grants/subsidies that students can use for in-home and part-time childcare. 

 Allow students to create Flex Spending Accounts. 

Financial Support 

A family of four that relies entirely on a graduate student stipend (approx. $23,000) lives below 

the federal poverty level. Grad students in this situation have little choice but to take on 

additional student debt or go on public assistance, such as WIC, SNAP (food stamps) in order to 

meet expenses, including health insurance, childcare, rent, and food. 

Solutions: 

 Offer need- and merit-based grants or subsidies for student parents who have no other 

source of income for their household, especially single parents and international students, 

whose spouses are often not allowed to work. 

 Help students find external grants and funding, low interest loans, and/or community 

support resources.  

 Increase emergency loan funds (currently set at $500/quarter)  

http://familiesusa.org/product/federal-poverty-guidelines
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Inclusive Paid Parental Leave 

NU’s current childbirth accommodation policy for graduate students (see Appendix) grants 

mothers six weeks of paid leave—just half of the amount of time granted to faculty and staff. 

Even the term childbirth accommodation, as opposed to family leave granted for faculty and 

staff, is not inclusive; it only applies to “women graduate students prior to or following the birth 

of a child.” Fathers, same sex partners, or adoptive parents are not guaranteed ANY paid leave as 

graduate students. This imbalance creates an inequality between men and women as caregivers 

and is not inclusive of the diverse families that we have in our community. Research shows that 

by not offering men parental leave, women are less likely to take their maternity leave for fear of 

losing competitive edge with their male colleagues. Another problem is that many women are 

given false information and think that maternity leave is unpaid.  

Solutions: 

 Create an inclusive paid parental leave policy that includes fathers, same sex partners and 

adoptive parents, similar to the benefits currently offered to faculty and staff.  

 Educate DGS’s and students about parental leave polices and resources for graduate 

students.  

Lactation Spaces For Nursing Mothers 

NU has seven lactation spaces (five for the Evanston campus and two for the Chicago campus). 

To compare peer institutions, Stanford, which has roughly the same size student population as 

NU, has 27 spaces; Johns Hopkins, with comparable student enrollment and even smaller 

campus size, has 38 lactation spaces. NU’s existing lactation rooms are overcrowded and 

inconvenient for many women on campus. It is also difficult for women to gain access to these 

rooms. Often, the key is located in a different building, or there is a complicated registration 

process. It is not reasonable to ask a nursing mother to walk across campus several times a day to 

pump. As student testimonies posted on the NU Student Parent website 

(nustudentparents.wordpress.com) show, women are currently pumping in their cars, in 

bathrooms, or asking their lab-mates to leave several times a day. Some give up on breastfeeding 

altogether, even though it is not their preference to do so. The lack of rooms limits nursing 

women’s access to the university (see appendix article, “Let’s make universities accessible to 

nursing mothers”). This is a problem for faculty and staff, but especially for graduate students 

who don’t have private offices, and who have classes and meetings scattered across campus. 

Solutions: 

 Increase the number of lactation spaces on campus. Work with facilities to find existing 

spaces that can be used as lactation rooms. Several buildings already have lactation 

rooms, but some administrators do not want to share them with students in other 

departments or schools, so they are not listed in campus-wide online resources that 

women use to find rooms to pump. This kind of narrow-minded and territorial thinking 

needs to change.  

http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/about/policies/childbirth-accomodation.html
https://nustudentparents.wordpress.com/testimonies/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robin-hoecker/lets-make-universities-accessible-to-nursing-mothers_b_6656302.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robin-hoecker/lets-make-universities-accessible-to-nursing-mothers_b_6656302.html
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 Make sure a woman doesn’t have to walk more than 5 minutes to access a lactation room, 

which is the industry standard recommended in the book Breastfeeding best practices in 

higher education.  

 Make it easier for women to gain access to these rooms. If they are to remain locked, we 

suggest installing a card-swipe system, where once a woman is enrolled in the program, 

she can have access to all of the lactation rooms on campus.  

 Create an interactive map so women can find the nearest lactation room to where they are 

located. Include relevant information, like the amenities in each room. Schools like 

Michigan State, Michigan and Purdue are excellent examples.  

 Designate a certified lactation consultant at the student health center.  

Dependent Healthcare 

At $4,313 per academic year (2014-2015), and set to increase, the cost to add a single child to 

NU’s student health plan is astronomical. The cost to add a spouse is $6,890. Even worse, these 

fees must be paid up front in a lump sum. While many students can and do put their children on 

public insurance plans, some international spouses are not eligible, and have little choice but to 

use these expensive plans.  

Solutions: 

 Create more affordable plans for students to add dependents to their health plans.  

 Provide assistance for vision and dental services for dependents. 

 Remove the up-front payment requirement and work with students to create payment 

plans for these fees. 

 Help students navigate other options through the government or private sector. 

 Cover the cost of prenatal education, e.g. labor and delivery and breastfeeding  

Institutional Support 

Resources for parents are currently scattered across many organizations and websites, including 

TGS, HR, and the Women’s Center. It is not clear who a graduate student parent is supposed to 

contact with questions or concerns. Sometimes students are referred to the Women’s Center, but 

this excludes fathers, who are sometimes the parental tie to the university. This makes finding 

up-to-date information difficult and time-consuming for student parents. It is not always clear 

what programs and supports are available for graduate students versus faculty and staff. For 

example, many departments refer students to the HR website, but many of those benefits, 

including parental leave, are only for faculty and staff. This is a major source of confusion. 

Furthermore, many students don’t take advantage of programs and benefits because they simply 

aren’t aware that they exist. In other cases, students are given different answers when they seek 

information. Another problem is that there aren’t any family-friendly spaces on campus. While 

many other universities have on-campus family resource centers, NU has no such resource or 

space where parents can bring their children. For example, some parents have been told not to 

bring their children to campus or use safe rides for liability reasons. Overall, there needs to be 

much more organized, institutional support for families.  

http://www.ibreastfeeding.com/store/breastfeeding-best-practices-in-higher-education-376.html
http://www.ibreastfeeding.com/store/breastfeeding-best-practices-in-higher-education-376.html
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Solutions: 

 Create an on-campus family resource center, with a meeting space for families.  

 Designate a full-time staff adviser to help student parents with questions and concerns 

(for example, the University of Wisconsin has a “student parent advocate” who has a 

Masters of Social Work and is trained to provide support for student parents). This person 

would be the main contact for student parents with questions. Part of their job would to 

be coordinate between relevant offices, including health insurance, the international 

office, the women’s center, HR and TGS, as well as to educate DGS’s about existing 

resources and policies.  

 Create a Frequently Asked Questions page with up-to-date answers. 

 Do a better job advertising these resources to graduate students and DGS’s.  

 Collect better data on student parents, assessing needs and monitoring graduation rates. 

 NU should work with the development office, Alumni, and other stakeholders to 

fundraise specifically for student parent programs and resources.  

 

Not A New Problem 

It should be noted that many of these issues and suggestions have been raised repeatedly in the 

annual graduate student survey (2008, 2009, 2012), whose results and recommendations are 

presented to administrators. Student parents also met with TGS administrators in 2009 to address 

similar concerns. However, little has been done to address these recurring problems. 

 

NU Has The Resources 

We recognize that such programs cost money and resources. However, the cost of not doing 

anything is also high. If students lack support, they are more likely to take longer to achieve 

their degree, which costs the university more in the long run. In some cases, student parents who 

are stretched too thin simply drop out. This is a loss not only to the students and their families 

who have put in so much time and effort, but also to the university, departments, and advisers 

that have invested in their academic success. 

NU is one of the ten richest universities in the country, with an endowment of nearly $8 billion. 

The university is also in the middle of a $3.5 billion fundraising campaign, which states in its 

mission: 

We believe access to a world-class education should not depend on one’s financial 

resources — and that a diversity of backgrounds and life experiences benefits every 

student. We seek to attract the very best students — undergraduate and graduate — by 

offering competitive financial aid. 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/ccap/2014/07/30/22-richest-schools-in-america/
http://wewill.northwestern.edu/s/1479/282-giving/list-campaign.aspx?sid=1479&gid=282&pgid=7964
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Having children is a valuable life experience that contributes to the diversity of this community. 

In making these requests, we are only asking that NU live up to its professed values and provide 

comparable resources offered by our peer institutions.  

We think NU can and should do better.
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Peer Institution Comparison Chart 
 

 

Child care Institutional support Parental leave 

Financial 

support Breastfeeding  

 

On-campus 

child-care 

Flexible 

subsidies for 

child care 

Emergency  

child care 

Emergency 

sick child 

care  

Family 

resource 

center 

Staff 

advocates/advisors 

for student 

parents 

Paid 

maternity 

leave 

Paid 

leave 

for 

parnters 

paid leave 

for 

adoptive 

parents 

Financial 

support 

for low 

income 

families 

Lactation 

rooms  

 

Stanford Y (7) 

? ($5,000 for 

employees, not 

clear if for 
students 

? Unclear if 

available 
for students 

? Unclear if 

available 
for students 

Can't 

access, 
need ID 

Graduate Life 

office, includes 
family concerns 

Y (6 
weeks) N N N 27 

 

University of 

Pennsylvania Y 

part of financial 

support Y Y Y Y 

Y (8 

weeks) ? ? 

Y (up to 

$4,000) 20 

 

University of 

Chicago N 

part of financial 

support N N Y Y 

Y (1 Qtr 

+) 

Y (1 

Qtr) Y (1 Qtr) 

Y (up to 

$2,000) N/A 

 

Northwestern 

N (3 off 

campus 

partnerships,) N 

Y (but 

small 

subsidy) N N N 

Y (6 

weeks) N N N 7 

Michigan Y (5) 

Y 

($2,430/semester 

for 1 child, up to 
$4,690/sem. for 

3 kids) Y Y 

Part of 
Work/Life 

office Y 

Y (6 

weeks) 

Y (6 

weeks) 

Y (6 

weeks) 

additional 

support 

through 
financial 

aid office 44 

 

University of 

Wisconsin Y (8) 

Y (avg. 30-40% 

of costs) Y Y Y Y N N N Y 21 

 

Michigan 

State Y (2)  

Y (up to$1,500 
per semester per 

child) Y Y Y Y 

Y (8 

weeks) ? ? 

additional 

support 

through 
financial 

aid office 88 

 

University of 

California 

Berkeley  Y 

part of financial 

support Y 

Y (also 
through 

BH) Y Y 

Y (6 

weeks) ? ? 

Y (up to 

$8,000) 15 
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Peer Institution Comparison 

Northwestern trails peer institutions in providing support for graduate student 

parents.  Many universities (both public and private) offer on-campus child care, flexible 

subsidies for child care, additional financial support for low-income families, as well as 

family resource centers with full time staff to offer student parent counseling and support; 

NU offers none of these. 

University of Wisconsin-Madison 

 Full time office for child care and family resources, with drop-in hours and five staff 

members, including a “Parent Resource Specialist”;  

 7 university-operated children’s centers 

 Emergency and back-up child care; 

 Child care subsidy for student parents;  

o Up to 30-40% of child care costs; 

o Can be used at any licensed child care center; 

 ACCESS program for Infants and Mothers (a federal grant program that provides 

subsidies for low income “Pell eligible” student parents– including fathers, despite 

the name); 

 Single Parent Scholarship Program; 

 21 lactation rooms; 

 University Child Care Committee 
o annual evaluation of programs and services; 

o students can address the committee; 

o made up of students, faculty and staff; 

University of California-Berkeley 

 Parent Resource Center that provides “information, child care referrals, problem 

solving counseling, and advocacy for the needs of student parents. It offers a central, 

cheerful, inviting space for student parents who need to be on campus with their 

children, a relaxing area for nursing, opportunities to network with other student 

parents, and access to office and kitchen facilities.” 

 Parent Grant, up to $8,000/year 

 Back-up child care service for student parents 

 Paid maternity leave (6 weeks) 

 Advisers and workshops for how to choose insurance for dependents 

 On-campus breastfeeding classes 

 Graduate student housing 

 On-campus child-care center (although only 75 spots for student parents) 

 Student Parent Resource Guide  

http://occfr.wisc.edu/staff.htm
http://occfr.wisc.edu/hourly.htm
http://occfr.wisc.edu/cctapinfo.htm
http://occfr.wisc.edu/aim.htm
http://continuingstudies.wisc.edu/advising/nontrad-scholars.htm
http://www.occfr.wisc.edu/lactation.htm
http://occfr.wisc.edu/uccc.htm
http://studentparents.berkeley.edu/
http://grad.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/parent_grant_app.pdf
http://grad.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/parent_grant_app.pdf
http://backupchildcare.berkeley.edu/
http://grad.berkeley.edu/financial/families/
http://uhs.berkeley.edu/students/insurance/families.shtml
http://uhs.berkeley.edu/facstaff/%20healthmatters/breastfeeding.shtml
http://ece.berkeley.edu/students
http://grad.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/parents_guide.pdf
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University of Pennsylvania 

 On-campus Family Resource Center, with 8 staff members, where students can go for 

help and support. It includes a play space for children and lactation space, and a 

location for student parent gatherings. 

 On-campus child care  

 Emergency back-up child care services 

 up to $4,000 need-based grants for PhD students with kids 

 At least 20 lactation spaces on campus 

Stanford University 

 SEVEN on-campus childcare centers 

 27 lactation rooms; 

 How-to  guides for new parents, including “choosing childcare” and “how maternity 

leave works”; 

 Detailed collection of web resources; 

University of Michigan 

 Need-based child care subsidies: Up to $2,430 per semester for one child; $3,564 for 

two children; $4,690 for three children; 

 Grad student housing (1100 units) including housing for students with families 

 On-campus child care with five locations 

 44 lactation rooms 

 Resource guide for new and expecting parents 

 Backup/Emergency child care service  

 Centralized website with resources  

 Designated adviser for graduate students with children 

University of Chicago 

 Drop-in Family Resource Center, open six days a week where students can go  for 

help and information; This center features classes and activities for kids and is run by 

university staff. 

 Grad student paid parental leave: 1 full quarter for both parents 

 20-page resource guide for student parents; 

 $2,000 stipends for student parents whose family income is less than $50,000/year; 

Michigan State University 

 Family Resource Center, with full time staff 

 On campus child care with two locations for kids 18 months – 5 years old — 48 full-

time spaces (wait list) 

 Need-based child care subsidies:  

http://www.familycenter.upenn.edu/
http://www.familycenter.upenn.edu/care.php
http://www.familycenter.upenn.edu/backupcare.php
http://www.familycenter.upenn.edu/grants.php
https://www.hr.upenn.edu/myhr/worklife/family/nursingmothers/nursingspace
https://worklife.stanford.edu/programs/early-childhood-education-care/site-child-care
https://worklife.stanford.edu/programs/early-childhood-education-care/lactation-support
https://worklife.stanford.edu/programs/early-childhood-education-care/maternityexpectant-parents
https://worklife.stanford.edu/programs/children-family
http://www.finaid.umich.edu/Home/HowtoApplyforAid/StudentswithChildCareExpenses.aspx
http://housing.umich.edu/grad
http://hr.umich.edu/childcare/
http://hr.umich.edu/worklife/parenting/lactationrooms/lactationroompix/index.html
http://hr.umich.edu/worklife/parenting/expectant.html
http://hr.umich.edu/worklife/kidskare/
http://www.studentswithchildren.umich.edu/
http://www.studentswithchildren.umich.edu/opresources/index.html
http://grad.uchicago.edu/grad_community/resources_for_student_parents/family_resource_center/
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/parents
http://grad.uchicago.edu/grad_community/resources_for_student_parents/
http://www.frc.msu.edu/
http://hdfs.msu.edu/cdl/
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o Spartan Kids Grant: $5,000 or 1,042 hours per child in the family (for Pell 

Grant eligible students) 

o MSU Child Care Grant: $1000 per semester per child 

 Emergency back-up care and drop-in child care centers 

 88 lactation rooms, including an interactive map 

  

http://www.frc.msu.edu/Child_Care/Emergency.htm
http://www.frc.msu.edu/parents/Breastfeeding.htm
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Parental Leave Policies  

NU’s current “childbirth accommodation” policy for graduate students 
 

Childbirth Accommodation 

The Graduate School's childbirth accommodation policy applies to enrolled (active) women 

graduate students prior to or following the birth of a child. Graduate students who meet 

this definition and wish to use the childbirth accommodation are required to notify their 

advisor/principal investigator and the Director of Graduate Studies for their program of the 

dates of their intended time away. Students must indicate their intent via TGS Forms in 

CAESAR by submitting a Petition for Absence and specifying the Childbirth 

Accommodation sixty days prior to the expected date of childbirth. A family medical leave 

of absence may be taken in addition to the accommodation period for childbirth. 

10.1 Academic Accommodation 

An academic accommodation period of six weeks for childbirth is provided to eligible 

graduate students. This academic accommodation period may be taken before and/or after the 

birth. Students are expected to return to their studies/duties at the end of this six-week period. 

 During this period, students may postpone course assignments, examinations and 

other academic requirements but remain eligible for enrollment and retain access to 

university facilities (including university housing, student health insurance, etc). 

 This accommodation period will provide for an automatic extension of academic 

milestones (Qualifying Exam, Prospectus, degree deadline) for two academic 

quarters. 

10.2 Financial Accommodation 

Eligible women graduate students supported by fellowships, teaching assistantships, research 

assistantships, and/or receiving a tuition scholarship at the time of childbirth will be excused 

from regular teaching or research duties for a period of six weeks, during which they will 

continue to receive support. 

 Students receiving a financial accommodation must maintain their regular 

coursework and/or research registrations during this period. The funding source for 

the student's aid at the time of childbirth (University, foundation, governmental) will 

be responsible to fund the student during the 6-week accommodation period. 

http://www.northwestern.edu/caesar/
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/about/policies/leaves-of-absence.html#family
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/about/policies/leaves-of-absence.html#family
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NU’s birth/adoption parental leave for faculty and staff 

[Note: this policy is for faculty and staff, not for graduate students, although this is not very clear 

from the HR website. Some departmental handbooks link to the HR family resources site, which adds 

to the confusion among graduate students as to what benefits apply to them.]   

[taken directly from NU HR website]  

Northwestern University supports a culture that recognizes the importance of family and the 

challenges of working parents. Effective January 1, 2015, the University is pleased to launch two new 

programs: Birth/Adoption Parental Leave (BAPL); and Adoption Assistance Reimbursement 

Program. For more information on the Adoption Assistance Reimbursement Program, click here. 

Purpose 

Birth/Adoption Parental Leave (BAPL) is paid absence from work for parents with a newborn or 

newly adopted child. This leave of absence allows for bonding time between the parent(s) and the 

child. 

Eligibility 

Service. Three years of continuous, full-time benefits eligible service no later than when the approved 

BAPL would commence is required. 

Provisions 

Holding the job. Four weeks of paid leave will be available to mothers and fathers who hold regular 

benefits eligible positions. Only one parental leave is allowed in a rolling twelve month period. 

Employees eligible for this leave of absence must complete the BAPL period within the first 12 

weeks of the birth or adoption of the child. 

"Parent" includes biological, adoptive, foster-care placement or legal guardianship of a minor child 

(i.e., under the age of 18). If both parents are employed at Northwestern University, they may take a 

BAPL leave concurrently. 

BAPL may be used directly following the "disability period" for maternity leaves.The disability 

period generally allows for up to 6-8 weeks of paid leave (extended sick time). BAPL allows up to an 

additional 4 weeks of paid leave. When combined, the disability period and the BAPL may total 10-

12 weeks of paid leave for new mothers. BAPL is intended to be taken concurrently with FMLA and 

not on an intermittent basis.At the end of the twelve weeks following the birth of the child, any 

unusued BAPL leave will be forefeited. 

How to Apply for a Birth/Adoption Parental Leave 

Application. The staff member must contact The Hartford 30 days prior to the leave. 

BAPL Frequently Asked Questions 

http://www.northwestern.edu/hr/work-life/adoption-assistance/index.html
http://www.northwestern.edu/hr/policies-forms/policies-procedures/absence-from-work/leave-of-absence/BAPL%20FAQs.pdf
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University of Chicago parental leave policy for graduate students 
 
[note: Unlike Northwestern’s policy, which limits childbirth accommodation to 

“women…following the birth of a child”, the University of Chicago’s family leave policy is 

inclusive—meaning men, same sex partners, and adoptive parents can also access these benefits.]  

We recognize that the decision to begin a family often coincides with the years during which women 

and men are engaged full-time in graduate school. By establishing general principles and minimum 

modifications for students who become parents during their graduate studies, this policy addresses the 

conflicts and issues that may arise as two important milestones—an advanced degree and 

parenthood—come into play simultaneously. 

In addition to the academic options outlined below, the University supports a range of student parent 

initiatives, including the Family Resource Center, which hosts a drop-in play space and a wide variety 

of classes, publishes the UChicago Student Parent Resource Guide, advises the Student Parent 

Organization (a Registered Student Organization), and maintains a list of spaces convenient for 

nursing mothers. Students are reminded that in accordance with Illinois state law, mothers may 

breastfeed in any location, public or private, where they are otherwise authorized to be. 

The graduate student parent policy includes three academic support options described below: 

1. Parental Relief Academic Modification, 

2. Parental Relief Leave of Absence, and 

3. Milestone Extensions 

As both male and female students plan for the birth or arrival of a child, they are encouraged to 

consider all three options in conversation with their advisors, departmental chairs, and area Deans of 

Students. Faculty must be realistic about the rate of progress of students experiencing pregnancy and 

childbirth or taking care of a new child. Together, students and their advisors should arrange a 

timeline for meeting requirements and make appropriate accommodations for particular 

circumstances. The success of this graduate student parent policy depends upon full, open, and timely 

communication and cooperation among the student, the advisor, department chair, and the area Dean 

of Students. 

The ultimate goal of this policy is to allow students the chance to adjust to the extra demands of 

pregnancy and parenting, while maintaining academic progress. Note that pregnant students choosing 

academic modification or leave of absence will need to provide verification from a medical provider 

regarding the need for the modification or leave. 

Parental Relief Academic Modification 

During parental relief academic modification, which is a full-time student status, students will 

continue to enjoy the University benefits associated with full-time student status, including access to 

University housing and Student Health Service, and if they would otherwise be eligible for them, 

stipends and health insurance coverage. Students will remain eligible for Title IV federal aid, 

including Federal Stafford or GradPLUS Loans, and there should be no impact on international 

students’ visa status.  

http://grad.uchicago.edu/grad_community/resources_for_student_parents/family_resource_center/
http://grad.uchicago.edu/grad_community/resources_for_student_parents/
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/parents#Academic%20Modification
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/parents#Leave%20of%20Absence
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/parents#Milestone%20Extentions
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Pregnant students, for whom it is medically necessary, may request academic modification for up to 

the equivalent of one quarter. In addition to taking academic modification during pregnancy, students 

may also choose academic modification for up to the equivalent of one quarter to care for a new child. 

A quarter of academic modification does not extend a master's or professional student's eligibility for 

full-time status beyond the maximum allowed period of enrollment for their program nor a doctoral 

student's eligibility for full-time student status beyond the total of twelve calendar years from entry in 

the Ph.D. program. A quarter of academic modification does not stop the clock on departmental, 

program, and University academic milestones and requirements. For milestone extensions, see the last 

section of this policy. Stipend and health insurance received during a quarter of academic 

modification count toward the total fellowship award for a student and do not extend the total number 

of quarters of support beyond a student’s original fellowship agreement.  

The details of particular students’ academic modifications should be arranged between students and 

their departments in consultation with an area Dean of Students. Some examples of academic 

modification are described below. 

Students who are in the early stages of their programs may continue to take classes with academic 

modification that includes adjustments to course load and deadlines for course assignments, papers, 

examinations, and other course requirements.  In consultation with their area Dean of Students, 

students in the early stages of their programs may also be permitted not to take classes during their 

quarter of parental relief and instead embark on an individualized study plan that will allow them to 

continue progress toward their degree. If students enroll in classes or seminars during their period of 

academic modification, class and seminar attendance and participation are expected to the extent 

permitted by the health of the parent and child. 

Students with teaching duties are urged to initiate conversations with their department or program 

chairs and the area Dean of Students well in advance to arrange for appropriate teaching 

modifications or to teach in a quarter other than that of the birth or care of the new child.  

Students receiving tuition or stipends dependent upon laboratory and field research are urged to 

initiate conversations with their department chairs, lab supervisors, and the area Dean of Students 

well in advance to adjust laboratory and research schedules. 

Students in programs where support is primarily from sources external to the University must follow 

the rules specified by the granting agencies for absences and leaves. Early conversations with 

departments and Deans of Students are especially important so the University can coordinate as 

appropriate with granting institutions regarding certain research grant conditions. 

Further modifications and considerations may be necessary throughout a woman's pregnancy or while 

she is nursing for students who may be exposed to toxic chemicals or who must travel for field 

research. Advisors, area Deans of Students, and students are urged to work together to provide a safe 

learning environment. 

Leaves of Absence for Parental Relief 

In lieu of taking Parental Relief Academic Modification quarter(s) described above, pregnant 

graduate students in degree-granting programs of study may choose to take a one-quarter leave of 

absence if medically necessary. In addition to leave taken during pregnancy, students who become 

parents during their graduate studies may choose to take another one-quarter leave of absence to care 

https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/parents#Academic%20Modification
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for a new child. Students who are supported by fellowships external to the University must follow the 

rules specified by the granting agency for absences and leaves. 

Students who take a Parental Relief Leave of Absence may choose to continue to enjoy the University 

benefits associated with full-time student status, including access to University housing and Student 

Health Service, and if they would otherwise be eligible for them, stipends and health insurance 

coverage. Students who accept UChicago stipend and health insurance during a Parental Relief Leave 

of Absence are expected to devote themselves to the purpose of the leave-parenting-and as such may 

not undertake full-time employment or study elsewhere. Before deciding to request a leave of 

absence, students are encouraged to consult with their financial aid office because eligibility for Title 

IV federal aid, including Federal Stafford and GradPLUS loans may be affected. Taking a leave may 

also have implications for a student’s immigration status, and international students considering a 

leave should work with their area Dean of Students and with the Office of International Affairs to 

explore options and to make arrangements so that the leave can be as minimally disruptive as 

possible. 

As with the quarters of academic modification, a Parental Relief Leave of Absence does not extend a 

doctoral student's eligibility for full-time student status beyond the total of twelve calendar years from 

entry in the Ph.D. program. The leave of absence does, however, stop the clock on departmental, 

program, and University academic milestones and requirements for master’s, professional, and 

doctoral students; the clock resumes when the student returns to full-time status. Stipend and health 

insurance received during a leave of absence count toward the total fellowship award for a student 

and do not extend the total number of quarters of support beyond a student’s original fellowship 

agreement.  

Milestone Extensions 

Whether or not students receive academic modification or take a Parental Relief Leave of Absence, 

students in degree-granting graduate programs may request a one-quarter extension for department, 

program, and university milestones and requirements due to pregnancy or the demands of parenting a 

new child. For example, if a doctoral student’s department requires petition to candidacy by the end 

of the fourth year, the student parent may request one additional quarter to prepare for the petition to 

candidacy. 

As with academic modification and leave of absence, milestone extensions do not extend a master's or 

professional student's eligibility for full-time status beyond the maximum allowed period of 

enrollment for their program nor a doctoral student's eligibility for full-time student status beyond the 

total of twelve calendar years from entry in the Ph.D. program. 
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Lactation Rooms In The Big Ten (By Robin Hoecker) 
 

About this project:  
Below is a ranking system of lactation rooms based on number of rooms, number of students, 

campus size, and website quality. I created this spreadsheet in response to requests from 

women across the country who contacted me in response to an article that I wrote about the 

need for more lactation rooms on campus (see appendix). People (faculty, staff and students, 

as well as administrators) wanted to know how their institution compared with others. While 

this ranking is not perfect, it is hopefully a useful tool in the important conversation about 

how to provide better support for nursing mothers in higher education.  

 

A note about methodology: The ranking is based on four things: number of rooms, total 

enrollment, campus size and website quality. The total number of students is taken from 

Forbes.com, and represents both undergraduates and graduate students. While undergrads are 

not the primary users of lactation rooms, it is a useful measure that is roughly proportional to 

the total number of faculty and staff needed to support those students. Schools with a higher 

proportion of graduate students, should, in theory, need more lactation rooms than 

undergrad-only institutions. Total campus size is important because larger campuses will 

need more rooms. It is easier to take an elevator down to a lactation room on a dense urban 

campus, than it is to walk across a spread-out, rural campus. Website quality (rated on a scale 

of 0-5) is important, because knowing about existing rooms, and being able to find them is an 

important aspect of their accessibility. Websites with a score of 5 included an interactive 

campus map, a listing of rooms and their amenities, along with contact information for those 

rooms and general information about breastfeeding and parental support. Schools without 

any online listing of lactation room received a 0 rating. The final rating was determined in 

the following way: I created a ratio of students to rooms, and a ratio of acres per room. These 

scores, along with website quality, were then converted to a 0-1 scale by dividing by the 

score by the score of the best school. So the school with the best score will always receive a 

1.0. I did the same for acres per room, and website quality. Then these scores were weighted, 

with students per room receiving 40% of total score, acres per room 40%, and website 

quality at 20%. The best possible score is therefore 100, and all schools are ranked 

accordingly.  
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Lactation Rooms in the Big Ten 

BIG TEN:  

Lactation 

Rooms 

Total student 

population  

(as listed on 

Forbes.com) 

Students 

per room 

Students 

per room 

scaled 

(40%) 

Campus 

size (acres) 

Acres 

per 

room 

Acres per 

room 

scaled 

(40%) 

Website 

(0-5) 

Website 

scaled 

(20%) 

TOTAL 

SCORE 

University of Nebraska- Lincoln  44 24,207 550 1.00 622 14 1.00 3 0.6 92 

Michigan State  88 48,783 554 0.99 2000 23 0.62 5 1 84 

University of Iowa  33 30,129 913 0.60 1880 57 0.25 4 0.8 50 

University of Michigan - Ann 

Arbor  44 43,426 987 0.56 3245 74 0.19 4 0.8 46 

University of Wisconsin - Madison  21 42,269 2,013 0.27 936 45 0.31 4 0.8 39 

Ohio State - Columbus  35 56,387 1,611 0.34 1904 54 0.26 3 0.6 36 

University of Minnesota- Twin 

Cities  21 51,853 2,469 0.22 1204 57 0.24 4 0.8 35 

Northwestern University  7 21,215 3,031 0.18 265 38 0.37 3 0.6 34 

Purdue  17 40,393 2,376 0.23 2468 145 0.10 5 1 33 

University of Indiana- Bloomingon  12 42,133 3,511 0.16 2000 167 0.08 3 0.6 22 

Penn State - University Park  7 45,783 6,540 0.08 854 122 0.11 3 0.6 20 

University of Maryland - College 

Park 7 37,248 5,321 0.10 1250 179 0.08 3 0.6 19 

Rutgers - New Brunswick  1 40,434 40,434 0.01 2688 2688 0.01 2 0.4 9 

Illinois - Urbana Champaign 0 44,520 0 0.00 1783 0 0.00 0 0 0 

           OTHER SCHOOLS:  

        

0 0 

GA Tech  4 21,471 5,368 0.10 400 100 0.14 3 0.6 22 

Stanford  27 18,519 686 0.80 8180 303 0.05 4 0.8 50 

 

. 

http://www.unl.edu/chancellor/policymemoranda/20090901-Lactation-Policy#semi-private
https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?ll=42.732703,-84.478898&source=embed&ie=UTF8&msa=0&spn=0.024398,0.04283&hl=en&mid=zx1r7Hq3SGwI.k2Ot1EihlPNg
http://hr.uiowa.edu/family-services/lactation-room-locations
http://hr.umich.edu/worklife/parenting/lactationrooms/lactationroompix/index.html
http://hr.umich.edu/worklife/parenting/lactationrooms/lactationroompix/index.html
http://www.occfr.wisc.edu/lactation.htm
https://hr.osu.edu/public/documents/worklife/lactationrooms.pdf
http://www1.umn.edu/ohr/prod/groups/ohr/@pub/@ohr/documents/asset/ohr_asset_494439.pdf
http://www1.umn.edu/ohr/prod/groups/ohr/@pub/@ohr/documents/asset/ohr_asset_494439.pdf
http://www.northwestern.edu/hr/work-life/childcare/mothers-room-locations.html
https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?ll=40.426565,-86.919236&t=m&source=embed&ie=UTF8&msa=0&spn=0.011434,0.018239&z=15&hl=en&mid=zTyiiGpDMgjQ.k9FiQ0qKNOIU
http://www.indiana.edu/~uhrs/worklife/child_parent/privacy_rooms.html
http://ohr.psu.edu/employee-and-family-resources/breastfeeding-support/lactation-stations/
http://thestamp.umd.edu/gh/campus_resources/family_services/lactation_and_baby_changing_locations
http://thestamp.umd.edu/gh/campus_resources/family_services/lactation_and_baby_changing_locations
http://rhsmedical.rutgers.edu/services/womens-health-visits/lactation-room
http://www.diversity.gatech.edu/womens-nursing-rooms-1
https://worklife.stanford.edu/programs/early-childhood-education-care/lactation-support
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Huffington Post: Let’s Make Universities Accessible To Nursing 

Mothers (By Robin Hoecker) 

 

Let's Make Universities Accessible to Nursing Mothers 
Posted: 02/13/2015  

By Robin Hoecker, PhD Candidate at Northwestern University 

 

The Academy of Pediatrics recommends that women breastfeed their children for one year, citing numerous health 

benefits for both mother and child. However, the dearth of lactation spaces on many university campuses makes it 

difficult for women, particularly graduate students, to continue breastfeeding after returning to work. Despite 

existing laws requiring lactation spaces and pregnancy accommodations, the vagueness of these statutes, coupled 

with the grey area of graduate students' status as employees, makes these laws difficult to enforce. This ultimately 

makes universities less accessible and desirable for women who don't want to, and shouldn't have to, choose 

between motherhood and academia. 

To be clear, I'm not talking about the right to breastfeed in public, but the right to pump breast milk in private. Even 

the pope is on board with breastfeeding in 

public. When breastfeeding, a mother cradles 

her child in a pieta-like pose. Breast pumping, 

on the other hand, is anything but glamorous 

or natural. It involves stripping half-naked, 

entangling oneself in a mess of cords and tubes 

and attaching your breasts to a loud and 

uncomfortable machine. And yet, as long as 

doctors recommend that women breastfeed for 

a year, but they have to return to work after six 

weeks (if that), women will need to find ways 

to pump breast milk at work, and on campus. 

 

The lack of space to pump is a recurring 

problem for graduate student mothers. While faculty generally have their own offices, few graduate students have 

access to a private space. Although many universities have a small number of lactation spaces, those rooms are often 

overcrowded and inconvenient. 

As a PhD student who has recently returned to campus after the birth of my daughter, this affects me personally. The 

first time I needed to pump on campus, the closest lactation room was 10 minutes away. When I got there, the room 

was booked for two hours. Imagine having to walk across campus every time you have to go to the bathroom, only 

to find it locked. For hours. Pumping breast milk is a physical necessity, and it is timely. If women don't pump, or 

have to wait for a room to open, they can become engorged, which is painful, and can leak all over their clothes, 

which is embarrassing. Women typically have to pump 2-3 times during an 8-hour workday. 

Without university-provided spaces, women are left to fend for themselves in their departments, having to ask 

around for empty rooms, in some cases from their colleagues or superiors. This puts women in the awkward position 

https://www2.aap.org/breastfeeding/PolicyOnBreastfeeding.html
https://www2.aap.org/breastfeeding/PolicyOnBreastfeeding.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/13/pope-francis-breastfeeding_n_4585970.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/13/pope-francis-breastfeeding_n_4585970.html
http://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/16/shouldnt-the-breast-pump-be-as-elegant-as-an-iphone-and-as-quiet-as-a-prius-by-now/?_r=0
http://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/16/shouldnt-the-breast-pump-be-as-elegant-as-an-iphone-and-as-quiet-as-a-prius-by-now/?_r=0
http://images.huffingtonpost.com/2015-02-10-DSC_0229_ed_LR_2.jpg
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of asking for a favor, and many women may not want to because they are afraid that bringing up the issue of 

motherhood makes them seem like a less serious scholar. As testimonies posted on the Northwestern Student Parent 

Alliance website show, women are pumping in their cars, in bathrooms, or they give up on breastfeeding altogether, 

even though it is not their preference to do so. 

The lack of places to pump ultimately limits nursing women's access to the university. Women have classes and 

meetings all over campus, and we need to be able to count on having spaces to pump. Most importantly, these 

spaces need to be signed and posted online so women know where they are. Think of lactation rooms as similar to 

wheelchair-accessible parking spaces and bathrooms. Yes, they may be empty much of the time, but for the person 

who really needs them, knowing those spaces are there and available is what makes the university an accessible 

place. 

The Affordable Care Act requires that employees must "provide a place, other than a bathroom, that is shielded from 

view and free from intrusion from coworkers and the public, which may be used by an employee to express breast 

milk." Many states, including Illinois, provide this protection as well. While these laws protect university faculty 

and staff, they do not cover students because we are generally not considered employees. 

Title IX does apply to students. Better known for prohibiting gender discrimination in athletics and cases of sexual 

assault, this 1972 law also contains a clause banning discrimination against pregnant or parenting students. It says 

schools must "provide you with reasonable adjustments [...] when necessary because of your pregnancy." Lactation 

space is arguably a necessary accommodation due to the medical condition of pregnancy, but the law's language is 

not explicit. Furthermore, few Title IX coordinators are aware of this clause and few universities pay attention to it. 

California recently had to pass a separate law that requires colleges to adhere to Title IX's pregnancy discrimination 

clause. 

In the absence of clear legal protection, female graduate students can only ask that universities provide lactation 

spaces because it is the right thing to do. 

It is no surprise then, that the resources for nursing mothers vary greatly from school to school, and there are few 

standards as to how convenient these rooms should be. For example, Stanford and Northwestern are approximately 

the same size, but Stanford has 27 advertised lactation spaces; Northwestern has only six. This, along with the 

absence of other family friendly policies, such as on-campus child care, or child care subsidies for graduate students, 

make the university a less-than welcoming space for new mothers. 

Universities should do something about this problem if they genuinely care about gender equality in academia and in 

society as a whole. The lack of family friendly policies -- including lactation spaces -- is the number one reason why 

women in STEM fields decide to abandon research careers. This is a great loss not only for the students, but also for 

the advisers, departments and funding agencies that have invested so much time in them. 

There will always be a need for lactation rooms on campus. Universities are institutions that serve graduate students, 

most of whom are in their child-bearing years. This need will only increase as more women pursue advanced 

degrees. 

The resources required to make buildings accessible pale in comparison with the large-scale construction projects 

going on at campuses across the country. How hard would it really be to make sure every building has a small 

closet-like space with a table, a chair, and an electrical outlet? The question is, do universities have the will? 

  

https://nustudentparents.wordpress.com/testimonies/
http://www.dol.gov/whd/nursingmothers/
http://www.illinoisbreastfeeding.org/21901.html
https://mobile.insidehighered.com/news/2013/11/05/u-chicago-grad-students-who-are-breast-feeding-want-place-pump
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/dcl-know-rights-201306-title-ix.html
http://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/Mason_As_California_Goes_So_Goes_the_Nation_Advice_-_The_Chronicle_of_Higher_Education.pdf
https://worklife.stanford.edu/programs/early-childhood-education-care/lactation-support
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/campus-life/child-and-family-resources/index.html
http://www.toolsforchangeinstem.org/
http://www.toolsforchangeinstem.org/
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Title IX and Pregnancy Discrimination (Article by Mary Ann 

Mason) 
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Title IX (Discrimination Against Pregnant and Parenting Students) 
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2012 GLC Report (Section on Students with Children) 
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Parenting and Childcare 
 

Nearly 14% of the graduate student respondents are parents or are planning to be parents during 

their tenure at Northwestern. Although this is a slightly lower percentage than last year, graduate 

student parents and parents-to-be represent a sizable portion of the student body. We believe the 

administration can do much to improve services that are currently offered. With the current health 

insurance plan, dependent costs are unsubsidized ($5,680 per spouse and $3,555 per child per year)1 

and represent a significant fraction of a yearly stipend (respectively 26% and 16% in the case of a 

yearly stipend of $21,8762). 

 

Despite these elevated health care costs, accessible and subsidized childcare is not available to 

graduate students, which remains a burdensome and often stressful ordeal. According to the survey 

results, over 64% of graduate student parents report being late to work or having to leave early to 

accommodate their children. As one student said:  

 

“Since we can only afford 30 hours/week of childcare, the number of hours I can devote to work 

has been reduced … it will take longer for me to complete my degree.”  

 

Similar to years past, the cost of childcare and availability of emergency care remain significant 

problems, as shown in Figure 12. 

 

 
Figure 12. Primary childcare challenges encountered by graduate student parents. 

                                                
1 Source: https://www.aetnastudenthealth.com/stu_conn/student_connection.aspx?GroupID 

=812845 (Oct., 2012) 
2 Source: http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/admission/faq/index.html (Oct., 2012) 
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parents. Many find that the system hinders their ability to make academic progress towards their 

degree: 

 

“Northwestern does not provide a lot of parental benefits to students. Finding and affording 

childcare are extremely difficult. The process for pregnancy related referrals from the NU Health 

Clinic is time consuming and unproductive. Northwestern needs to invest in graduate student 

parents so they feel more comfortable coming back to school full time sooner and can finish their 

degree more quickly.” 

 

The Need for On-Campus Childcare 
 

Indeed, many other universities provide resources for graduate student parents that currently do not 

exist at Northwestern. Compared to some of our peer universities, 9 have childcare facilities on 

campus (Stanford, UPenn, Cornell, Georgetown, Johns Hopkins, MIT, Princeton, University of 

Michigan, and Yale), and 5 subsidize childcare off campus (Princeton, University of Michigan, Yale, 

Cornell, and Duke University). The childcare subsidy is generally income-dependent, but the 

maximum amount per child per year reaches $5,000 at Princeton and $4,530 at University of 

Michigan. 

 

We believe the current childcare situation is in need of ongoing improvement, and we strongly 

recommend that Northwestern follows the example of its peer institutions by subsidizing on- and 

off- campus childcare. Although we recognize the sizable cost of providing such childcare services, 

we believe the overall benefit of doing so will outweigh the initial costs. First, Northwestern can use 

the availability of the service as a incentive for recruiting both graduate students and faculty. 

Additionally, it will significantly benefit graduate student parents in their academic work. Parents will 

have the opportunity to be close to their children in case of emergencies and will have more time to 

focus and accomplish the various tasks of their research. We sincerely believe it is in the best interest 

of Northwestern to develop an on-campus subsidized childcare program to better serve its students, 

faculty, and staff and to better compete with its peer institutions. 

 

  

The GLC recommends… 
! The university should offer subsidized childcare that takes into account a grad student’s 

stipend (as compared to a faculty or staff member’s salary) – especially on campus. This 

would allow Northwestern to remain competitive with other private, peer institutions. 

! TGS better promote under-utilized options including the Dependent Care grant, and nanny-

sharing, even to those who do not have children but may be planning to have families in the 

near future. 

! TGS encourage individual departments to be conscious of student parents when scheduling 

classes, meetings, and other events.  
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Child Care 
 
Similar to last year, nearly 20% of respondents are or are planning to be parents while in graduate 

school at Northwestern.  This represents a sizable portion of the student body, and we believe 
the administration can do much to improve services that are currently offered.  With the health 
insurance plan, dependant costs are unsubsidized ($4,720 per spouse and $2,952 per child per 
year) and represent a significant fraction of a yearly stipend.  In addition to these high health 
care costs, accessible and subsidized child care is not available to graduate students, which 

remains a burdensome and often stressful ordeal.  According to the survey results, over 77% of 
graduate student parents report being late to work or having to leave early to accommodate 
their children.  Similar to years past, the cost of childcare and availability of emergency care 
remain significant problems, as shown in the following graph (Figure 15). 

             
 Figure 15.  Top child care challenges amongst graduate student parents.   
 

As listed on the Human Resources website, all viable childcare options are off‐campus.  They 
include McGaw YMCA Children’s Center in Evanston, KinderCare in downtown Chicago, 
Sittercity.com, and a Nanny‐sharing network.  Current costs for a child under three years old, 
which is the most common age of children of graduate student parents, exceeds $1,200 per 
month at both the YMCA and KinderCare.  The majority of respondents spend more than $200 

per week per child for care, and the vast majority of students need care during normal business 
hours as indicated in the following graph (Figure 16). 
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 Figure 16.  Times of day that graduate student parents need to arrange for child care. 
 
Many students expressed their dissatisfaction with the current childcare situation in the 
comments section of the survey, and we’ve included some of these comments below. 

 
“I've heard many times from my graduate colleagues that there's almost no support 
for grad students who have children. I even met a student who was seriously 
considering having a baby after graduation b/c the only support from NU is the 
discount for the childcare at YMCA, which you have to wait over an hour to receive 

the service. I hope there'll be more subsidies or other kinds of support for grad 
student parents in real ways (e.g. having a childcare center on campus, giving more 
financial support, etc).” 
 
“I was a bit shocked when I looked into it and found that there was no directly 

subsidized childcare on or near campus. I can’t believe that in this day and age a top 
R1 university wouldn’t be able to make it easier for their graduate students and 
faculty to work while taking care of their children. The costs of these things are 
HUGE on a grad student’s salary and the lack of support from NU is the main reason 
why my wife chose to attend a different institution.” 
 

“[We want] On‐campus child care. I know we [Northwestern] have a deal with the 
YMCA, but it's expensive, hard to get into, and extremely inflexible re: scheduling.” 

 
We believe the current childcare situation does not work.  The costs are incredibly burdensome 
to graduate student parents, and many find the current system hinders their ability to make 
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academic progress towards their degree.  Although we recognize a sizable cost of providing 
such childcare services on campus, we believe the overall benefit of doing so will outweigh the 
initial costs.  First, Northwestern can use the availability of the service as a fantastic recruiting 

tool for both graduate students and faculty.  As mentioned above, it was the deciding factor for 
one student to matriculate at a peer institution instead of Northwestern.  Additionally, we 
believe it will significantly benefit graduate student parents in their academic work.  Parents will 
have the opportunity to be close to their children in case of emergencies and will have more 
time to focus and accomplish the various tasks of their research.  We sincerely believe it is in the 

best interest of Northwestern to develop an on‐campus childcare program to better serve its 
students, faculty, and staff and to better compete with its peer institutions. 
 
Finally, along similar lines, graduate student parents are a largely disenfranchised group on 
campus.  According to the survey results, a whopping 70% of respondents believe they are “not 
at all” or “slightly connected” to other graduate student parents (Figure 17).   

                       
 Figure 17.  Feeling of connectivity for graduate student parents to one another. 
 
GLC recognizes the efforts of The Graduate School to improve relationships of graduate student 
parents through their Days Out program at the Botanic Gardens and in the future Navy Pier for 
their Winter Wonderland.  Additionally, the Graduate Student Association of Evanston recently 
authored a community building grant to sponsor events with the Graduate Women across 

Northwestern (GWAN) Mother’s group to improve communication among the group and to help 
members form lasting relationships with one another.  We believe these programs will greatly 
benefit parents who can coordinate nights or weekend dates with other parents ahead of time 
to care for their children.  We are hopeful these improved relations will help to ease the stress 
and effort in planning for untimely events, as well as better connect families living in similar 

situations.  Nonetheless, we believe the long‐term solution to many of these issues can be 
solved only with an on‐campus childcare option.   
 

GLC Recommendations: 
· University should offer subsidized child care to graduate student parents.  This would 

allow Northwestern to remain competitive with other private, peer institutions. 
· Continue to offer opportunities for graduate student parents and children to build 

community at Northwestern.  
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2008 GLC Report (Section on Students with Children) 

 
 

 
[continued on next page]  
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Child Care 

 
Though the population of graduate student parents (or expecting parents) at Northwestern University is 
a  small  8%  of  848  respondents,  this  minority  population  must  not  be  overlooked.    Another  11%  of 
respondents  plan  to  begin  a  family  sometime during  their  graduate  career;  thus,  nearly  20%  of  TGS 
student body would benefit from  improvements  in childcare.   The  first step, of course,  is to recognize 
that  a  need  exists.    We  believe  there  is  sufficient  evidence  to  show  very  specific  needs,  which 
realistically can be improved to create a more welcoming and accessible environment for our graduate 
student parents.  
 
Northwestern University currently provides the following resources for graduate student parents (listed 
on the NU Human Resources webpage): 
 

• University Childcare Programs 

• McGaw YMCA Children’s Center (Evanston) 

• KinderCare (downtown Chicago) 

• Center‐based back‐up care 

• Sittercity.com 

• Nanny‐sharing network 

• Mother’s Rooms/Changing tables 

 

2008 GLC Report Section on Parenting 
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The most recent advancement for NU graduate student parents comes in the form of a third Mother’s 
Room, completed  in early October 2008  in the Main Library.   Joining this nursing room are two others 
situated  in  the  Rebecca  Crown  Center  and  in  the  Pancoe‐Evanston  Northwestern  Healthcare  Life 
Sciences Pavilion.   
 
A focus group study was conducted by TGS in May, 2008.  One of the more interesting results from the 
study was  the desire  for  improved networking and  a  stronger  community amongst  graduate  student 
parents.  These students, as well as most of the GLC 2008 survey parent respondents felt disconnected 
from other parents, yet 44% would like more connection (Figure 16). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 16.  Self‐reported connection with other graduate student parents 
 

 
 
The overwhelming concern of graduate student parents remains childcare, specifically: 

• Childcare cost 

• Childcare availability 

• Back‐up/emergency care  
 

This report  focuses on  these  three  issues  for  the  following  reasons.   The data show an overwhelming 
majority of  student parents  list  cost of  childcare as  their primary  concern  (Figure 17).   Though back‐
up/emergency care falls fairly close to several other  issues  in terms of  importance,  it  is emphasized  in 
this report because we feel that more reasonable solutions to this problem exist, compared to some of 
the others which are truly out of the realm of the university’s capacity for impact. 
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The  GLC  survey  results  show 
that 67% of 36 respondents who 
utilize  childcare  require  31+ 
hours  per  week,  mainly  during 
normal  working  hours.    The 
majority of these 36 parents pay 
$100  ‐  $400  per  week  ($400  ‐ 
$1600/month)  for  childcare 
(Figure  18).    Most  receive  a 
stipend under $2200 per month, 
which makes  childcare  at  these 
costs  extremely  unaffordable.  
Indeed,  one  student  surveyed 
(GLC 2008) commented,  

Figure

Figure 18.  Amount spent on childcare each week 

 
 17.  Top child care challenges for graduate student parents 

 
“Childcare…[is] more expensive  than a graduate  student stipend can cover… paying $1700/month of 

the $2019 that I get, at the NU‐affiliated Kindercare, is [a big deal].” 

• Cross‐tabbing data for monthly stipends and childcare cost shows that approximately one‐third 
of graduate student parents have taken out student loans to offset the cost of their education. 
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Northwestern  currently  offers  two  university  childcare  programs:  McGaw  YMCA  Children’s  Center, 
located  in  Evanston,  and  KinderCare,  located  near  the  downtown  Chicago  campus.    The  waitlist  for 
KinderCare typically runs  long;  for example, at present the wait  for  infants  is May 2009.   Additionally, 
the monthly rates for childcare at these two facilities present problems for parents whose stipend may 
be little more than the fees listed (Table 7). 
 
  Cost per Month for Childcare 

  
McGaw YMCA 
Children's Center  KinderCare 

Infant  $1,505   $1,765  

Toddler  $1,350   $1,470  

2 years  $1,214   $1,355  

3‐5 years  $1,076   $1,260  

Table 7.  Childcare costs at NU‐affiliated childcare institutions 
 
The HR website  states  that NU allocates $75,000  for  fee  assistance, but  this amount  is  for  students, 
employees  and  faculty  alike.    According  to  one  KinderCare  employee,  the  organization  reserves  47 
spaces  per  year,  but  again,  this  is  for  NU  students,  staff  and  employees  combined.    One  student 
commented in the GLC survey, 
 

“I've been trying to get in touch with someone at the Work/Life office for FOUR MONTHS to ask 

about applying for Child Care Fee Assistance, but neither emails nor phone calls are returned.  I 

sent  the application, but have no  idea when  the deadline  is, or  if  it was  even  received... This 

vacuum  at  the  other  end  of  some  NU  phone  numbers  (I've  had  similar  issues  in  the  past)  is 

extremely frustrating.” 

Clearly, paying for childcare is a real struggle for graduate student parents.  Because 41% have children 
aged  infant  –  3  years,  making  all‐day  care  more  affordable  through  fee  assistance  or  other  options 
would impact a sizable portion of the NU graduate student parent population.   
 
The GLC  acknowledges  that  onsite  childcare may  be  unattainable  at  present,  and we  recognize  that 
improvements in this area must come in small increments.  However, we also point out that it a) is likely 
the most ideal solution for parents, b) may enhance graduate student recruitment and retention, and c) 
is  offered  by  many  of  NU’s  peer  institutions.    Many  of  the  comments  written  by  student  parents 
completing the survey speak to these points: 
 

“I  think  one  thing  holding  this  university  back  in  recruiting  women  faculty  (as  well  as  grad 

students) is a lack of on‐site child care. This is a powerful recruiting tool as well as making life a 

ton easier for graduate students with children.” 

“My biggest  request  is an affordable, on‐campus  (Evanston) option  for daycare where parents 

could visit their children during the day. Childcare costs  in Chicago/Evanston are astronomical, 

especially considering graduate student income.” 

“On‐site childcare  is  the biggest  issue  for me. Childcare  is  the biggest  factor slowing down my 

work and progress towards my degree.” 
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The  final  quote  above  highlights  the  negative  consequences  of  high  childcare  costs  and  inadequate 
accessibility.   For many students, the struggle to find and pay for adequate child care costs them class 
time, lab time, conference time, and even job opportunities (Figure 19).  
 
Our  hope  is  that  we  have  clearly  presented  areas  of  real  need,  specifically  in  terms  of  cost  and 
availability of childcare and back‐up childcare.  Practically, this translates to a more focused, limited and 
manageable list of concerns to address. 

Figure 19.  Impact of childcare challenges on graduate student parents 

 



 39 

NU STUDENT PARENT TESTIMONIES 

[Note: We appreciate student parents taking time to share their experiences and suggestions with us. 

Taken together, they show the deep level of frustration and stress experienced by the student parent 

population at Northwestern. Each testimony is labeled as follows: ST = staff, S = student testimony 

collected by NU Student Parent Alliance, G = response from the Graduate Leadership Council 

Survey.]  

Student testimonies collected by the NU Student Parent Alliance in 2014-15 

(#ST-020) 

I am a staff member in a research facility.  I have two children, aged 4 and 1.  I have been more 

fortunate than many regarding lactation support, because I happen to be located close to one of the 

mothers’ rooms on campus.  I was really grateful when the university created a new mothers’ room in 

Tech at a time when the mothers’ room I used was booked solid and very difficult to get 

into.  However, judging from others’ experiences, more rooms need to be created to serve the needs 

of the mothers on campus. 

  

One issue I think Northwestern desperately needs to address is the issue of emergency backup care 

for sick children.  When I bring this up, it’s invariably met with an incredulous, “But we DO offer 

backup care!”  Which is somewhat true, but the backup care on offer is only for well children, when 

their usual childcare falls through (e.g. babysitter is on vacation).  While I often do have flexibility in 

my schedule, I work in a lab environment and there are times where I simply must be in the 

office.  When we have an experiment scheduled where four or five people have put in months worth 

of work and thousands of dollars of research funding, and a timeline has been set in motion that must 

be adhered to or the experiment is lost, I must be present.  My specific skill set is such that my 

colleagues cannot easily fill in for me.  I cannot begin to describe the sick feeling in my stomach 

when one of my children wakes up with a fever on one of these days.  My husband sometimes travels 

for work, and it’s often not easy for him to take days off either.  The mornings where we look at each 

other over the sick child between us and argue about whose job is more important that day are a 

significant source of tension in our marriage.  Although it makes me feel like a terrible parent and a 

terrible citizen, I have sent my children to daycare on days when they have no business being there, 

just because I have to be at work.  I lose sleep over this. 

  

I want to be a good employee.  I do not want to let my fellow researchers down, I do not want to 

waste scarce research dollars, and I do not want people to see me as unreliable because I am a 

parent.  Other major research universities have recognized the importance of helping their employees 

be at work on mission critical days – as just one example, Washington University in St. Louis offers 

in-home care for mildly ill children at a rate of $6/hour, or center based backup care for $20/child/day 

or $30/family/day.  These are rates I would gladly pay in order to be at work for important 

experiments.  In contrast, Northwestern offers only backup care for well children, at a cost of 

$75/child/day ($25 of this is reimbursable through a rather inconvenient mail-in rebate-like process, 

but the hurdle is high enough that in practice I usually end up eating the full cost).  $150/day, pending 

availability, is not easy for us to swing on top of our usual child care payments.  

  

I also worry about the implications that my needing to stay out with sick kids on important days has 

for my performance reviews and my prospects for promotions and pay raises.  My stress levels would 

be significantly lower and, frankly, I’d have an easier time focusing on work, if I wasn’t distracted by 

worrying about what I would do if one of my children got sick on a specific day with important 



 40 

experiments. It seems to me that it’s in the university’s best interests to help employees be at work on 

days where their absence will have a major negative impact on university business. 

 

(#S-019) 

I am a Northwestern graduate, and former student parent. Both of my children were born while I was 

pursuing my PhD at Northwestern. Although I greatly enjoyed the TGS Parents’ outings, the NU 

Parents group [no longer active], and I was EXTREMELY fortunate to have a supportive advisor 

during the 2nd half of my PhD, generally speaking, I found NU to be unsupportive of student parents. 

A few examples: 

Many have noted the lack of pumping facilities for student mothers. I would like to echo those 

concerns, and also add that this has been a problem since at least 2008, when I first started looking 

into facilities for nursing mothers. Despite considerable lobbying efforts on behalf of the student 

mothers group at that time, it appears nothing has changed. 

The policies and support for maternity leave on campus are confusing and idiosyncratically applied, 

at best. My personal experience was that I was actively discouraged from taking maternity leave 

following the birth of my first child by both my (now-former) advisor and my department’s 

administrator. Although both were aware of the 6-week maternity leave policy, they felt that the 

timing of my birth (late-January) would create budget and scheduling issues – either leaving a faculty 

member without an RA or a TA. They suggested I take a quarter without pay, which I did, for fear of 

losing funding, advising or both. I was fortunate that my husband made enough money to cover our 

expenses without my stipend, but the decision to decline funding for a semester was not without 

consequences. I was very nearly denied funding in my 5th year – something that was almost 

universally granted in my program – because my record indicated that I had “declined funding” 

earlier in my graduate career (which, apparently, counts against you in extended funding 

applications). The situation was only resolved thanks to considerable lobbying on my behalf by the 

program director, who happened to be sympathetic to the circumstances of my “declined funding.” 

When I applied for maternity leave for the birth of my second child (born in July), I was told that 

graduate students were not eligible for maternity leave for summer births – neither for the time 

immediately following the birth, nor for the first 6 weeks during the fall semester following a summer 

birth, even for students who receive funding during the summer term. Very fortunately my advisor at 

that time agreed to fund my maternity leave, although he did so from his own funding, without any 

assistance from the department, college or university. 

In my experience, there are few places on campus that are child friendly. In an effort to mitigate 

daycare costs, several student parents and I had the idea that we would create a babysitting swap on 

campus. On days when we had to TA classes – we would bring our children to campus, and one 

parent would sit with 2-3 children, while another parent was in class. However, despite requests to 

multiple departments and directly through TGS, we were told it was a liability to have children on 

campus, and therefore we were unable to secure a room. 

In sum, although I do not regret having my children in graduate school, I found the experience to be 

considerably more alienating and isolating that I had anticipated. Now that I am a few years out, it is 

easier for me to reflect on how real or feigned ignorance, coupled with genuine lack of institutional 

support, is used to perpetuate (even in my own mind) the sexist idea that women who have children in 

graduate school are doing something unusual, unacceptable or even a little bit illicit. The women on 
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this site, and those who don’t feel comfortable speaking up but who I know share these same 

concerns, are not asking for favors. They are asking for reasonable accommodations – 

accommodations that are normative in many professional organizations and, indeed, at most peer 

universities as well. 

 

(#S-018) 

I chose Northwestern’s Ph.D. program over another in part because of my understanding that I would 

enjoy competitive health and maternity benefits. It seemed like an ideal place to reach my 

professional goals while not having to sacrifice the personal goal of starting a family during my prime 

reproductive years. 

I should have read the fine print! Northwestern’s policies are relatively supportive of faculty (and as 

of recently, staff), but they do not provide sufficient support for full-time graduate student parents. 

These students perform key labor for the university and, in turn, often depend on the university for 

their entire living. 

In my family’s case, we hand over 80% of my monthly stipend for childcare costs alone. Adding our 

son as a dependent to my student health insurance would have eaten up the remaining 20% and more. 

It is only because of the Affordable Care Act insurance option (which, for us, is $2,000 cheaper than 

NU’s plan) and that I have a spouse with a small income that we are able to barely stay afloat 

financially. I know many NU graduate students are not so lucky, and are forced to take on debt to 

cover the basic costs of having a family while in school. 

I agree with all of the solutions proposed by this group. As long as NU employs graduate students to 

do work for the university, it should also provide them with the same family policies that faculty and 

staff enjoy. Otherwise, if having a family is in a student’s plans, they would do well to take up their 

other Ph.D. program offers. 

 

(#S-017) 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with NU administrators about the challenges of being a parent 

NU. As the father of a 3 year old daughter who was born just a couple months before I started my 

graduate studies at NU, I have run into a number of challenges. I am sure others have mentioned these 

issues to you, but NU provides very little assistance in different forms for students with children. I did 

take advantage of the subsidized child care through Bright Horizons. While this was an excellent 

institution for early childhood education, it was extremely expensive. After the subsidies and 

discounts for being low-income (I am in the lowest income tier), I paid $848.83 per month. After 

taxes are taken out of my paycheck, I am typically paid only about $1,600 per month. Thus, over half 

of my income goes to child care and leaves very little for rent, food, and medical expenses. The 

astronomical cost of healthcare for students with families is simply not affordable. Thus, my daughter 

had to rely on Medicaid (All Kids). To make ends meet, I have had to take on thousands of dollars in 

student loans. All of which seems a little ridiculous given the financial resources of NU. A few things 

that I would like to see: 

1. Greater subsidies for childcare that make this affordable on a student stipend. 

2. Subsidies for part-time childcare. It is my understanding that NU only subsidizes full-time 

childcare. Subsidizing part-time childcare would allow their subsidies to pay a larger portion of the 
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monthly childcare bill. 

3. Reduced health insurance premiums for family plans. 

4. Maternity leave for mothers and fathers. 

Thank you again for your assistance. 

 

(#S-016) 

Thanks for taking the initiative in bringing up the particular challenges and issues facing 

parent/students at NU.  

I’m a third year Ph.D. student. I have a 5 year-old and an 8 year-old. When I began my studies at 

Northwestern I had a kindergartener and a preschooler.  

In fall of 2012 my family (husband and two children) moved to a small town about 12 miles north of 

Evanston in order to serve the needs of my commute and my husband’s job. Because of that I ride the 

Metra rail into Evanston, which is an expense not covered or subsidized by NU. I do not use my 

CTA/El pass and I cannot decline it. (I tried to ask them not to make me one since I don’t use it, but 

was just told that I had to pay for it in my student fees whether I used it or not and so I would be 

getting one.) 

Total cost for one academic year commuting: $1,089 

One of my children has challenging health needs that require great care in her environment and do not 

make a traditional preschool/daycare setting possible. Because of this I pay for in-home childcare for 

my children. The weekly hours vary greatly from 40 hours/week during finals and other times of high 

required output to 0 hours/week during breaks. In addition to finding and managing in-home childcare 

the cost of having the kind of care my children need puts me in the tax category of an employer 

requiring me to pay the “nanny tax,” register with the state as an employer, and more.  

Total cost for one academic year for childcare and taxes: $13,682 

We purchase health insurance through my husband’s employer because the cost to insure my entire 

family through Northwestern is prohibitive.  

My husband and I have chosen to homeschool our children. This situation is far outside of the norm 

for the American public let alone the much smaller world of grad students at NU. I know of no other 

student, faculty, or staff member who homeschools at NU.  

It would be nice to feel that my experiences as a parent are valued and supported rather than tolerated 

as long as I am meeting benchmarks. It would also be nice to have a place or person to go to as I 

navigate the particular challenges of parenting as a scholar-in-training. (I think a lot about what I need 

to know going on the job market about potential employers and how to find that out without marking 

myself as a “mom” and perhaps lowering my chances of being hired.) 

One other thing I’d like to mention is the culture surrounding parenting and pregnancy at 

Northwestern. I am due with my third child in early spring. I have asked a few women (mothers) I 

know who are either further along in my program or have graduated from it about whether I should 

take maternity leave or not. I was trying to find out how it worked at NU, whether it impacted 

assistantships, etc. Of the women I talked to none suggested I take maternity leave for my own 

benefit. One shared a horror story of someone’s funding getting completely messed up because she 
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took maternity leave. Another said I should talk to someone in TGS about how it currently works 

without letting on that I am pregnant, and the other said she wouldn’t suggest it for me. The only 

reason I was given to take maternity leave was to improve TGS’s ability to track data on 

parent/students. My advisor graciously rearranged my assistantship duties so that I would have an 

extremely light load in spring quarter. However, I hesitate to say that the arrangement is truly a 

service to me, my department, TGS, or the university. Handling pregnancy “in house” on a 

departmental level reinforces a pattern of hiding and dismissing childbirth and childrearing as 

something exterior to academia. It does not create a space for dialogue and acceptance of students 

(women in particular) who choose to incorporate children into their lives. It concerned me that rising 

scholars have already accepted the cultural norm surrounding childbirth/child rearing in academia 

rather than challenging it to insure a healthier and more supportive environment for all parents.  

 

(#S-015) 

1. Recommendation: departments or TGS should include a page of family information in recruitment 

materials and at orientation. This could be a “one-stop shop” of information regarding lactation 

rooms, preference for spouses in the NU hiring process (as NU affiliates), information about local 

child care facilities and scholarship/grant opportunities, information on the dependent care grant for 

conference travel, etc. On a related note, there should also be one or two people students can contact 

in the recruitment process with family-related questions; in my experience I was hesitant to ask 

specific questions because of my position as a not-yet admitted student and my status as a mother. 

2. Recommendation: there should be a sort of ombudsperson appointed for dealing with issues related 

to families/parenting who can facilitate negotiation between students and advisers/departments 

regarding navigating family responsibilities and the demands of graduate work, for example, the need 

for “sick leave” because children are not permitted in day care facilities when they have a fever, the 

demands of the first year of parenting, especially on mothers, the necessity to leave labs at a 

reasonable hour to pick up children from facilities that close, etc. 

3. Recommendation: more lactation facilities, specifically, one in every building! It is not sufficient to 

have facilities spread out 10-15 minutes walk between buildings. This results in students (and 

employees) in buildings not in close proximity to lactation rooms having to take an hour away from 

work to walk to/from a lactation room to use a breast pump. And if one pumps twice or three times a 

day, it almost negates the time spent on campus. 

4. Experience: we have been very happy with our experience at the Bright Horizons day care facility 

in Evanston, which was the only center that had space available when we needed it, however, this 

option was only accessible to us because my partner worked at NU (so had a full-time salary) and we 

also received an NU discount. This meant that my [entire] stipend could pay for childcare (!!!) and his 

salary could support our living expenses. Childcare is a necessity for parents seeking to complete 

coursework, exams, and a dissertation in a timely fashion and options must be available and 

affordable. 

5. Recommendation: TGS should create opportunities to discuss how DGSs can help create 

departmental environments where families, and conversation about families, are welcome. 
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(#S-014) 

I’m a student parent — arrived here for grad school 3.5 years ago pregnant and with a 2-year-

old.  Now they are 5 and almost 3! 

My concerns with the (lack of) support trace pretty exactly what you have outlined on the 

website.  I’m not sure how best to add my story!  NU’s subsidized daycare is not affordable, even 

with my partner’s income (the idea of trying to raise my children on just my stipend is 

terrifying).  We ended up using an in-home daycare near our house, and even that is over half the 

monthly stipend for ONE of my two kids.  Because insuring them through NU seems undoable, the 

kids are on state-subsidized health insurance, which feels crazy for an employee of a well-endowed 

private university.  I feel guilty about it, but there’s no real alternative financially. 

The breastfeeding resources — a relatively minor accommodation — are, indeed, ridiculous at NU.  I 

ended up weaning my second child, the one born while I was here, at only four months (almost a year 

earlier than my first child) because I simply could not go to the library for an hour to pump multiple 

times a day.  When I asked in the department, I was offered the conference room, which seemed only 

marginally less public than just pumping in the hallway (it’s an extremely popular event space and 

can be accessed from multiple unlocked doors).  This isn’t a reflection on my department particularly 

— there aren’t any other spaces set aside.  After two sessions in a smelly bathroom, I gave up.  A 

nursing room in every building, or within a distance that does not require a coat to walk, would be a 

big step toward making nursing mothers feel like they’re not actively transgressing by pumping. 

Also, regarding paid time off.  I was due to deliver near the end of Winter quarter of my first year — 

smack in the middle of coursework.  Because it seemed completely unfeasible to just stop getting paid 

for three months with a baby in the house, I wanted to avoid taking a quarter’s leave (and now, 

hearing about people’s difficulty with effectively stopping their funding clock, I’m especially glad I 

did!)  So I took four graduate classes instead of three my first quarter, did a regular quarter of courses 

while 9 months pregnant, missing the last session of classes for my son’s birth, and arranged to do an 

independent study and an undergrad course to meet my coursework requirements with the minimum 

amount of on-campus time in the Spring, 3 weeks after he was born.  While I recognize that allowing 

this schedule constitutes an accommodation on the part of The Graduate School (they let me get paid 

despite only taking 2 rather than 3 classes in the spring, because I had proactively taken the extra 

class in the fall), it is also kind of an insane workaround in retrospect and caused quite a bit of 

stress.  If there had been some way to figure out partial funding during parental leaves, that would 

have been an enormous relief. 

 

 (#S-013) 

I’m a 5th year PhD student with two kids. I started my first year with a 10th month old and my 

daughter was born at the end of my second year. As a whole, I am grateful for the assistance that I 

have received from NU. I have received dependent care grants to support childcare during conference 

travel, fun outings through TGS Day Outs, and tuition scholarships to subsidize the cost of my kids’ 

attendance at Bright Horizons. I appreciate the opportunity to share with NU administrators some of 

the issues that I’ve encountered as a student parent and to identify areas where I believe NU could 

better support us as student parents. 

Childcare Expenses 
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Childcare expenses are too high. When my daughter started attending Bright Horizons, the combined 

cost for childcare for a preschooler and an infant was $1956.67, which included a 10% discount and 

NU fee-assistance. The cost was half of our combined income. There are no sibling discounts and the 

tuition increases each year. The tuition assistance often does not increase proportionally with the 

tuition increases. Despite decreases in tuition as the kids progress into classes with lower teacher-

student ratios, the amount of financial assistance decreases as well, so you are still paying the same 

amount. 

            As graduate students, we are ineligible for NU’s Dependent Care FSA, which has tremendous 

tax implications. Recently when the tax code required that all NU childcare assistance be considered 

taxable, this action not only decreased our net assistance received, but also increased our gross 

income. This increase had implications for other assistance that we might have otherwise been 

eligible that is determined based on gross income, such as All Kids. When TGS provides us with 

dependent care grants, they give us slightly more than the $500 to account for potential tax 

obligations.  I wish NU did the same with childcare tuition assistance. 

Healthcare 

The cost of dependent insurance through the Aetna Student Health Plan is cost-prohibitive.  We were 

fortunate to find out about the All Kids program and sign up our kids. My wife is part of the Aetna 

plan. We pay by the quarter, but our heart drops each time we have to write a $1700 check. We have 

tried on three occasions to sign my wife up for subsidized medical care, but the incompetence and 

inaction through DHS has led us to borrowing money to pay for her healthcare. It is humbling to 

qualify for state-aid as a graduate student. 

Financial Hardship 

My wife HAS to work to provide supplemental income for us to support the family and pay for 

childcare. Because eligibility for health care and childcare subsidies are determined by our income, 

we are in a precarious position, because we can’t make too much or else we could lose our kids’ 

healthcare and receive less subsidies for childcare, which would outweigh the increased income that 

we would have received from her additional hours. Although I was on two external fellowships, I had 

to do additional work in order to earn extra money. 

Student Parking Costs 

Student parking costs need to be subsidized. Although TGS provides us with subsidized CTA passes, 

this is not a practical option for me as a student parent. Because my wife works farther away, I am the 

parent tasked with driving the kids to daycare. It’s not feasible for me to bring the kids by train or 

wait for a shuttle, particularly in the winter months or in the rain. For two years, I paid for the student 

parking. However, I could no longer afford to do so with the increased cost of putting my daughter in 

childcare. Now, I return home after dropping the kids off and have been working at home consistently 

since my fourth year. When I have to weigh whether I am going to put food on the table or buy 

diapers, I am going to choose those things over parking. 

The inability to afford parking has had a negative impact on my relationships with other students and 

faculty in my department. I am grateful that my key research group meeting is a video conference. 

However, I am embarrassed each time I am asked why I am not “around” more. I already was unable 

to attend many functions because I had to return home to take care of the kids. I feel tremendous 

pressure to maximize the time in which I have the kids in daycare, since I cannot work after my kids 
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come home from childcare or on the weekends. I work late in the evenings, which puts strain on the 

marriage. I often compare myself to others in my program who do not have kids and get depressed by 

my perceived “lack of progress”.  I have to keep reminding myself that I am a dad and husband first 

and count our blessings to keep my spirits up. However, there is not a day in which I question 

whether I made the right decision to pursue this career path and whether the sacrifices that I am 

making my family go through is worth it. 

 

(#S-012) 

I am an alum, but can share my experiences from when I was at NU. 

I found the pumping rooms helpful, however, I wish there was one in each building. I barely used the 

ones available, and ended up pumping in my car or an empty classroom-if I found one, which 

obviously left me with a few awkward situations. 

Also, I wish there were more resources of credible child care for NU students at an affordable rate. 

The cost of being a student is already high and it’s helpful if there was a place where NU parents can 

view reviews of local child care which they may utilize. 

Also, since it’s difficult being a student and parent a support group would be nice, to share ideas and 

tips on managing both roles. 

I think the work you and the group is doing is great, thanks for taking the time to make life better for 

NU student parents! 

 

(#S-011) 

I am a graduate student who also is the father of two children and I have been married to my 

wonderful wife for the last four years. We moved from Washington State, to take up graduate 

school.  We really like Northwestern, but going back to school with kids is also a daunting task, that 

takes a lot of planning on my part and my wife’s part.  What we have encountered is a system that is 

not friendly to families, that in general makes little effort to help families.  I would like to see 

Northwestern be more family friendly by providing a few more options for students with 

families.  Here are just a couple of suggestions for improvement. 

I applied to be a RA/CA for graduate housing.  I was hoping it could be a shared job between my wife 

and I, I was informed that only “students” can hold this position.  This was disturbing and frustrating 

because if we could earn our housing through working between my wife and I then we might be able 

to keep our costs down and even possibly not have to take out loans.  This is an example of a policy 

that is not family friendly. 

When learning about the great student health center and its offerings, I was informed that again only 

“students” of northwestern could benefit from its offerings.  This is another example of non-family 

friendly policy that Northwestern holds.  I think it is great that Northwestern has made so many 

efforts to reach out to minority groups, to make LGBT people feel welcome on campus etc etc.  But 

the welcoming atmosphere has become more of a pro-single person and ya’ll with families “figure it 

out for yourselves” atmosphere.  This is most disappointing.   
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Another example of a policy of a non-family friendly policy that NU holds has to do with the NU 

shuttles.  The spouse card gives shuttle privileges however in the shuttle policies posted in the student 

housing, it clearly states that strollers are not welcome.  My spouse, trying to get two young children 

around town, needs to use a stroller, yet she bought a spouse card, and is told that strollers on the 

shuttles are not welcome.  This is not family friendly at all. 

I would also like to suggest that the NU student Rec/Gyms  provide some morning time babysitting 

so that spouses may go and do some work outs. 

A spouse of a student is doing a lot to make it possible for the student to return to school. Lets be 

inclusive of spouses of students. 

 

(#S-010) 

I am a soon-to-be student parent and my husband is a part-time student at NU as well.  He is in the 

school of continuing education while I am associated with the medical and graduate 

school.  Therefore, we cannot yet really provide a fair testimony of our experiences with 

Northwestern as parents. . . though I think we could both make a number of choice, comments on 

how virtually nonexistent childcare options are. 

Take care!  Thank you for reaching out. 

 

(#S-009) 

I am SO happy to hear about the NU student alliance’s efforts. I definitely feel that the institution has 

made it such that it is a major sacrifice to be a graduate student parent precisely because it lacks 

necessary supports. I can personally attest to that fact since I have resorted to applying for medicaid 

for my child because I cannot afford the NU healthcare coverage for him as a dependent. My son is in 

elementary school and I strive to attain a quality education for him, so I made the decision to send 

him to a private school rather than send him to the under-performing public school in the south 

suburb where my mother and I reside. Most of my monthly stipend goes to his school payment, my 

car payment, and fuel costs for commuting from the south suburbs to Evanston (and back) on a daily 

basis. 

I have also found it difficult to participate in graduate student events and workshops because many 

take place in the evening, and it is difficult to even get my family members (many of whom work or 

study) to take care of him because it conflicts with their schedules. That’s why I think that it would be 

lovely for Northwestern to either provide on-site care (even at a small fee) options and/or a subsidy to 

help us with such care, particularly for parents with very small children. UIC provides such 

subsidized childcare for students and faculty, and U of C has its own school with financial assistance 

available for lower-income applicants. 

 

I find it disappointing that an institution with departments experienced in the study of issues of 

racial/ethnic and socioeconomic inequalities is itself lacking in support systems to help its own 

student population. 
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(#S-008) 

Thanks for spearheading this effort. 

I concur with the financial frustrations – with two little boys younger than kindergarten, my entire 

(ENTIRE) monthly stipend went directly to childcare last year, plus some, and that’s with the (very 

small) Northwestern discount offered by that facility. 

Because of my stipend, we just barely do not qualify for NU fee assistance; last year, this meant we 

paid almost $24,000 out of pocket for childcare. Considering Evanston’s substantial cost of living 

(particularly for families), the child care fee assistance salary cap should be much higher than it 

currently is, with more funds allocated. 

 

(#S-007) 

I am a student parent of a 9 year old girl, and I share your thoughts about the healthcare costs. I also 

commute from suburbs and i drive 3.5-4 hours on the days I come to school, which at least 3 days and 

most of the time 4 days a week. I wish there was a k-12 school within the NU for NU families that I 

would bring my daughter with me to school and not to worry about her timing and schedule and I 

could be taking advantage of my school take more classes participate workshops and 

seminars…which I can never do due to family responsibilities and timing….and I could be a more 

productive successfull student and a happier mother. 

In my country some big universities have k-12 schools within them for their community and 

those students do better compare to most other schools since all the parents have a common interest in 

such a leading university. Maybe this sounds like a utopia but thats what I wish for… no limit right? 

Thank you. 

 

(#S-006) 

What programs and resources did you find the most helpful?  
Sitter City, obviously. That was used regularly. We also used the NU credit to enroll in Bright 

Horizons, which seemed great, but was not ultimately a good fit for our family. My wife and daughter 

were on All Kids insurance the whole time we lived in Chicago (we’re actually back in California 

now) and that was really wonderful. From birth to pediatrician, the process was smooth and 

affordable. 

What questions do you have about benefits and other university policies?  
After looking at your list of comparing NU to other institutions, I’m baffled that we don’t have at the 

very least an additional stipend and child care centers on campus. Our family spent so much money in 

child care costs (esp. b/c my wife was also in school at the time and not working) that we had to take 

out more loans to cover the approx. $1,000/month in nanny fees. 
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What have been your frustrations?  
Nothing really specific, just a general lack of recognition that grad students are also parents. I don’t 

get a sense from faculty or other grad students that they understand what it’s like. I don’t feel like I’ve 

been discriminated against, per se, but grad school is just such a different experience with a child than 

without. 

What suggestions do you have to improve the situation for student parents at NU?  
LOTS of info up front and accessible. This new website looks great (I don’t remember it four years 

ago). And just make sure that incoming students are aware of it. I had a lot of questions coming in (I 

didn’t even know about All Kids) and I was lucky to run in to someone who did. 

Keep on fightin’ the good fight! And trying to make room for families in academia! 

 

(#S-005) 

I’m actually really disappointed in NU’s policies toward students with children. In particular, I was 

shocked at how expensive the day care situation was – it ended up not even really being an option for 

us, would’ve taken up my whole stipend. I’m also disappointed at the lack of space available to nurse 

or pump. I have multiple friends who basically have to ask their (sometimes male) officemates to 

leave the room two or three times a day because there’s no space for them to pump in private. And 

it’s unrealistic to ask students to trek to the library two or three times every day to do this. 

Ideally, I’d want cheap (free?), easily accessible, high quality, onsite child care and at least one 

“mother’s room” in every academic building. 

Thanks for taking this up! 

 

 (#S-004) 

I read through the webpage you made and thought it was great. The biggest takeaway for me was 

actually how much I’d given up on NU helping me through anything. I faced many of these problems 

several years ago and after getting negligible support, my wife and I decided to just do things on our 

own, from applying to All Kids, WIC, IMG health insurance for my wife, staying in Evanston 

(though it’s more expensive) so we could get NU-family-related discounts for enrolling our kids in 

the YMCA school and activities (and basically trawling through anything “free” or “affordable (i.e. 

with scholarships/subsidies for grad students on stipends)” that might be available either in the 

YMCA or nearby community centers, e.g. Robert Crown Center, Chandler Neuberger Center. We’re 

really so far gone from NU “support” that I’d completely forgotten how little they help! One other 

thing: after 3 years of getting a NU-family scholarship (reducing the cost to about half-price) at the 

YMCA school in Evanston, the Y told us that NU decided in spring 2014 to stop supporting grad 

students with discounts/scholarships (!!!). Thankfully, the Y said that they continued to value their 

relationship with NU families and would try to meet us halfway (so far they have, but for how long?). 
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(#S-003) 

I am a second year Grad Student and I have a 2-year old toddler. I am Brazilian and my wife and I 

moved to US one year ago, because of Grad School. While we are enjoying our staying in the 

country, being a Foreigner, a Grad Student and a Parent is not easy. Part of the problem is that my 

wife is overwhelmed, and I partially attribute this to the fact that Northwestern do not help us much to 

provide day care to our children. This situation created an imbalance in our household that had never 

existed before. Far from our family network, and without university support, my success in Grad 

school became dependent upon the burden this arrangement put on my wife. How can this be a 

situation of a PhD student in a top-university? NU wants to promote diversity on campus, but that 

cannot be followed by gender inequality in graduate students households. Now, our son is in a day 

care for 3 hours a day, but this is clearly not enough, not to mention the pressure in our monthly 

budget. 

Providing a  better assistance to day care for grad student’s families is important not only because an 

university like NU has the duty to fight against (and not to foster!) gender inequality in society, but 

also because it is a important policy for science: Taking a holistic view about the lives of scientists 

and students is fundamental to foster their production and dedication to their own fields. Therefore, it 

is NU’s interest to think about grad student’s personal lives as well! 

 

(#S-002) 

First, I want to say thank you for soliciting feedback across departments! My wife is pregnant (due in 

February). 

As far as experience about being a parent and grad student goes . . . I can’t say anything definite yet! 

My thoughts heading into it are as follows: 

I do appreciate the NU childcare subsidy and discount offered at affiliate childcare centers, but 

childcare is still prohibitively expensive. It really would be nice if NU subsidized quite a bit more 

graduate student childcare. It’s my sense that parent graduate students might be parenting and not 

dissertating, so if the university wants to push (churn?) graduate students through their programs they 

should make it easier and cost effective to use childcare. The university could save money by not 

paying them to be graduate students longer than need be. (Again, I’m not a parent yet so I can’t say 

anything with certainty.) 

Although my department has been very supportive, it is unclear what I can reasonably ask of my 

professors (including the one I will be TAing for) when my wife delivers. Is it fair of me to take a 

week off of class? Am I expected to be at class if my wife is in labor during it? I know that some of 

these matters can be handled by meeting with my professors at the beginning of the quarter, but I 

think it would be nice if, at the very least, TGS encouraged departments to come up with some 

reasonable expectations of students and faculty when students are having children during the 

academic year. Setting some base expectations and ground rules would be helpful for all involved. 

 

(#S-001) 

I am a graduate student at Northwestern and recently became a student parent. 
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I am based on the Chicago campus and would like to see more childcare options available.  I added 

my name to the Bernice E. Lavin childcare center wait list soon after becoming pregnant and it still 

isn’t certain whether a spot will be available for my son when I return from my 12 week maternity 

leave. 

I would also be interested in having more mother’s rooms and baby changing tables available on 

campus.  Since I do research in the Robert H. Lurie building, I would personally benefit from having 

these available in that building. 

 

Responses from the 2012 GLAC survey 

 [Note: Below are the free responses collected from the Graduate Leadership Advocacy Council 

(GLAC) survey section on parenting. We are grateful to the GLAC for working with us to improve 

data collection on student parent issues.]  

 

(#G-025) 

Child care is very expensive and beyond my financial capabilities 

 

(#G-024) 

There is ZERO support for graduate student parents on the part of TGS. Simply linking to the 

information set up for staff is NOT HELPFUL. I wish I could nanny share, or use sitter city, but on a 

graduate student stipend, that is simply not possible. The University parenting information is set up 

for people who earn a real salary, not for graduate students. 

 

(#G-023) 

It is extremely difficult to find quality child care. We pay $1200/month for child care, which is more 

than we can really afford. It would be so great if NU could provide partial scholarships to help grad 

students pay for childcare. It would be a good investment, because childcare is essential for parents to 

complete their degrees in a timely manner. The cost of covering a child under the Aetna student 

health plan is prohibitive. Luckily my husband’s plan is a little better. 

 

(#G-022) 

Child care is extremely expensive. I can either pay the rent and have money to buy food (but not pay 

for childcare) or I can ask for loan, pay the rent and child care, but in this case I wouldn’t have money 

to buy food for my family… And the health insurance for dependents is just too expensive. 

 

http://groups.northwestern.edu/glc/#GLC
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(#G-021) 

Had to stop breastfeeding early; additionally, regular activities that take place late in the day are 

difficult to attend because daycare hours end 

 

(#G-020) 

I had a difficult time in securing approval from my advisor for taking a maternity leave. In addition, 

my stipend is not sufficient to cover good-quality childcare expenses. 

 

(#G-019) 

NU offers no help in regards to child care or dependent insurance, both costs which are astronomical 

given our stipend. Thus, we use state health care and have limited day care options. 

 

(#G-018) 

The cost to add a dependent to my NU health plan is OUTRAGEOUS. I’m lucky (and I say this in 

jest) that my wife could not find work so that we could qualify for AllKids. Why is it so expensive to 

add a spouse or child? It would take up about half of my yearly stipend. That’s not feasible for 

anybody and shouldn’t even be offered. 

 

(#G-017) 

I really wish NU had onsite child care.  I’m aware the subsidize the YMCA, but the waiting list was 

very long and we did not get a spot in the time frame needed.  Also it’s very expensive. 

 

(#G-016) 

Being able to pay for childcare and dependent’s insurance on a graduate student stipend is difficult. 

Especially since I devote so much time to research (>60 hours per week)leaving little/no time for the 

possibility of a second job to pay for these additional expenses. 

 

(#G-015) 

We can not afford child care for multiple children 

 

(#G-014) 

I don’t know if there is assistance available to help me pay for child care 
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(#G-013) 

High prices of NU plans for dependents 

 

(#G-012) 

NU does not have its own childcare facility. Its tie-up with the YMCA is useful, but still not enough, 

since full-time care at the Y is more than a graduate student’s stipend. Its recent tie-up with Bright 

Horizons was almost a sham, since BH only reduced 10% costs, which is nothing. Dependent health 

insurance for a child is more than $3000 per year. All this makes it difficult to raise a child/children 

while in graduate school.   More and more parents are coming back to graduate school to build upon 

their careers. They bring substantial work experience and expertise that improve the services they 

provide to the university, whether it is teaching, research, or any administrative duties. The university 

should take care of them. 

 

(#G-011) 

As a new graduate student I scheduled an appointment with health services and the doctor did not 

prescribe birth control because I was nursing. Additionally finding and paying for dependent health 

insurance day care is quite expensive, esp. when a graduate student is the sole provider. 

 

(#G-010) 

Difficulty keeping up in classes, scheduling lab work and class work around day care 

 

(#G-009) 

We can’t afford child care on my stipend, and the cost of putting my dependents on my insurance 

plan was prohibitive.  We opted for a state medicaid program instead, which has worked well. 

 

(#G-008) 

Child care is incredibly expensive in Evanston and the Chicago area. The subsidized child care at 

McGaw YMCA through Northwestern would still cost my family over $1000 per month. That is 2/3 

of my income–leaving little money for rent and expenses. I have researched the costs of subsidized 

child care for graduate students at over 30 major universities. Northwestern provides the lowest 

amount of assistance and is located in one of the most expensive cities for child care. This is 

essentially a system that places an incredible financial burden on young families. 

 

(#G-007) 

Insurance is expensive, and my husband was covered under private insurance. Now we are paying 

~$900/mo for insurance for our family. 
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(#G-006) 

Northwestern does not provide a lot of parental benefits to students. Finding and affording childcare 

are extremely difficult. The process for pregnancy related referrals from the NU Health Clinic is time 

consuming and unproductive. Northwestern needs to invest in graduate student parents so they feel 

more comfortable coming back to school full time sooner and can finish their degree more quickly. 

 

(#G-005) 

I struggle with productivity and balancing parenting.  Childcare costs are 45% of my  wife and my 

combined income.  Because of childcare costs, my wife has to work part-time.  In addition, the cost 

for childcare is high and availability low for childcare spots in Evanston centers. 

 

(#G-004) 

If the dependent insurance can be covered by school, it would make me feel more secure and allow 

less economic concern 

 

(#G-003) 

Very long waiting list for daycare enrollment, few daycare options close to campus, no funding 

during maternity. No real policy on maternity leave period for graduate students. I had to pay for 

health care portion of the Aetna coverage myself during my one term leave (~600$) 

 

(#G-002) 

Two of my sons are uninsured.  I pay some of their dental and medical bills, which are always 

exorbitant because each medical facility adjusts costs upward for the uninsured.  We need a single 

payer national health care system.  (I’m not kidding about the 5 children.  I also have 5 

grandchildren.) 

 

(#G-001) 

The support for student parents at Northwestern is slowly getting better, but there is much that needs 

to be improved. A few examples:   

-The student health insurance does not cover adequate pre- and post-natal care for student mothers. 

Most mothers pay out of pocket for expenses like ultrasounds and prenatal vitamins.  -The best 

OB/GYNs do not take the student health insurance. This is especially true for those who deal with 

high-risk pregnancies.   

-It is difficult to find out about maternity and paternity leave, and students who request maternity or 

paternity leave are stigmatized and often told by their departments that no such leave is available 



 55 

(despite university policy). Maternity and paternity leave should automatically be granted to students 

who have children (whether by birth or adoption), no questions asked. Departments need to be 

educated about the university policies so that students receive appropriate benefits.  -Even if students 

pause funding while they take maternity/paternity leave, they are not always able to collect the 

funding after they return. I had a very difficult time getting an “extra” year of funding, even though I 

was guaranteed 5 years of funding and only used 4 years because I did not take funding while I was 

on leave. I have also heard of cases where students who took time off simply are not eligible for 

funding (even if their departments want to provide it) because they are in their 7th+ year. If a student 

has multiple children in graduate school, it is not at all unreasonable that s/he might take 7 years to 

complete a PhD.   

-Childcare is expensive, and hard to get into. The NU subsidized options are among the most 

expensive around – even with the subsidies, it is cheaper to go with in-home care with no subsidy. 

Care at the YMCA and Bright Horizons is really only accessible on a faculty salary, even with a 

subsidy. A better solution would be to offer a childcare grant that students could apply for and use to 

cover whatever childcare option they choose. That way, students could find affordable in-home 

daycares, nanny shares, etc. all of which are more affordable than the daycare center options. Many 

other schools offer these kinds of grants (USC, Madison, Michigan, Yale and Cornell to name a few) 

– even a few thousand dollars per year would really help out.   

-There is also a severe lack of part-time/flexible childcare options, especially in Evanston. Most grad 

students do not need full time care, and could save money if they could find part time options. In 

addition, it is almost impossible to find care that runs on a shifted schedule – noon to 8pm for 

example – so graduate student parents can’t attend lab meetings, TGS meetings, etc. that occur after 

hours. It’s very frustrating that almost every TGS and GLC meeting is held in the evening – we 

(student parents) want to come to voice our concerns, but without childcare it’s impossible to do so.  

 -Despite years of requests, there continue to be only 3 very overcrowded nursing mother’s rooms on 

the Evanston campus. There are often long lines and signup procedures have helped streamline the 

process only a bit. Nursing mothers need more options for private rooms for pumping.  -There are few 

places on campus that are child friendly. Every graduate student parent I know has been harassed for 

bringing children to campus for meetings. One even had the police called on her because (apparently) 

children are not allowed in the university library. Without affordable childcare, graduate students are 

often forced to bring their children to campus. It would be wonderful if there was a child-friendly 

meeting room that we could use. 

  



 56 

 

 

 

 

STATEMENTS OF SUPPORT 
  



 

March 21, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern Administrators: 
 
I am writing as a Northwestern faculty member, as Director of Graduate Studies and Director of 
Admissions in the Political Science Department, and as a parent, to lend my strong support to efforts by 
our graduate student community to improve the quality of life for Northwestern graduate students with 
families, particularly those with young children.  
 
The student parent group has identified five areas in which action on the part of the University is needed: 
 

• parental leave policy, including fathers, same-sex partners and adoptive parents;  
• childcare support, particularly given the high expense; 
• financial support for low income families; 
• dedicated lactation rooms on campus for nursing mothers; and 
• institutional support for students with children, including better channels of communication and 

education about the rights and benefits of parenting students.   
 
I agree with these priorities and strongly support the initiative to develop a more family-friendly 
environment for our graduate students. Doing so not only will enable Northwestern to recruit and retain 
the most competitive and talented graduate students but will also ensure that the students who are 
amongst us enjoy working conditions that maximize their potential and productivity without jeopardizing 
their important—indeed crucial—roles as parents and caregivers.  
 
In my capacity as Director of Graduate Studies for the past three years I have met with Political Science 
graduate students on many occasions, including in a small informal group dedicated to discussion of these 
very issues and on a panel on the topic of “gender and the discipline.” I have heard numerous accounts 
from students from a variety of backgrounds of the difficulties of assuring that basic needs for high 
quality childcare are met, that financial resources for struggling families are available, and that parental 
leave is taken seriously.  
 
I want to thank you for meeting with the student representatives, and hope you will take immediate action 
in response to their concerns. I would be delighted to help in any way that I can—such as helping to find 
an appropriate space in Scott Hall or nearby for breastfeeding and expressing milk. As a mother of three 
daughters who was forced to feed them in public restrooms on more occasions than I care to remember, I 
can attest to the importance of the issues being raised by the graduate student parents and their supporters.  
 
Today we need forward-thinking policies that reflect an understanding of the enormous demands placed 
on graduate students, particularly those responsible for the well being of young children, and we need 
resources dedicated to meeting those demands in a way befitting a world-class institution such as 
Northwestern.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
Elizabeth Shakman Hurd 
Associate Professor of Political Science, Director of Graduate Studies 



    

Northwestern University 
School of Communication 
 

         Department of   
         Communication Studies                          
         2240 Campus Drive, 2-133 
         Evanston, Illinois 60208-3545 
         (847) 467-3552 
         www.michelleshumate.com 
         shumate@northwestern.edu 
 

 
 
March 30, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern administrators, 
 
We are writing as Northwestern Faculty, chair of the Department of Communication, Director 
of Graduates Studies for the Media, Technology, and Society program, and as mothers, to lend 
our support to NU Student Parent Alliance’s efforts to improve the lives of Northwestern 
Graduate Students. 
 
We each have unique perspectives and stories to tell about the importance of quality family 
support, but each of us stands with the Alliance in support of the five identified priorities of: 
 

• parental leave policy, including fathers, same-sex partners and adoptive parents; 
• childcare support, particularly given the high expense; 
• financial support for low income families; 
• dedicated lactation rooms on campus for nursing mothers; and 
• institutional support for students with children, including better channels of 

communication and education about the rights and benefits of parenting students. 
 
Providing student-parents with appropriate support is essential to recruiting and retaining the 
highest quality students and enabling our current graduate students to maximize their full 
potential. Several of the policies they suggest, including more dedicated lactation rooms and 
more childcare support, would benefit our efforts to recruit and retain high quality faculty and 
staff as well.  
 
In comparison to the institutions that our department considers its peers and primary 
competition for top talent, including Stanford, the University of Southern California, and the 
University of Pennsylvania, Northwestern is behind in the support of our students. For 
instance, Stanford’s Work/Life office works directly with students, providing 1:1 consultations 
on matters related to children and family and Penn’s Family Center serves as a one-stop shop 
for students and post-docs with children. Stanford and USC each provide on-site and off-site 
childcare at a reduced cost to graduate students. Stanford has over 20 lactation rooms across 
campus (in comparison to Northwestern’s seven). 
 
We also note that supporting parent-graduate students is not an issue without implications for 
gender-equality at Northwestern and in the academy. Studies on the topic demonstrate that 
when universities fail to provide resources to student-parents, we send the message that the 
academy is not a viable career path for female scholars or scholars with children. These 



    

burdens are unequally born by women; although they make up an increasing proportion of 
graduate students, also unequally decide that academic careers are not for them. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with the student representatives and we hope that you 
will take immediate action to address the priorities they have identified. We need to provide 
our students with the resources they need to fulfill their dual roles- as parents and as future 
colleagues.  
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
 
Ellen Wartella, Chair 
Al Thani Professor of Communication 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Anne Marie Piper 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Communication Studies 

 
 

 
 

Elizabeth Gerber 
Allen K. and Johnnie Cordell Breed 
Junior Professor of Design 
Department of Communication Studies 
Department of Mechanical Engineering 
 
 

 
Michelle Shumate 
Associate Professor 
Department of Communication Studies 
Director of Graduate Studies 
Media, Technology, and Society 

 







 

March 30, 2015 
 
To the Administration: 
 
I write as the chair of Religious Studies, its two-term director of graduate studies, co-chair 
of the Organization of Women Faculty, an ethicist, and a parent.  Over the past 20 years, 
Northwestern has made great strides toward providing parenting faculty the tools to 
manage their work and families.  It is time to give equal consideration to our graduate 
students, who after all are de facto members of our faculty.  It seems to me that the requests 
below, paired with some suggestions for fulfilling them, constitute a baseline, not an 
aspiration, for our treatment of our graduate students. 
 

• inclusive parental leave: this mirrors our policy for faculty and recognizes that 
partners’ often greater earning power mandates their quick return to work after a 
birth or adoption 

• child care support:  Northwestern’s level of support is far below that of peer 
institutions 

• financial support for low income families:  an immediate boost in stipend levels to 
match our peers is the first step, but our good Samaritan fund should be further 
subsidized and should extend to graduate students, not just staff; emergency loans 
do not meet this need 

• lactation rooms for nursing mothers:  despite repeated requests on the part of 
faculty, these are still too few and too scattered 

• institutional support for students with children, including better channels of 
communication and education about the rights and benefits for parenting students:  
our current family life office could be expanded to provide additional service for 
graduate students; it has done a good job, but its staff is too small to handle the 
needs expressed by students 

 
Please realize that our current policies not only cause suffering for student parents, who 
after all are in their reproductive years, but also will soon, if they do not already, guarantee 
that bright graduate students opt for our peer institutions and steer clear of Northwestern.  
It’s a matter of justice and a matter of institutional quality and pride.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Cristina L.H. Traina 
Professor and Chair 



 

Thursday, April 2, 2015 

Dear Northwestern University Administrators, 

We are pleased to write on behalf of the NU Student Parent Alliance to express our strong 
support for their efforts to improve the conditions essential to parents at NU and to voice our 
concern for the gap between current provisions at the University and the ideal level of support 
that should be provided to ensure the academic and professional success of NU parents.  

Among these important issues are inclusive parental leave, childcare support, lactation rooms, 
and clear policies that recognize the need for parity for same-sex and adoptive parents. Given 
the major challenge that childcare expense poses, moreover, we believe that financial support for 
low-income students will also be necessary to make feasible the crucial access to these support 
systems.  

The faculty of course comprises both parents and non-parents, so we wish to underscore that 
the efforts of the NU Student Parent Alliance are recognized as urgent and auspicious by all. 

We also wish to express our excitement in seeing this initiative engaged by the administration. 
We fully believe this is an opportunity for Northwestern University to extend its leadership in 
multiple domains—excellence in research, teaching, community engagement, etc.—to the matter 
of supporting its community of parents. In fact, these go hand in hand. The people who produce 
the outstanding research and teaching for which the University is known are concertedly 
devoted to a work-life balance that enables such success. In every sense, the goals sought by the 
alliance promise to strengthen the noble success that has emerged from NU. 

Sincerely, 

Martha Biondi 

Sylvester A. Johnson 

John Márquez 

Nitasha Sharma 

Alexander Weheliye 



 
Laura Beth Nielsen  

Director of Legal Studies & Professor of Sociology 
Northwestern University, 1810 Chicago Ave, Evanston, IL 60208 

(847) 491-3718 *   l-nielsen@northwestern.edu 
 

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.   



 
 
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, 
 

 
 
Laura Beth Nielsen, J.D., Ph.D. 
Professor of Sociology; 
Director of Legal Studies; Northwestern University 
& Research Professor, American Bar Foundation 

 



 
	  

nuceg.wordpress.com	  
ceg@u.northwestern.edu	  	  

 
April 2, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern University administrators, 
 
Civically Engaged Grads, a graduate student organization, writes to support the Northwestern 
University Student Parent Alliance’s call for increased services and institutional resources for 
graduate student parents. As members of the graduate student community, we recognize that an 
additional burden is placed on those with families while pursuing graduate studies. 
 
We ask campus administrators to consider these primary areas requiring immediate action: 

1. Comprehensive parental leave policy for not only birth mothers, but also fathers, same-
sex partners, and adoptive parents. 

2. Childcare support - a broadening of current subsidized childcare partnerships only 
available in Evanston and downtown Chicago. Many students live in more affordable 
neighborhoods in Chicago and currently cannot utilize these services. We ask that 
subsidies be made available for part-time care, at any licensed child care center.  

3. Additional financial support opportunities for qualifying families. 
4. Additional lactation rooms and spaces on campus in Evanston and Chicago. Specifically 

making existing and future resources more transparently advertised and easier to access. 
5. Institutional support for students with children, specifically a single information source 

regarding the rights and benefits of student parents. 
 
We are a group of Northwestern University graduate students from all disciplines who dedicate 
our time and talents to addressing social problems and engaging in civic life. The current 
situation facing student parents at Northwestern is certainly a social problem that needs to be 
addressed. We are very proud–and not surprised– that two of our board members, Robin Hoecker 
and Matilda Stubbs, are leaders in this effort to improve our academic community.  
 
We thank you for looking into these pressing issues. We encourage the administration to take 
measurable steps to provide meaningful solutions to establish equal opportunities for all of the 
graduate student community at a leading research institution such as Northwestern University.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
The Civically Engaged Grads (CEG) Board: 

Ruth Martin    Lauren Slubowski Keenan-Devlin 
Tricia England                  Emily Hoffman 
Eleanor Anderson                  Matilda Stubbs  
Robin Hoecker	  



 

March 30th, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern Administrators, 
 
Collectively, we the Anthropology Graduate Student Association write to support increased 
services and institutional resources for graduate student parents. As fellow students and some of 
us also parents, we recognize that additional burden is placed on those with families while 
pursuing graduate studies. 
 
We encourage The Graduate School and other relevant campus administrators to consider the 
primary areas requiring immediate attention and action identified by the Northwestern University 
Student Parent Alliance: 
 

1. Improved formal parental leave policy, which includes fathers, same-sex partners, as well 
as adoptive parents. 

2. Childcare support, addressing the current high cost of university subsidized childcare and 
limited options currently only available in Evanston, Winnetka, and downtown Chicago. 

3. Additional financial support opportunities for families in need. 
4. Dedicated lactation rooms on campus in Evanston and Chicago.  
5. Institutional support for students with children, streamlined communication about the 

rights and benefits of parenting students.   
 
In order for Northwestern University to remain a leader in research and higher education, we 
believe supporting graduate students, many of whom are in childbearing and childrearing years, 
requiring creating and sustaining a viable family-friendly campus environment.  
 
Thank you for considering these requests to address the aforementioned pressing issues. We ask 
that you take immediate action in response to their concerns. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Anthropology Graduate Student Association 
Department of Anthropology 
1810 Hinman Avenue 
Evanston, IL 60208 
 



March 31, 2015 

 

Dear Northwestern Administrators: 

We are writing as graduate students and current Co-Chairs of the Commune, the organization of 

graduate students in political science, to express our strong support of the policies and issues 

raised by the NU Student-Parent Alliance, which include: 

 inclusive parental leave (including for fathers, same sex partners and adoptive parents)  

 child care support 

 financial support for low income families 

 lactation rooms for nursing mothers 

 institutional support for students with children, including better channels of 

communication and education about the rights and benefits for parenting students.   

The need for increased resources for students with families is a perennial issue among our 

graduate student body. Concerns over this issue have been raised multiple times before our 

tenure, as reflected by events held by our organization centered on balancing work and family 

life. In particular, students with families in our department, as well as advocates, continually 

express great difficulty in acquiring quality and affordable childcare, affordable healthcare and 

insurance for family members, and dealing with restrictive family leave policies.  

We can attest that the current resources available at Northwestern for student parents have the 

potential to negatively impact their success. With limited resources available, student parents 

often have great difficulty participating in the many professional, organizational, and social 

events we plan. These events cover topics ranging from effective writing strategies to practice 

job talks that are crucial for the advancement of our students, both within and beyond their time 

in our department. 

In our role as Commune Co-chairs, we are willing to help work towards creating a more family-

friendly environment for our students. As a primary connection between our students and faculty 

and administrators at various levels, we know that a crucial component to the successful 

functioning of university institutions is effective communication. We are happy to ensure that the 

preferences of students in our Department about family policies are communicated and that 

policies are effectively communicated to students.   

We thank you for meeting with students to address their concerns over policies and resources 

relevant to student parents at Northwestern. We strongly support their proposals and hope that 

The Graduate School seriously reconsiders the support and resources that are available for 

student parents. 

Sincerely, 

Kevin Levay and Mara Suttmann-Lea 

Commune Organization of Graduate students of Political Science, Co-Chairs 



March 31, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern Administrators, 
  

In our capacity as advocates for graduate students at Northwestern University, The Graduate 
Leadership and Advocacy Council (GLAC) writes this letter in full support of increased services 
and institutional resources for graduate student parents. The GLAC recognizes the additional, and 
substantial, burdens placed on those with families while pursuing graduate studies.  Here at 
Northwestern, graduate students vary in age, gender, race, ethnicity, creed, faith, sexual orientation, 
and other arenas of life.  The university should incorporate the needs of student parents into its 
institutional goals of diversity and inclusion. 

 
The GLAC urges The Graduate School and other relevant campus administrators to improve the 

quality of life for Northwestern graduate students with families by considering the primary areas 
requiring immediate attention and action identified by the Northwestern University Student Parent 
Alliance: 
  

1. Improved formal parental leave policy, which includes fathers, same-sex partners, as well as 
adoptive parents. 

2. Childcare support, addressing the current high cost of university subsidized childcare and 
limited options currently only available in Evanston, Winnetka, and downtown Chicago. 

3. Additional financial support opportunities for families in need. 
4. Dedicated lactation rooms on campus in Evanston and Chicago.  
5. Institutional support for students with children, streamlined communication about the rights 

and benefits of parenting students.   
  

Taking immediate action to develop a more inclusive environment for all graduate students, 
especially current student parents, will enable Northwestern University to recruit and retain 
excellent students and maintain Northwestern’s role as a leader in higher education and scholarly 
research.  

 
The GLAC wants to thank you all for meeting with the Student Parent Alliance representatives, 

and hope you will take immediate action in response to the aforementioned concerns. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Graduate Leadership and Advocacy Council (GLAC) 
 



 
Breastfeed Chicago 
10557 S. Oakley Ave. 
Chicago, IL 60643 
www.breastfeedchicago.org  

 

To Whom It May Concern: 

 

We are Breastfeed Chicago, a 13,000+ member strong organization with the mission to change 

the breastfeeding culture in Chicagoland.  We support the Northwestern Student/Parent 

Alliance in their efforts to make Northwestern University’s campuses more welcoming and 

accommodating for breastfeeding families – that is students, full- and part-time faculty, staff, 

administrative employees, and visitors.  We recognize, as does the American Academy of 

Pediatrics, that breastfeeding is not simply a lifestyle choice, but is an important public health 

issue as it has profound impact on the long-term health and wellbeing of women and babies 

alike[1].  We additionally recognize, as does the National Women’s Law Center, that, “[r]efusing 

to accommodate breastfeeding needs … sends students the message that being a mother is 

incompatible with educational success.”[2] 

 

In 2011, the United States Surgeon General published a Call to Action to Support Breastfeeding.  

In this 100 page document, seven major barriers to breastfeeding in the United States were 

identified: lack of knowledge, social norms, poor family and social support, embarrassment, 

lactation problems, employment and child care, and barriers related to health services.[3]  The 

goals of the Northwestern Student/Parent Alliance are to increase the number and accessibility 

of spaces available on campus where mothers can express breastmilk or breastfeed their babies, 

to provide affordable campus childcare and paid parental leave, to provide healthcare plans that 

are affordable and compliant with the Affordable Care Act (which covers lactation-related 

expenses as a part Women’s Preventative Services) [4], and to designate an Internationally 



Board-Certified Lactation Consultant (IBCLC) whose services are available to all students, full-

and part-time faculty, staff, and administrative employees. These goals are completely in line 

with the Call to Action made by the United States Surgeon General. Implementation of these 

recommendations would serve to make Northwestern University a national model of mother-

friendly higher education.  

 

Therefore, we urge Northwestern University to review the best practices published in 

Breastfeeding Best Practices in Higher Education by Michelle Vancor and Michel Griswold 

(2014) and to implement the changes the Northwestern Student/Parent Alliance brings before 

Administration. 

 

Sincerely, 

The Board of Directors of Breastfeed Chicago 

 
 
 
[1] http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2012/02/22/peds.2011-3552 
[2] http://www.nwlc.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/nwlcpregparenting_titleixfactsheet.pdf 
[3] http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/calls/breastfeeding/calltoactiontosupportbreastfeeding.pdf 
[4] http://www.hrsa.gov/womensguidelines/ 
 



 

 
 
March 17, 2015  
 
 
As a longtime advocate for graduate employee parents, Graduate Students United at the 
University of Chicago supports the Northwestern University Student Parent Alliance in 
its current campaign. GSU recognizes that the years we spend in graduate school 
correspond with peak childbearing years, especially for women. Graduate employees are 
not just researchers and teachers: we give birth, adopt children, and care for families of 
all kinds. For this reason, we have always maintained that grad employees deserve the 
same family benefits as faculty and staff. Since 2011, GSU has won several important 
victories, including a parental leave policy for grad employees, a child care stipend, and a 
commitment from the administration to make more lactation spaces available to student 
employees. Although still limited in scope, these measures have provided crucial support 
for grad employee parents, making us better teachers and researchers, and speeding our 
progress in degree programs. Meaningful financial support and infrastructure like 
lactation spaces make all parents - especially low-income parents and mothers - more 
welcome and more successful on campus. As a result, they diversify and enrich 
universities like UChicago and Northwestern. UChicago GSU applauds the work of the 
NU Student Parent Alliance and stands in solidarity with its campaign on behalf of all 
parents, and prospective parents, at Northwestern University. 
 
 
Signed,  
 
Graduate Students United at the University of Chicago  
Uchicagogsu.org 
 
 
 
	  



University of Illinois at Chicago Graduate Employees Organization (UIC GEO) 
Local 6297, American Federation of Teachers, AFL-CIO 

815 W Van Buren St, Suite #203, Chicago, IL 60607 
geo@uic-geo.net       www.uic-geo.net 312-733-9641 

 
 
 
 

 
 
April 1, 2015 
 
Dear Northwestern Administrators, 
 
The University of Illinois at Chicago Graduate Employees Organization (Local 6297) stands in 

solidarity with the Northwestern Student Parent Alliance as they demand increased services and 

institutional resources for graduate student parents.  As graduate employees who are also 

students, we recognize that additional burden is placed on those with families while pursuing 

graduate studies. 

 We encourage The Graduate School and other relevant campus administrators to consider the  
 
primary areas requiring immediate attention and action identified by the Northwestern University  
 
Student Parent Alliance: 
 
1. Improved formal parental leave policy, which includes fathers, samesex partners, as well  
 
as adoptive parents. 
 
2. Childcare support, addressing the current high cost of university subsidized childcare and  
 
limited options currently only available in Evanston, Winnetka, and downtown Chicago. 
 
3. Additional financial support opportunities for families in need. 
 
4. Dedicated lactation rooms on campus in Evanston and Chicago.  
 
5. Institutional support for students with children, streamlined communication about the  
 
rights and benefits of parenting students.  
 
In order for Northwestern University to remain a leader in research and higher education, we  



University of Illinois at Chicago Graduate Employees Organization (UIC GEO) 
Local 6297, American Federation of Teachers, AFL-CIO 

815 W Van Buren St, Suite #203, Chicago, IL 60607 
geo@uic-geo.net       www.uic-geo.net 312-733-9641 

 
believe supporting graduate students, many of whom are in childbearing and childrearing years,  
 
requiring creating and sustaining a viable familyfriendly campus environment.  
 
Thank you for considering these requests to address the aforementioned pressing issues. We ask  
 
that you take immediate action in response to their concerns. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
The UIC Graduate Employees Organization 



To the administration of Northwestern University: 
 
As one of the oldest graduate employee unions in the country and a longtime advocate for 
graduate employee parents, the Graduate Employee Organization at the University of 
Michigan supports the Northwestern University Student Parent Alliance in its current 
campaign. In addition to working as researchers and teachers, graduate student employees 
have families: we give birth, adopt children, and care for dependents both young and old. 
GEO further recognizes that the years many students spend in graduate school correspond 
with peak childbearing years, especially for women. For this reason, we have always 
maintained that graduate employees deserve the same family benefits as faculty and staff. 
Few issues energize our members (parents and nonparents alike) more than our ongoing 
efforts to make graduate school more familyfriendly. In recent years, GEO has won several 
important victories, including a parental leave policy for grad employees, a child care stipend, 
and a commitment from the administration to make more lactation spaces available to student 
employees. Although there is still a lot of progress to be made, these measures have provided 
important forms of support for graduate student employee parents. Such support makes us 
better teachers and researchers and facilitates our timely progress through degree programs. 
Meaningful financial support and infrastructure like lactation spaces make all parents  
especially lowincome parents and mothers  more successful on campus. These initiatives 
diversify and enrich universities like University of Michigan and Northwestern. The University 
of Michigan Graduate Employee Organization endorses the work of the NU Student Parent 
Alliance and stands in solidarity with its campaign on behalf of all parents, and prospective 
parents, at Northwestern University. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Graduate Employees’ Organization, University of Michigan 
American Federation of Teachers Local 3550, AFLCIO 

http://www.peoplesworld.org/graduate-students-win-at-university-of-michigan/
http://www.geo3550.org/2012/05/01/victory-geo-expands-access-to-child-care/
http://www.geo3550.org/2011/05/20/lactation-accommodations/
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