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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 
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