
 

July 20, 2015 

Via email to nu-provost@northwestern.edu 

and via U.S. mail 

 

Daniel I. Linzer 

Provost 

2-143 Rebecca Crown Center 

633 Clark Street 

Evanston, IL 60208-1101 

 Re: NU Student Parent Alliance 

Dear Dr. Linzer: 

On behalf of the National Women’s Law Center, an organization that for over 40 years has 

worked to expand the possibilities for women and girls in the areas of education and 

employment, family economic security, and health, we write to lend our support to the efforts of 

the NU Student Parent Alliance to promote family-friendly policies for Northwestern students. 

The Alliance is a group of Northwestern students, faculty, staff and community members 

working together to promote policies that better accommodate the needs of student parents and 

their families, including reasonable leave policies, access to affordable child care, and lactation 

support.    

All across the United States, student parents face challenges to accessing and completing 

postsecondary education programs. Parents of dependent children made up 4.8 million college 

students in 2012, representing more than one in four (26 percent) of all college students, up from 

23 percent in 2008.
1
 Women—who constitute 71 percent of all student parents—are 

disproportionately likely to be balancing college and parenthood, many without the support of a 

spouse or partner.
2
 Being a student parent is associated with higher levels of unmet financial 

need, lower levels of college completion, and higher levels of debt upon graduation.
3
 Nearly half 

of student parents work full-time while enrolled, on top of their caregiving responsibilities, 
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which are heavier for enrolled mothers than for fathers.
4
 Because of these additional obstacles, 

adequate supports are needed to ensure pregnant and parenting students’ success in higher 

education. 

I. Title IX guarantees equal access to education for pregnant and parenting 

students. 

 

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits schools that receive federal funds from 

discriminating against students on the basis of sex,
5
 including a student’s “actual or potential” 

parental status and a student’s “pregnancy, childbirth, false pregnancy, termination of pregnancy 

or recovery there from.”
6
  This means that schools must provide all students who might be, are 

or have been pregnant (whether currently parenting or not) equal access to school programs and 

extracurricular activities, and treat pregnant and parenting students in the same way that they 

treat other students who are similarly able or unable to participate in classes or school activities.  

Title IX also creates a number of requirements particular to pregnant and parenting students, 

including: 

 

 Absences due to pregnancy or childbirth must be excused for as long as is deemed 

medically necessary by the student’s doctor;  

 At the conclusion of her medically necessary leave, the student must be returned to the 

status she held before the leave began, with no penalty for having been absent; 

 Students must be given an opportunity to make up work they miss when absent for 

pregnancy-related reasons; and 

 Any special services or benefits provided for students with temporarily disabilities must 

be made available on the same basis to students with pregnancy-related medical 

conditions. 

 

Not only is discrimination against pregnant and parenting students illegal under Title IX, but 

such treatment also pushes them out of educational programs.  Schools must, at a minimum, 

prevent discrimination against pregnant and parenting students, but schools can—and should—

do much more to support them and enable them to succeed in their studies.   

In order to combat the potential for pregnancy discrimination at the University, Northwestern 

should have a written policy on pregnant and parenting students, including procedures for 

addressing pregnancy discrimination complaints under Title IX and contact information for the 

school’s Title IX Coordinator. The policy should make clear that that the school will excuse all 

pregnancy-related, medically necessary absences and allow students to make up the work missed 

while absent, and that students are not required to take a leave of absence because of pregnancy 

or related conditions. The policy also should require faculty and staff to work with pregnant and 

parenting students to craft an individualized plan for making up missed work; clearly indicate the 

process for requesting accommodations and the type of accommodations available; and be 
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published online and in handbooks and memos to students, faculty, and staff.
7
  Additionally, 

Northwestern should ensure that its administrators, faculty, and staff members receive training 

on Title IX and the school’s obligations with respect to the treatment of pregnant and parenting 

students.  

 

II. To attract the best talent, Northwestern should offer student parents the support 

they need to be successful both as students and as parents. 

 

A. Child Care 

 

One of the greatest logistical challenges faced by student parents is obtaining affordable, high-

quality child care, without which they simply cannot attend classes nor do their work.
8
 

Unfortunately, at the national level, the need is much greater than the supply of on-campus child 

care programs.  Researchers estimate that only five percent of the child care needed by student 

parents is supplied at on-campus child care centers.
9
  Placements can require months or years on 

waiting lists, especially for infants or toddlers, and centers that are able to provide care during 

evening or weekend hours are scarce.
10

  

 

At Northwestern, there is no child care center to fill this need.  And the cost of off-campus child 

care is significant; even with the ten percent discount Northwestern offers for select child care 

centers in the area, many student parents cannot afford to enroll their children in those programs.     

 

We encourage the University to create an on-campus child care center and provide targeted 

subsidies for low-income student parents.  The on-campus center should provide not only quality 

child care and early childhood education, but also services for student parents, such as academic, 

financial, and personal counseling. In addition to early childhood education, the mission of such 

a center should be to build supportive communities among student parents and promote student 

parents’ engagement in their children’s education. Such a program will make a big difference in 

the lives and chances of success for both student parents and their children.  

 

B. Lactation Needs 

 

Lactation is a pregnancy- and childbirth-related medical condition.  Colleges and universities 

should accommodate students’ lactation needs to enable new mothers to continue attending 

school and support the health and well-being of parenting students and their children.  

Breastfeeding benefits the health of both mother and child, yet too often there is a gap between a 

woman’s desire to breastfeed her child and the support she needs to successfully breastfeed while 

continuing her education.
11
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One resource that can help narrow that gap is the availability of lactation rooms on campus.  We 

understand that currently at Northwestern, there are seven lactation spaces on both the Evanston 

and Chicago campuses, and that too often there is a wait for the use of those spaces, leading 

some women to express breastmilk in restrooms or in their cars (the nature of lactation is such 

that it has to be done on a set schedule; if not, the mother may experience pain, could get an 

infection, and her milk supply may diminish).  This is unacceptable. Such accommodations are 

now required by federal law for most employees through the Patient Protection and Affordable 

Care Act, which requires employers to provide a clean space, other than a bathroom, that is 

shielded from view and free from intrusion from coworkers and the public, which an employee 

may use to express breast milk, unless the employer has fewer than 50 employees and complying 

with the requirement would impose an undue hardship.
12

  Employers are also required to provide 

reasonable break time for an employee to express breast milk for her nursing child, for one year 

after the child’s birth, each time such employee has the need to express breast milk. 

 

By way of comparison to Northwestern’s seven lactation spaces, Johns Hopkins University in 

Baltimore, which has a comparable student enrollment and a geographically smaller campus, has 

38 available lactation spaces.  Northwestern has a lot of room for improvement. By increasing 

the number of lactation rooms on campus, Northwestern can send the message that being a 

parent is not incompatible with success in higher education.  Northwestern should also 

accommodate students’ individualized lactation needs by providing reasonable break time for a 

student to express breast milk for her nursing child for at least one year after the child’s birth.     

 

****** 

 

Thank you for your time and prompt attention to these important issues. We urge Northwestern 

to create a more welcoming environment for its student parents, which in turn will attract a more 

diverse pool of exceptional students to the University.  If you have any questions, please contact 

me at (202) 588-5180 or lkaufmann@nwlc.org.   

  

Sincerely,  

 

 
 

Lara Saidman Kaufmann, J.D. Northwestern‘98 

Senior Counsel & Director of Education Policy for At-Risk Students 
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Adaku Onyeka-Crawford, B.S. Northwestern ‘07 

Margaret Fund Fellow 

 

 

cc (via email):  Nim Chinniah, Executive Vice President 

Dwight A. McBride, Dean of The Graduate School & Associate Provost 

   Patricia Telles-Irvin, Vice President for Student Affairs 

 


