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BACKGROUND ON PREGNANT 
AND PARENTING STUDENTS
Many students become pregnant or a parent while in school. 

Among teens ages 15–19, 2.2 percent give birth to a child.1  

But nearly one-third of girls who do not complete high 

school report that becoming pregnant was a primary factor 

in their decision to leave school.2 Only half of teenage 

mothers earn a high school diploma by age 22 compared 

with 89 percent of girls who do not have a child during their 

teenage years.3  One-third of young mothers never obtain 

a diploma or GED,4 and less than 2 percent of teenage 

mothers graduate from college by age 30.5  

In higher education, 22 percent of college students are 

parents, 44 percent of student parents work full time while 

enrolled, and 23 percent of student parents are single 

parents and working full time while enrolled.6 Despite their 

additional responsibilities, parenting college students 

tend to have higher GPAs than their non-parenting peers.7  

However, institutional barriers and lack of support lead to 

student parents having lower levels of college enrollment 

Pregnant  
and Parenting 

Students
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Developments Since 1972
In 1975, what was then the Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare issued Title IX regulations 
prohibiting schools from discriminating against 
students based on their actual or potential 
parental or family status, or because of a student’s 
pregnancy, childbirth, false pregnancy, termination 
of pregnancy, or recovery from pregnancy.13 In 
2007 and 2013, the Department of Education also 
issued guidance instructing schools on how not to 
discriminate against pregnant students in athletic 
scholarships and how to support the academic 
success of pregnant and parenting students.14  

However, the Department of Education’s Title IX 
regulations regarding pregnant and parenting 
students have not changed substantively since 1975, 
even though Congress, the courts, and other federal 
agencies have expanded or clarified pregnancy-
related civil rights protections. For instance, in 1978, 
Congress passed the Pregnancy Discrimination 
Act (PDA), which amended Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 (Title VII) to prohibit employers 
from discriminating against employees on the 

basis of pregnancy, childbirth, or related medical 
conditions.15  Following that, the Department of Labor 
issued regulations regarding federal contractors in 
2016 clarifying that Executive Order 11246, which is 
interpreted consistently with Title VII, as amended by 
the PDA, prohibits discrimination based on current, 
past, potential, or intended pregnancy and related 
medical conditions, including lactation—which is 
not mentioned explicitly by the Title IX regulations.16  
And the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC) and the Department of Labor have issued 
guidance and regulations clarifying situations in 
which employers must provide accommodations to 
pregnant workers or workers with pregnancy-related 
conditions (including lactation) in order to avoid 
discriminating on the basis of pregnancy.17  Similarly, 
in 2010, Congress passed the Affordable Care Act 
(ACA), which amended the Fair Labor Standards Act 
to require employers to provide reasonable break 
times and a private place, other than a bathroom, 
for covered employees who are breastfeeding to 
express milk for one year after the child’s birth.18  

and completion, higher levels of unmet financial need, 

and higher levels of debt upon graduation.8 

Becoming pregnant or a parent should not derail a 

student’s education, but unfortunately, pregnant and 

parenting students often suffer from lack of support 

or outright discrimination from their schools. For 

example, punitive attendance policies can push 

pregnant or parenting students out of school if they 

are not accommodated when they must miss class for 

medical appointments, childbirth and recovery from 

childbirth, when their children are ill or if their child 

care arrangements fall through, or when they need to 

pump breast milk.9 Additionally, parenting students 

lack access to quality and accessible child care and 

transportation services for their young children.10 Too 

often, pregnant and parenting students are steered 

or forced into inferior alternative education programs 

that do not keep them on track to graduate or prepare 

them for postsecondary opportunities.11  In some cases, 

pregnant students are pushed out of school by officials 

seeking to punish them for their pregnancy.12  
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The Department of Education 
should:
•	� Issue comprehensive Title IX regulations 

addressing schools’ responsibility to 
accommodate lactation, pregnancy, and 
reproductive health needs, including specifically 
requiring schools to provide an appropriate 
non-bathroom space and breaks for students 
to breastfeed or express breast milk.

•	� Issue Title IX guidance encouraging schools to 
adopt attendance policies explicitly excusing 
absences for caregiving responsibilities, provide 
transportation and on-site child care for children 
of student parents, and prohibit school officials 
from steering pregnant and parenting students 
into inferior alternative education programs, 
including those designed for students with 
disciplinary records.

•	� Ensure that Title IX’s partial exemption for 
schools controlled by religious organizations 
is narrowly construed, so federal funding is not 
used to subsidize discrimination based on sex, 
including pregnancy or parenting status.

•	� Encourage schools to recruit pregnant and 
parenting students to participate in the 
Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 
Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) grant 
program, which helps prepare low-income and 
disconnected students to enter and succeed in 
postsecondary education. 

•	� Expand data collection on pregnant and 
parenting students in the Civil Rights Data 
Collection, including regarding incidents of 

pregnancy-based harassment, discipline of 
pregnant and parenting students, and their 
enrollment in educational programs such as 
alternative schools, Advanced Placement 
classes, and preparation for the SAT and ACT. 

Congress should:
•	� Build on the historic relief of $50 billion for 

child care and early learning provided by the 
American Rescue Plan Act to push for a long-
term investment, so that all parents, including 
student parents, have access to high-quality, 
affordable child care, and every child care 
provider has living wages.

•	� Revise the GEAR UP grant program to include 
pregnant and parenting students in the definition 
of “disconnected students.”

•	� Increase Child Care Access Means Parents 
in School Program (CCAMPIS) funding to 
$500 million to ensure roughly 100,000 more 
parenting college students receive the child 
care assistance they need to continue their 
education.

States should:
•	� Require schools to excuse absences related 

to pregnancy, related medical conditions, and 
recovery therefrom and absences related to 
the health of the student’s child for as long as 
medically necessary. Schools should permit a 
leave of absence following delivery both for 
birthing parents and for non-birthing parents 
providing care, without academic penalty. 

Recommendations
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•	� Require schools to provide lactating students 
with lactation accommodations, including (i) 
permission to leave the classroom to express 
breast milk, (ii) access to a sanitary space, other 
than a bathroom, equipped with a flat surface, 
electrical outlet, and a place to store breast 
milk, and (iii) an opportunity to make up for work 
missed while expressing breast milk. 

Schools should: 
•	� Adequately train staff and students on the rights 

of pregnant and parenting students under Title IX.

•	� Upon notice of a student’s pregnant or parenting 
status, connect the student to a staff member 
who can assist them in finding resources, 
such as affordable child care, housing, and 
transportation services.  

•	� Make reasonable efforts to keep pregnant 
and parenting students’ personal information 
and health records confidential. Information 
about a student’s pregnancy or parental status 
should not be used when considering them for 
educational or job opportunities, awards, or 
scholarships. 

•	� Create family-friendly school environments by 
providing child-friendly gathering spaces and 
student-parent support groups.

RECOMMENDATIONS  continued
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