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“SUPPORTING PREGNANT AND 
PARENTING STUDENTS IN MIDDLE AND 
HIGH SCHOOLS” is a series of small reports analyzing 
state legal protections for pregnant and parenting students across 
50 states and the District of Columbia. Young parents deserve 
the opportunity to complete their education free from bias and 
harassment, and in environments that are supportive of their 
circumstances. Yet too often, young parents are overlooked, face 
stigma, and are required to navigate education systems that were 
not designed to address their unique needs. Moreover, as young 
people across the country lose rights and access to the full range 
of reproductive health care, fewer young people will be able to 
control their reproductive futures. While protections that ensure that 
every pregnant and parenting student has the necessary support 
to complete their education are long overdue – they are particularly 
urgent now given the deteriorating reproductive health care 
landscape.  

“Supporting Pregnant and Parenting Students in Middle Schools and 
High Schools: Flexible School Attendance Laws” reviews state laws 
and policies that allow excused absences particularly for pregnant 
and parenting students in K-12 schools. Attendance policies that do 
not consider the needs of pregnant students and student parents 
make it difficult for them to complete their program. This report 
addresses flexible attendance policies that can support pregnant  
and parenting students to ensure that they are able to stay in school.

1  Kate Perper, Kristen Peterson, and Jennifer Manlove, Diploma attainment among teen mothers. 
Child Trends (Jan. 2010) https://www.childtrends.org/publications/diploma-attainment-among-
teen-mothers. 

2  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Measuring the Value of Education,” https://www.bls.gov/
careeroutlook/2018/data-on-display/education-pays.htm (last accessed April 5, 2023).
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Every student deserves to learn in a nurturing school environment that supports them  
and prepares them for the future. 

Pregnant, parenting, and caregiving students have unique responsibilities that may conflict 
with school schedule requirements. For instance, they may need to care for a sick family 
member, attend medical appointments, or pick up their child from day care during school 
hours. Punishing students for tending to their familial responsibilities forces them to 
choose between their health, the health and well-being of their child, and their education. 
In a National Women’s Law Center (NWLC) survey, girls who are pregnant or parenting 
(91%) were more likely than girls overall (69%) to say that allowing special scheduling and 
attendance arrangements for students who provide care to family members would make 
schools better for girls.1 

School districts routinely neglect the needs of pregnant and parenting students. As a result, 
only 51% of teenage mothers earn a high school diploma by age 22, compared to 89% of 
girls who do not parent as a teen,2 and less than 2% of teen mothers graduate from college 
by age 30.3  One third of Black teen mothers and 54% of Latina teen mothers never obtain 

a high school diploma or GED.4  We can implement policies to 
ensure better outcomes for these students. When pregnant and 
parenting students receive institutional support and resources, 
they can thrive. 

This resource is for state policymakers and advocates seeking 
to better support pregnant and parenting students in secondary 
schools. It is part of a series of reports surveying state laws and 
programs that impact pregnant and parenting students in high 
school and middle school. Ensuring school attendance laws 
accommodate pregnancy, parenting, and caregiving-related 
absences is one crucial way to avoid pushing pregnant and 
parenting students out of school.

Flexible School 
Attendance Laws 
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This report outlines laws in all 50 states, the District of 
Columbia (D.C.), and Puerto Rico. These laws typically 
apply to all public middle schools and high schools. In 
some states, these laws also apply to K-12 charter schools, 
private schools that receive public funds, and some 
private institutions for higher education (IHEs). To verify 
the scope of a specific law, we encourage readers to 
reference the endnotes. 

To conduct our research, we used state legislature 
websites and state board of education websites. We used 
Westlaw, the legal research database, to find the most 
recent version of each statute or regulation and cross-
checked these sources with public legal databases such 
as FindLaw and CaseText. This report is current as of 
March 2023.

Data collection and research practices are still evolving 
to include gender-nonconforming youth. We know that 
not everyone who can become pregnant is a cisgender 
women and girl and not all cisgender women or girls can 
become pregnant.5 We also know that many transgender 

men and nonbinary people can lactate6 and may prefer 
the term “chestfeeding” instead of breastfeeding.7  
Unfortunately, the experiences of intersex, nonbinary, 
gender-nonconforming, and transgender pregnant and 
parenting people are underrepresented in data collection 
systems. As such, most of the data cited in this series 
is limited to the experiences of pregnant and parenting 
cisgender women and girls.

While not addressed in this report, we remain committed 
to advocating for more comprehensive and intersectional 
data collection systems that can better capture the 
experiences of the diverse communities we advocate for.8

The  
Scope  
of This 
Report 

DISCLAIMER
While text, citations, and data are, to the best 
of the authors’ knowledge, current as of the 
date the report was prepared, there may well be 
subsequent developments, including legislative 
actions and court decisions, that could alter the 
information provided herein. This report does 
not constitute legal advice; individuals and 
organizations considering legal action should 
consult with their own counsel.
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Inflexible school 
attendance laws can 
disconnect pregnant, 
parenting, and 
caregiving students from 
their education, making it 
difficult to complete their 
studies. These students 
may miss class for 
medical appointments, 
for pregnancy 
complications, 
for childbirth and 
recovery, for abortion 

and recovery, when their children are ill, or if child care 
arrangements fall through. When pregnant or parenting 
students’ absences are not excused, they may not be 
permitted to make up work or may otherwise be punished, 
making it more difficult to meet program requirements and 
graduate. In a National Women’s Law Center 2017 survey, 
girls who are pregnant or parenting (54%) were more likely 
than girls overall (25%) to report they had missed 15 days or 
more of school in a year.9 

Many state laws restrict the total number of absences a 
student can have and authorize school districts to enforce 
truancy proceedings if students exceed that number. 
This leads to further discipline (and sometimes criminal 
punishment) of students who are already struggling to stay 
in the classroom.

Many state attendance laws do not define an “excused 
absence” and instead grant this authority to each school 
district. In other states, neither state law nor school district 
attendance policy defines an “excused absence.” As a 
result, what constitutes an excused absence may vary not 

only by district but by school and even by classroom. 
When individual schools or instructors each have the 
discretion to create their own attendance policies, it is 
unlikely such policies will consistently address the needs 
of pregnant, parenting, and caregiving students.  

Title IX of the Education 
Amendment of 1972 (Title 
IX) is a federal law that 
prohibits discrimination 
based on a student’s sex, 
which includes a student’s 
pregnancy and related 
medical conditions. Title 
IX also protects against 
treating students of different 
sexes differently based on 
their parental status and 
against discrimination based 
on gender stereotypes 
about parents and 
caregivers.10 Title IX requires 
schools to excuse absences for pregnancy and related 
medical conditions, including childbirth, termination of 
pregnancy, and recovery from these conditions.11 Title IX 
rules make clear that students who take such excused 
absences must be reinstated to the same status in their 
program when they return. We know, however, that school 
staff and students are often not aware of these rights 
and that they are inconsistently honored.12 For example, 
a graduate student at an Institute of Higher Education 
was given a failing grade because she was in the hospital 
recovering from a miscarriage during her final exams.13 
Students should not have to decide between their health 
and their education. 

Making the Case  
for Excused Absences 
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Parenting and caregiving students are also put in a difficult situation 
when their children (or the people who usually provide child care for 
their children) are sick. Many child care facilities will not allow ill children 
to attend their programs until they have been symptom- and fever-free 
for 24 hours. As a result, a minor illness can keep a child out of child 
care and a parent out of school for multiple days. Unfortunately, Title 
IX rules do not explicitly require schools to excuse absences related to 
parenting responsibilities. This means that under federal law, schools 
are not required to excuse a student for taking time off for their child’s 
doctor’s appointment. Indeed, even if a student’s child is placed in the 
Intensive Care Unit (ICU), schools are not required under federal law 
to excuse a student for taking time off to care for their hospital-bound 
child. It is crucial that state laws address this legal gap and require 
schools to excuse parenting- and caregiving-related absences.  

Flexible attendance laws can also remove a barrier to graduation for 
“system-involved” pregnant and parenting students, meaning youth 
who are tied to legal systems such as foster care, the juvenile justice 
system, and the family court system. Many pregnant and parenting 
students are also system-involved 
youth. For example, the rate of 
pregnancy before age 21 is three 
times greater for girls in foster 
care than for girls who are not 
in foster care.14 These students 
may need to be excused from 
the classroom to attend judicial 
proceedings and other legal 
appointments. Relevant court 
proceedings may include, but 
are not limited to, petitions for 
orders of protection against 
abusive partners or co-parents,15 
child support proceedings, 
judicial bypass proceedings for 
abortions, and custody and visitation hearings. Judicial proceedings 
and appointments should be included in excused absences because 
they occur during the day, students generally have a compelling need to 
attend, and the timing is typically outside of the student’s control.

Flexible attendance laws are necessary to ensure that pregnant, 
parenting, and caregiving students have an equal opportunity to 
complete their education. 
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•  10 states (Arizona,16 California,17 Louisiana,18 Maryland,19 Nebraska,20 New Mexico,21 North Carolina,22  
Pennsylvania,23 Washington,24 and Wyoming25) and Puerto Rico26 explicitly require K-12 schools to adopt policies 
excusing at least some pregnancy-related absences.

•  11 states (Arizona,27 California,28 Connecticut,29 Illinois,30 Louisiana,31 Maryland,32 Mississippi,33 New Mexico,34  
North Carolina,35 and Pennsylvania36 and Washington37) explicitly excuse absences when a student’s child is ill,  
but some of these states limit excused absences to when a student’s child is hospitalized or seriously ill.

•  6 States (Georgia,38 Minnesota,39 Oregon,40 South Dakota,41 West Virginia,42 and Wyoming,43) explicitly excuse 
absences in K-12 for the “illness of a family member,” which should include a student’s child.

•  7 states (California,44 Connecticut,45 Hawaii,46 Louisiana,47 Maryland,48 Missouri,49 and West Virginia50) and Puerto 
Rico51 excuse absences in K-12 for legal appointments or court appearances.

•  Florida52 students participating in teenage parent programs are exempt from minimum attendance requirements 
for absences related to pregnancy or parenting. However, students must make up the work missed during their 
absence. 

•  New Jersey53 has a statute addressing leave of absence for graduate students who are pregnant and for graduate 
students who are expecting a child, but not the parent giving birth. 

•  Ohio54 has legislation excusing pregnancy related absences for students who attend Bowling Green University.

•  Required by state statute, the Nebraska Board of Education created a Model Policy in 2017 to support the 
educational success of pregnant and parenting students. This model policy includes excused absences for 
pregnant and parenting students to address their health, their child’s health, and other pregnancy- and parenting-
related appointments. However, the model policy also indicated that it expired in November 2021.

•  The remaining states do not have attendance laws that define excused absences and instead grant school  
districts or individual schools the authority to create their own attendance policies.

What We Found:  
Student Attendance  
Laws by State 

https://www.azleg.gov/viewdocument/?docName=https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00346.htm
https://codes.findlaw.com/ca/education-code/edc-sect-46015/
https://casetext.com/statute/louisiana-revised-statutes/revised-statutes/title-17-education/chapter-1-general-school-law/part-iii-public-schools-and-school-children/subpart-c-school-attendance/section-172218-pregnant-or-parenting-students-policies-attendance-breastfeeding-and-child-care
https://codes.findlaw.com/md/education/md-code-educ-sect-7-301-1.html
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=79-2,149
https://law.justia.com/codes/new-mexico/2021/chapter-22/article-12a/section-22-12a-9/
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/bysection/chapter_115c/gs_115c-375.5.html
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-401-020
https://www.wyomingcityschools.org/docs/district/COVID-19/WCS%20Policy%205200%20-%20Attendance.pdf
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/discipline-compendium/Puerto%20Rico%20School%20Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulations.pdf
https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00346.htm#:~:text=15%2D346%20%2D%20Policies%20and%20procedures,with%20chronic%20health%20problems%3B%20definition&text=A.,at%20least%20one%20health%20professional.
https://codes.findlaw.com/ca/education-code/edc-sect-48205.html
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Chronic-Absence/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/fulltext.asp?DocName=010500050K26-2a#:~:text=Sec.,the%20past%20180%20school%20days.
https://casetext.com/statute/louisiana-revised-statutes/revised-statutes/title-17-education/chapter-1-general-school-law/part-iii-public-schools-and-school-children/subpart-c-school-attendance/section-172218-pregnant-or-parenting-students-policies-attendance-breastfeeding-and-child-care
https://codes.findlaw.com/md/education/md-code-educ-sect-7-301-1.html
https://codes.findlaw.com/ms/title-37-education/ms-code-sect-37-13-91.html
https://codes.findlaw.com/ms/title-37-education/ms-code-sect-37-13-91.html
https://law.justia.com/codes/new-mexico/2021/chapter-22/article-12a/section-22-12a-9/
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/bysection/chapter_115c/gs_115c-375.5.html#:~:text=§%20115C%2D375.5.,its%20equivalent%20as%20other%20students.
https://www.education.pa.gov/Policy-Funding/BECS/Purdons/Pages/PregnantStudents.aspx
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-401-020
https://rules.sos.state.ga.us/gac/160-5-1
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/120A.22#stat.120A.22.12
https://oregon.public.law/statutes/ors_339.065
https://sdlegislature.gov/Statutes/13-27-6
https://law.justia.com/codes/west-virginia/2021/chapter-18/article-8/section-18-8-4/
https://www.wyomingcityschools.org/docs/district/COVID-19/WCS%20Policy%205200%20-%20Attendance.pdf
https://codes.findlaw.com/ca/education-code/edc-sect-48205.html
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Chronic-Absence/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Chronic-Absence/guidelines_excused_and_unexcused_absences.pdf
https://casetext.com/statute/louisiana-revised-statutes/revised-statutes/title-17-education/chapter-1-general-school-law/part-iii-public-schools-and-school-children/subpart-c-school-attendance/section-172218-pregnant-or-parenting-students-policies-attendance-breastfeeding-and-child-care
https://codes.findlaw.com/md/education/md-code-educ-sect-7-301-1.html
https://go.boarddocs.com/mo/pkysd/Board.nsf/goto?open&id=86NUVG16B5E5
https://law.justia.com/codes/west-virginia/2021/chapter-18/article-8/section-18-8-4/
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/discipline-compendium/Puerto%20Rico%20School%20Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulations.pdf
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/discipline-compendium/Puerto%20Rico%20School%20Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulations.pdf
https://m.flsenate.gov/Statutes/1003.54
https://law.justia.com/codes/new-jersey/2021/title-18a/section-18a-3b-75/
https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-administrative-code/rule-3341-2-47
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=79-2,151
https://www.education.ne.gov/policyreference/s13/#:~:text=No%20student%20may%20be%20excluded,of%20pregnancy%20or%20parenting%20responsibilities
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When crafting any law, it is critical to assess the unique needs of the students and educational institutions 
the law covers. For example, states should ensure attendance laws account for legal appointments and other 
barriers to attending class for system-involved youth. States must also ensure that notice of and documentation 
of a student’s pregnancy will be kept private. 

At the very least, all state attendance laws for secondary schools should specifically include the following 
provisions:  

  EXCUSED ABSENCES FOR PREGNANCY AND PREGNANCY-RELATED 
MEDICAL CONDITIONS:  Excuse prenatal and postnatal absences related to pregnancy and 
pregnancy-related medical conditions including childbirth, termination of pregnancy, and recovery from 
these conditions for as long as medically necessary. However, the law should also be clear that no student 
will be required to take time off related to pregnancy that they do not wish to take. 

  EXCUSED ABSENCES FOR EMERGENCY PARENTING AND CAREGIVING 
NEEDS: Excuse absences for a student’s caregiving responsibilities including medical appointments, 
unexpected child care cancellations, caring for a sick child of any age, recovering from childbirth, or a sick 
family member. 

  MINIMUM DAYS OFF POST-CHILDBIRTH:  Upon request, excuse at least 10 days post-
birth for the non-birthing parent to bond with their newborn child. For the birthing parent, the necessary 
time suggested by the student’s medical provider for the student to recover must be honored. 

  JUDICIAL PROCEEDINGS:  Excuse absences for court proceedings and legal appointments 
involving the student, including petitions for orders of protection, adoption, judicial bypass, custody, and 
visitation. 

   REINSTATEMENT:  Require that students with extended pregnancy or parenting-related absences 
be reinstated to the status they were in before their absences and require that students be provided with 
opportunities and time necessary to make up any assignments missed during their absence. Opportunities 
to make up for missed work should include (i) access to home and hospital instruction and/or tutoring; 
(ii) a time period to make up missed work that equals at least as many days the student was absent; (iii) 
the opportunity to retake a semester; and (iv) the opportunity to participate in an online credit recovery 
program. 

  DOCUMENTATION:  Prohibit schools from requiring documentation from a guardian or physician 
of a pregnancy-related medical condition necessitating absence unless such documentation is required for 
all students seeking an excused absence for other medical reasons. For caregiving responsibilities related 
to the medical condition of a child or family member, the policy should at least offer four excused absences 
per school year for which the school may not require a note from a physician. 

  REPORTING MECHANISMS:  Require schools to provide a clear mechanism for students to 
report instances to the governing state education agency where their request for a pregnancy-, parenting-, 
or caregiving-related excused absence was denied. Such information should be collected at the state level 
and used to identify schools or school districts that have failed to implement these requirements.  

  DISSEMINATION:  Require the state education agency or state board of education and local school 
districts to publicize the attendance laws policy on their websites and require school districts to designate 
an appropriate employee to inform students of the laws.

NATIONAL WOMEN’S LAW CENTER
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While no state law has all the components recommended above, the following are three state attendance laws that 
account for many of pregnant and parenting students’ needs. 

MARYLAND 
Maryland’s school attendance law55 is rather comprehensive. It explicitly states that pregnancy- and parenting-
related absences are lawful. The law requires school counties to develop attendance policies that, at a minimum, 
excuse absences for labor, delivery, recovery, and prenatal and postnatal appointments; grant 10 days off of school 
for parenting students following the birth of their child; and excuse absences related to caring for a sick child or 
attending their child’s medical appointments. The law also excuses absences related to family law proceedings. 
Finally, to account for work that pregnant and parenting students may miss while out of school, the law requires 
counties to provide pregnant and parenting students with the following options (i) online course credit recovery, (ii) 
retake the semester, or (iii) allow the student six weeks to complete their schoolwork and finish at later date. This law 
could be improved to clarify that all pregnancy-related medical appointments must be excused, including abortion 
procedures and recovery therefrom. 

NEW MEXICO 
New Mexico law56 requires each school district and charter school to maintain an attendance policy that grants 
pregnant and parenting students 10 days off per school year following the birth of their child. Such policies must also 
provide four days of excused absences for a student tending to a child under the age of 13. Schools must also grant 
pregnant and parenting students an opportunity to make up for work missed during an excused absence. Finally, the 
district or charter school must disseminate the attendance policy to all middle, junior, and high schools. 

Examples of 
Pregnant and 
Parenting 
Student-Friendly 
Attendance Policies 
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This law could be improved by expanding its scope to address all  
caregiving-related absences.  Additionally, rather than limiting the  
number of excused absences for pregnant and parenting students  
to 10 days following the birth and four additional days, the law should 
excuse all medically necessary absences. Finally, the law should  
account for system-involved pregnant and parenting students  
by excusing absences for legal appointments. 

LOUISIANA  
Louisiana’s Support Pregnant and Parenting Students Act57 requires  
every public high school to adopt an attendance policy that excuses 
pregnancy- and parenting-related absences, including but not limited  
to labor, childbirth, recovery, and other medically necessary absences. 
Schools must accept documentation from a medical provider or a legal 
guardian to verify the need for such absences. The law requires schools  
to excuse absences related to judicial appointments and to provide  
at least 10 days to both parents following childbirth. Finally, students  
must have a reasonable amount of time to make up for work  
missed in their absence. This law could be improved by  
expanding its scope to cover middle schools and by requiring  
all covered schools to disseminate the attendance policy  
to all students. 
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Pregnant and parenting students deserve 
the opportunity to complete their education 
without unnecessary barriers that push them 
out of the classroom. Attendance policies 
should reflect the actual needs of pregnant 
and parenting students to ensure that they 
can complete their education. Implementing 
flexible attendance policies is one critical 
change that policymakers can implement to 
provide student parents with the support they 
need to complete their education goals.

Conclusion
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