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matic way to become a mom,” she said.
The experience later inspired her to
write a book about a premature baby.
The Gallup survey of nearly 2,000

K-12 teachers found that while 38% of
teachers tried to plan the birth or adop-
tion of their child for a time that would
not conflict with the school year, only
6% said their child was born outside of
the school year.
“It is not a workable policy to tell

women to plan their pregnancy and de-
livery around the summer break,” Chet-
tiar said. “Teachers are overworked and
underpaid, as is the case inmany female
dominated fields, and the last thing a
teacher should have to worry about is
losing her paycheck − or even her job −
when she has a baby.”
After Hicks had her third baby in

2019, she decided to stay home full time.
It was a difficult decision, she said. Her
students felt like part of her family.
“I put my heart and soul into teach-

ing, and I felt like I made a difference,”
she said. “It was really hard to give up
my contract. But, I mean, I’m a mom
first, and so I had to choose them, you
know?”

Madeline Mitchell’s role covering
women and the caregiving economy at
USA TODAY is supported by a partner-
shipwith Pivotal and JournalismFund-
ing Partners. Funders do not provide
editorial input.

J
osette Cordell, 33, gave birth to her daughter Colette in

April of 2023. h As an elementary school music teach-
er, she didn’t have access to paid maternity leave. She

usedaboutamonth’sworthof sickdaysafterColettewas

born, and then took two weeks of unpaid leave in May before summer

break kicked in. h “I used all ofmy sick days,”Cordell said. “When I came
back the next August, I didn’t have any days that transferred over. I had

to start over.” h Cordell lives in Arkansas. Until recently, Arkansas was
likemost states in thenationanddidnot guaranteepaidparental leave

for teachers. In fact, only 15 states and Washington, DC, require dis-

tricts to offer paid parental leave for educators, according to the Na-

tional Council on Teacher Quality: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware,

Georgia, Maine, Maryland, Minnesota, New Jersey, North Carolina,

Oklahoma, Oregon, South Carolina, Tennessee, Utah and Wash-

ington. h Among the states that require paid parental leave,
Arkansas is now,withDelaware, among the only two states

that offer full pay for up to 12 weeks. This is noteworthy for a

profession that is 77%women, according toPewResearchCen-

ter, withmore teachers likely to be of child-bearing age than oth-

er U.S. workers.

apaycheck
A baby, a break &

Colettewasborn threemonthsbefore
Arkansas required districts to offer paid
maternity leave. When Cordell had her
second child, Calvin, in 2025, she knew
the 12weeks of paid leavewouldmake a
big difference for her family.
“I wanted another baby anyway. You

know, I kind of had that tugging feeling,”
Cordell said. But knowing she’d get paid
leave this time around was the extra
push she needed. “Because financially
we’re gonna be OK.”
Cordell’smaternity leave in the fall of

2025 wasn’t just good bonding time for
her andCalvin, she said. Itwas also pre-
cious time Cordell could spend with her
daughter.
“I was so thankful not just for the

time that I hadwithCalvin, and the time
thatmybody needed to heal, but the ex-
tra time I was able to take to be with my
daughter,” Cordell said. “And to help her
build that bond with her little brother,
because going from the only child to
now having a baby in the house was a
struggle.”

‘Most teachers cannot
afford to go unpaid.’

Some school districts in states that
don’t require paid leave include it as an
additional benefit. Still, a new survey
conducted by Gallup and the Walton
Family Foundation found that 59% of
American teachers who had a child or

adopted a child during their career did
not receive any amount of paid parental
leave, and17%didn’t takeany leaveat all.
“Most teachers cannot afford to go

unpaid,” said Inimai Chettiar, president
of A Better Balance. Her nonprofit has
championed teacher paid leave pro-
grams in several states, among other
family-friendly work policies. “Teach-
ers are being forced to return to the
classroom before they’re ready when
these leave policies are not in place.”
New parents often cobble together

paid leave (if they have it), sick leave,
vacation timeandunpaid leave to spend
those first months with their newborns.
But oftentimes, it’s not enough, and
many teachers feel they need to choose
between the students they care for at
school and their own children.
When teachers use up all of their sick

days to spend timewith their newborns,
they don’t have a safety net for when
they or their babies inevitably get sick
later, said Gallup senior research con-
sultant Andrea Malek Ash.
“We traditionally think of teaching as

a somewhat family-friendly profession,
and this really challenges that idea,”
According to recent research from the

NationalCouncil onTeacherQuality,15%
of teachers who leave the profession cite
personal reasons such as pregnancy,
childbirth and caring for family.
And when teachers leave, it’s expen-

sive − costing districts between $11,000

and $25,000 in administrative recruit-
ing and hiring costs, and the disruption
also can negatively impact students.
Chettiar said she’s found significant

bipartisan support for paid parental
leave for teachers, especially in south-
ern states. It’s a good tool to combat the
teacher workforce shortage, she said,
and makes teachers feel more valued.
Steven Walker, 36, works for Fairfax

County Public Schools in Virginia. The
state doesn’t require paid parental leave
for teachers, but the district still offers it.
He welcomed his second child in early
February, and will take his paid parental
leave when his wife’s leave is over.
“It makes me a little bit prouder to

work for FCPS, knowing that we’re one
of the few districts that I think actually
9has paid parental leave),”Walker said.

Forced to choose between
family and career

JenniferHicks, 41, delivered her first-
born more than two months early in
2015, when shewas teaching third grad-
ers. She said she and her husband
thought they had planned it perfectly:
Her due date was Nov. 3, and her hus-
band would be graduating with a mas-
ter’s degree and starting a new job in
December.
But when her son came in late Au-

gust, everything changed. He spent 38
days in the NICU. “It was the most trau-

Madeline Mitchell USA TODAY

PAID PARENTAL LEAVE ISN’T JUST A PERK —
IT’S A RETENTION TOOL FOR TEACHERS
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In years past, I’ve led services and
prayed with Muslim men and women.
As a chaplain, I brought many Qur’ans
inside to prisoners. When I taught
courses onWorld Religions in congrega-
tions, we read froma selection of sacred
scriptures including the Qur’an. In my
experience, most of those who follow
the teachings of the Prophet Muham-
mad are just as kind and thoughtful as
any other neighbors.
Fear, and fearful faith, can lead to all

forms of erroneous beliefs, evenbigotry.
It’s disturbing to see the hatred current-
ly directed at Islam and Muslim Amer-
icans. Itwasupsetting to read that an Is-
lamic school in Birmingham, Alabama,
known for excellence in education, is
unwelcome by many in the community.
Apparently some believe a “true Amer-
ican” has to be a Christian. We hear a
number of politiciansmakewild claims,
repeating falsehoods from viral media,
pushing to deny basic rights or even
claiming “They shouldn’t be here.”
These elected leaders claim to be good
Christians, and are often the same ones

who want the Ten Commandments in
every classroom, apparently forgetting
that one of those commands is: “Thou
shall not bear false witness.” And what
about “Love your neighbor as yourself,”
or the hardest of all instructions: “Love
your enemies”?
If you have never made the effort to

meet a Muslim neighbor, or never read
the Qur’an, or never took the time to
learn about Islam, how can you judge
the religion or a follower of this historic
faith tradition? As I see it, only fear-
driven ignorance would be the reason
for that. Theonlyantidote to this irratio-
nal rejection isbetter education. If aper-
son is open to learn about others, there
are many opportunities to gain knowl-
edge and perhaps empathy.
Muslims believe the Qur’an was dic-

tated to Muhammad who was told to
“recite” the words (qur’an means “re-
cite”). It’s true, the Qur’an has some ex-
clusive passages that judge “disbeliev-
ers,”andverses that couldpotentiallybe
used to support violence, though with-
out initiating conflict: “Fight those who
fight against you, but do not begin hos-
tilities. Allah does not love aggressors”
(surah – “chapter” – 2). However, it is
critically important to keep in mind:
there are far fewer verses on “righteous”
conflict in theQur’an thanwefind in the
Bible. On balance, there are many more

instructions on living a peaceful life
from the Religion of Peace (“islam” is re-
lated to the word for peace: salam).
We would do well to listen to these

words: “Have you observed the onewho
gives the lie to religion? That’s the one
who repels the orphan, and does not
feed the needy. Woe unto worshippers
who don’t heed their own prayers, who
want to be seen at worship, yet refuse
small kindnesses.” (surah107). In one of
the last surahs, addressed to non-Mus-
lims, we read: “O disbelievers, I don’t
worship what you worship [yet] unto
you your religion, and unto me my reli-
gion” (surah 109).
As for Jews and Christians (called

“the People of the Book”), the Qur’an
states: “We believe in Allah and that
which was revealed to us [and Abra-
ham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Moses and
Jesus] (surah 2). We can certainly turn
to other verses that teach the superior-
ity of Islam, just as the same kinds of
verses can be found in the Bible.
Anyone who takes the time to actu-

ally open a Qur’an will discover that
nearly every chapter opens with “bis-
millah al-rachman, al-rachim” – “In the
name of Allah (God), the Compassion-
ate, the Merciful.” Is this a book from a
religion to be feared or excluded from a
free society priding itself on Religious
Liberty?

We can question and criticize Islam,
for the extremists, the treatment of
women, and more, and I think we
should, but no more than we can criti-
cize Christianity, Judaism or any other
faith. Yet, it’s not reasonable to chal-
lenge any faith until we have accurate
information about it. Are we merely
judging by the extremists? Do we lump
all believers into one neat package and
take potshots? How is that fair or hon-
est?
In his revolutionary pamphlet, “Com-

mon Sense,” Thomas Paine offered a
guideline: “Formyself, I fully andconsci-
entiously believe, that it is thewill of the
Almighty, that there should be diversity
of religious opinions among us.” Though
his expansive vision of inclusive reli-
gious belief and expression in America
and beyond, caused Paine to be branded
an atheist and infidel, he believed that
more diversity of opinions in religion
“affords a larger field for our Christian
kindness.” He explains: “I look on the
various denominations among us, to be
like children of the same family.”
OurMuslim neighbors are aminority

in our great American family. Shouldn’t
we treat them as we would wish to be
treated?

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).

Faith calls us to be good neighbors in a diverse world
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