
 

College students who work more hours are
less likely to graduate, new study finds
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Students who work while enrolled in college are about 20% less likely to
complete their degrees than similar peers who don't work, a large and
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meaningful decrease in predicted graduation rates. Among those who do
graduate, working students take an average 0.6 of a semester longer to
finish. This is mainly because students who work large amounts—over
15 hours a week—take fewer college credits per semester.

These findings come from a new study in AERA Open.

To learn more about how work might affect a student's chances of
graduation, we examined 17 years of data—2001 to 2017—from the
state of Tennessee. We matched college student records to employment
records for about 600,000 students. We compared working students with
those who did not work but were otherwise similar in terms of family
income, high school GPA, location and demographic characteristics. We
also looked at college progress for students who worked during some
semesters but not in others, to see whether they were more successful in
completing their classes in semesters when they did not work.

Ultimately, we found that working students signed up for about one less
credit on average per semester than students who don't work. This is
likely because they had less time available for classes. Students who
worked were every bit as successful in their classes after signing up, with
similar course completion rates and similar GPAs. But because they
signed up for fewer courses, their progression through college was
slower, and they were less likely to graduate.

Notably, we did not see a decrease in graduation rates among students
who worked smaller amounts, especially less than eight hours per week.
These students signed up for similar numbers of credits as their
nonworking classmates, and they completed their degrees at similar
rates. This suggests that smaller amounts of work may not affect a
student's progress toward graduation.

Working while in college is very common, especially with the rising
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price of college tuition and the burden of student loan debt.

Recent estimates show that 43% of full-time students and 81% of part-
time students work while enrolled in college. In Tennessee, we found
that working is especially common among community college students,
first-generation students and students returning to college as adults.

With so many students trying to juggle work and school, colleges and
policymakers could take more steps to support working students and 
help them meet their needs.

If working students take longer to complete college, policymakers could
extend access to financial aid for longer periods if needed. For example,
students can access federal Pell Grants for only 12 semesters. This may
leave some students without an important source of aid if their work
causes them to take longer to finish their degree.

Students should be aware of the challenges that work might pose in their
college journey. Work may be crucial for paying bills and creating
opportunities for professional development. However, when students
work 15 hours or more, they could have a more difficult time earning a 
college degree, which can ultimately enable a person to get a higher-
paying job in the future.

One important question is whether certain jobs may work better for 
college students than others. Some research suggests on-campus jobs
might be more convenient and help keep students focused on their
classes. Students working in a job related to their major might find real-
world connections between their jobs and classes—like a nursing student
working in a hospital. Given that work is a necessity for many students,
educators can do more to guide students to jobs that might work best for
their college success.

3/4

https://collegeaffordability.urban.org/
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/scott-clayton-report.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/coe_ssa.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2020.1777381
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED547419
https://studentaid.gov/help-center/answers/article/is-there-limit-to-how-long-i-can-receive-federal-pell-grant-funds
https://phys.org/tags/college+degree/
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/the-college-payoff/
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/the-college-payoff/
https://phys.org/tags/college+students/
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2020.1777381
https://phys.org/tags/students/
https://phys.org/tags/college/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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