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College and career are often spoken of as mutually exclusive options for K-12 graduates, or as
distinct steps in a lifecycle for postsecondary students, but in reality, they are deeply
intertwined for both. As the cost of college has outpaced inflation and household earnings,
many students work while they are enrolled to support themselves. For nontraditional students
with families, suspending careers to be full-time students can be out of the question.
We find that almost half of all public postsecondary students in Tennessee work at least
quarter-time. Working while enrolled is even more common among:

Female students
Black students
Students over age 25

Dependent students
First-generation college students
Community college students

Students who work while enrolled tend to attempt and complete fewer credits in a typical term
than their peers, they attain lower grade point averages, and they are less likely to complete a
degree on time.
In this brief, we present an array of descriptive detail on the prevalence of working while
enrolled in Tennessee colleges and universities over the last ten years, alongside associations
between work and measures of student progression, success, GPA, and college completion.
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PRIOR RESEARCH
Does work help or hinder students on the way to a
degree?
While time in work generally takes away from time for study, prior research has
uncovered a very complicated relationship between work while enrolled and student
success in and after college. Scott-Clayton and Minaya (2016) show that this relationship
differs depending on the availability of federal work-study, which may complement
schoolwork more than off-campus jobs, and a student’s inherent propensity to work.
Students who are very likely to work, for example, tend to benefit from access to federal
work-study. Looking beyond earnings and employment per se, students report
qualitative benefits from work, such as a sense of belonging (Nunez and Sansone, 2016).
Some postsecondary programs blend work during and after college with internships or
explicitly aligned college-to-work programs. Many students, though, work in
occupations outside their program of study and intended career path. For some
students, time spent working while in college may hinder the amount of time they can
devote to their studies. Work experience may also impact some students’ willingness to
persist in their postsecondary pursuits, particularly if work exposure changes the
salience and/or attractiveness of employment opportunities.

Does financial aid alleviate the need to work while
enrolled?
Students can offset living expenses and the costs of schooling with earnings or financial
aid, and it seems reasonable that the two sources of funds could be substitutes. The
typical grant or scholarship covers a small fraction of the average cost of attendance,
however, and translates into a very small per-hour implicit wage.
Perhaps in part because of the wide gap between financial aid and student need, prior
research has found little effect of additional financial aid on the likelihood or intensity of
working while enrolled (Welch, 2016; Denning et al., 2019). The quality of work may
improve with access to aid (Broton et al., 2016).
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DATA & DEFINITIONS

worked at least 25% of full time (see Figure 1). At 4-year
Data on all students enrolled in Tennessee public 4-year universities, working while enrolled becomes more
common during the summer months.
universities and community colleges from Spring 2008
through Summer 2017 were merged with quarterly
earnings data reported to the state Department of
Figure 1
Labor and Workforce Development and Unemployment
Insurance system to generate the figures presented
here. The earnings cover all in-state work eligible for
unemployment insurance benefits, which does not
include self-employment, employment outside
Tennessee, and some seasonal (e.g., agricultural) and
federal (e.g., military) work. Thus, estimates of the
prevalence of work among students likely reflect a
lower bound for the true rates of working while
enrolled.
We link spring student enrollment records in each term
to quarterly earnings data from the Tennessee
Department of Labor and Workforce Development. We
define a student to be “working while enrolled” if they
earned wages at or above the level they would earn if
working at least 10 hours per week at the Tennessee
minimum wage of $7.25 (allowing for two weeks off
throughout the year). Because we rely on quarterly
Working patterns are different across student
earnings data, we count students earning at least $906
populations (see Additional Figures for details).
in Q1 (January-March) as working during the Spring
Students of color work at greater rates than white
term, students earning at least $906 in Q4 (Octoberstudents. Black and Latinx students work more than
December) as working during the Fall term, and
their white peers, although differences vary somewhat
students averaging at least $906 across Q2 (April-June)
by sector.
and Q3 (July-September) as working during the Summer
First-Generation college students work at greater
term. Since many students may earn above minimum
rates than their peers. This gap is particularly
wage, this definition includes some students working
prominent at 4-year universities.
fewer hours, but at higher wages. By using a cut-off of
Students age 25 and above and independent students
25% of full-time at minimum wage, we allow for a
are more likely to work than younger students. This
relatively broad definition of working while enrolled,
gap is especially large at 4-year universities. During the
while excluding those who worked a minimal
summer, younger and dependent students experience
amount. Additional analyses have used different
increases in working while enrolled, while older and
thresholds to define working students, with similar
dependent students maintain steadier rates of
findings.
employment across the terms.
More advanced students are more likely to work than
those early in their academic career. Juniors and
seniors are more likely to work than freshmen and
sophomores at 4-year universities. At community
Working while enrolled is common among Tennessee
colleges, sophomores are more likely to work than
students, especially at community colleges (see Figure
freshmen.
1). In the Fall of 2016, 61% of students at Community
Colleges and 40% of students at 4-year universities

FINDINGS
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Figure 4 highlights that completion rate gaps are largest
when only comparing those who work during the
traditional academic year to those who do not (i.e., when
only considering fall and spring employment, but not
summer). Completion gaps are also especially large when
comparing students who do and don’t work during their
first 2 years of enrollment, suggesting that working while
enrolled may be especially meaningful early in students’
postsecondary experiences.

Figure 4

Students who work attempt and earn fewer credits
and have a lower GPA than non-working
students (see Figure 2). These gaps are larger at 4-year
universities than community colleges. The credit
completion rate (percent of credits attempted
completed) is only slightly lower for working students,
suggesting that the number of courses attempted
drives differences between working and non-working
students.
The gaps in credit completion rates and GPA
between working and non-working students are
especially large for freshmen, becoming less
pronounced in the junior and senior years (see
Figure 3, and Additional Figures for gaps between
Although we are not the first to report patterns such as
other student populations of interest).
these (Valbrun, 2018), the large percentage of college
students who are working and learning simultaneously is
Figure 3
an under-appreciated facet of today’s college population.
In addition to the widespread nature of working while
enrolled, these findings highlight important differences in
the patterns of who works while in college. Moreover, we
find that students who work (particularly in the
traditional academic school year and in the first two
years of enrollment) see lower rates of credit
progression, GPA and college completion. These
associations are not to be interpreted as causal effects of
working on student outcomes, but rather are intended to
motivate further research on the nuanced causes and
consequences of working while enrolled.

IMPLICATIONS &
CONCLUSIONS

Students who work while enrolled complete at lower
rates than their non-working peers (see Figure 4).
However, the way a working student is defined
matters for the magnitude of the difference. We
defined timely graduation rates as those who earned
credentials within 150% of normal time from their
first term enrolled.
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