How College Affects Students by Ernest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini, 1991

Financial aid is, of course, only one part of the economic reality confronting many students as they attempt to finance a bachelor’s or other degree. Many of the same students must work while attending college (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Evidence concerning the effects of persistence and educational attainment of employment during college is shaped to some extent by where the employment occurs. The evidence is quite consistent that off-campus employment (typically measured in number of hours) has a negative influence on both year-to-year persistence in college and bachelor’s degree completion (Anderson, 1981; Astin, 1975b, 1982; Ehrenberg & Sherman, 1987; Kohen, Nestel, & Karmas, 1978; Peng & Fetters, 1978; Staman, 1980; University of California, 1980). This negative effect remains even when controls are made for such factors as academic ability, secondary school achievement, socioeconomic origin, educational aspirations, gender, race, and type of college initially attended. Astin (1975b) has suggested that full-time (thirty-five to forty hours per week) off-campus employment may have more deleterious consequences for persistence and degree completion than part-time (twenty-five hours per week or less) employment. It is clear from other analyses, however, that amount of part-time off-campus employment also has a net negative influence on year-to-year persistence and an inhibiting effect on completing one’s degree on time (for example, Ehrenberg & Sherman, 1987; Kohen, Nestel, & Karmas, 1978).


If persistence and educational attainment are inhibited by full- or part-time off-campus employment, the reverse appears to be true for the effects of part-time employment on campus. Studies that were based on national samples and controlled for such factors as academic aptitude, secondary school achievement, socioeconomic origins, and educational aspirations indicate that a part-time job on campus (usually in the form of  a work-study arrangement) has a net positive impact on year-to-year persistence, bachelor’s degree completion, timely graduation, and the probability of enrolling in graduate or professional school (Anderson, 1981; Astin, 1975a, 1982; Ehrenberg & Sherman, 1987; Velez, 1985).


Wenc (1983) and Erenberg and Sherman (1987) have argued that the differential effects of on-campus and off-campus work on persistence and degree attainment are due in large measure to the former experience enhancing involvement and integration in the institution while the latter experience tends to inhibit it. Anderson (1981) provides evidence to at least partially support this contention. In her analysis of the NLS-72 sample, she found that net of such factors as academic ability, educational aspirations, race, gender, and place of residence during college, regular labor-force employment tended to significantly lower one’s sense of campus integration (for example, satisfaction with teachers, social life, intellectual growth). Campus integration in turn had a statistically significant positive influence on first-year persistence in college.

What Matters in College?  Four Critical Years Revisited by Alexander Astin, 1993

Working at a full-time job is associated with a pattern of outcomes that is uniformly negative. The biggest negative effect is on completion of the bachelor’s degree (Beta = -.16) Other academic outcomes that are negatively associated with working full-time include college GPA, graduating with honors, enrollment in graduate or professional school, and self-reported growth in Cultural Awareness, interpersonal skills, knowledge of a field or discipline, and preparation for graduate school. Working full-time also has uniformly negative effects on every areas of satisfaction except Facilities, and on willingness to re-enroll at the same college.


In the affective realm, working full-time while attending college has positive effects on Status Striving and on the goal of being very well off financially. In the behavioral realm, it has positive associations with getting married (the direction of causation may well be reversed in this case), smoking cigarettes, and feeling overwhelmed. Working full-time has weak but significant positive effects on pursuing a career in business and weak negative effects on choice of a major in science.


Holding a part-time job off campus has a pattern of effects that is almost identical to the pattern associated with working full-time. Having a part-time job on campus, however, has a completely different pattern of effects. As a matter of fact, holding a part-time job on campus is positively associated with attainment of a bachelor’s degree and with virtually all areas of self-reported cognitive and affective growth. Working at a part-time job on campus also increases the student’s chances of being elected to a student office, tutoring other students, and attending recitals or concerts. It has positive effects on Liberalism, Leadership, and a commitment to the goals of promoting racial understanding and participating in programs to clean up the environment. This measure has positive effects on all areas of student satisfaction except Facilities and general education requirements.


Why should part-time employment on campus have such a different pattern of effects from the same kind of employment off campus? In all likelihood, the key to understanding this difference lies in the concept of involvement: compared to students who spend an equivalent amount of time working off campus, students who are employed on campus are, almost by definition, in more frequent contact with other students and possibly with faculty (depending on the type of work). Apparently, this greater degree of immersion in the collegiate environment and culture more than compensates, in terms of student outcomes, for the time that students must devote to a part-time job on campus. Similar trade-offs are simply not available to the student whose part-time job is located off campus. 

