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WORKING DURING THE FIRST YEAR OF COLLEGE
This issue of FYIU focuses on the work status of full-time
first-year students attending IU-managed campuses (i.e.,
excluding Indiana University Purdue University Fort
Wayne). Specifically, we examine the differences by
work status in the demographic, socioeconomic, and
academic backgrounds of first-year students. We also
present the differences by work status in the financial
need and unmet need of students, and the relationships
between work status, academic engagement, and such
educational outcomes as grade point average and
persistence.

hours per week that they spend working off-campus.
Student responses to these two items were combined to
form four work statuses: Not working, working primarily
on-campus, working primarily off-campus for about 20 or
fewer hours per week, and working primarily off-campus
for about 21 or more hours per week. Among the
student sample, 46% of full-time students do not work
during their first year of college, 9% work on campus,
23% work off campus for 20 or fewer hours per week,
and 22% work off campus for 21 or more hours per
week.

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is the
primary source of data for this issue. NSSE, which is
administered annually in the spring to a random sample
of first-year students and seniors, provides participating
institutions with broad measures of the extent to which
students engage in empirically-vetted good educational
practices, perceive that the institution emphasizes these
practices, and perceive that they have developed
educationally and personally as a result of their
experiences at the institution. Data from the spring 2006
administration of the survey are used for all campuses
except IU Southeast, which last participated in the spring
of 2004. The analyses in this brief are based on NSSE
data from approximately 1,200 full-time first-year
students who responded to the survey. The appendix to
this report provides descriptive statistics for the sample.

Percent of Full-time Freshmen by Work Status
100
80
60

46

40

23

22

Off campus
(< 21 hours)

Off campus
(21+ hours)

9

20
0
Not working

On campus

The distribution of students by work status varies
substantially across IU campuses, with IU Bloomington
having a large majority (74%) of full-time freshmen who
do not work during their first year of college, and with
regional campuses such as IU East (57%) and IU
Northwest (58%) having a majority of full-time first year
students who work off campus for 21 or more hours per
week.

Among the questions appearing on NSSE are two items
about students’ work – the number of hours per week
that they spend working on-campus and the number of
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Overview of Findings
Roughly one-fifth of IU full-time freshmen work offcampus for 21 or more hours per week. This
percentage varies by campus, from a low of 3% at IU
Bloomington to highs of 58% and 57% at IU
Northwest and IU East, respectively.
Work status differs by gender, race, and parents’
education, with females and the children of lesseducated parents being more likely than their peers
to work in some capacity during their first year of
college. Underrepresented minorities are more likely
than students of other races to work on campus
during their first college year.

Even after taking into consideration differences in
the demographic characteristics and academic
preparation of students, when compared to their
peers with other work statuses, students who work
off campus for 21 or more hours per week are less
likely to complete at least 12 credit hours during the
spring semester and they earn significantly lower
spring semester GPAs.

Students who work off campus have significantly
lower entrance exam scores than do students who
either work on campus or do not work.
Compared to students who do not apply for financial
aid, students who apply for financial aid are more
likely to work during their first college year.
Among applicants for financial aid, students with
financial need are more likely to work during their
first year of college than those students with no
established financial need.
Among students with an established financial need,
students with unmet need are almost twice as likely
as students with met need to work off campus for 21
or more hours per week during their first college
year.
Compared to those who do not work, students who
work off campus are less likely to study 15 or more
hours per week during their first year of college.
Students who work off campus are also less likely to
participate in co-curricular activities during their first
college year than their peers who either do not work
or work on campus.
Students who work on campus report being
significantly more engaged academically with both
their faculty and their peers than students who do
not work or who work off campus.
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Time on Task (continued)
Participation in Co-curricular Activities. Over half
of all students who do not work or who work on
campus participate in one or more co-curricular
activities (59% and 65%, respectively). As
compared to these students, a significantly smaller
percentage of students who work off campus for
either 20 or fewer hours per week (39%) or 21 or
more hours per week (32%) participate in cocurricular activities. The co-curriculum comprises
such activities as student government, student
organizations, Greek life, and intramural sports.
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Student Engagementa
Student-Faculty Interaction. Students who work
on campus interact more frequently with their
faculty than do students with any other work
status. This interaction includes student
participation in such activities as discussing grades
or assignments with an instructor, talking about
career plans with a faculty member or advisor,
discussing ideas from readings or classes with
faculty members outside of class, and working with
faculty members on activities that are non-course
related. Surprisingly, students who do not work
interact with faculty to about the same extent as
students
who
have
off-campus
work
commitments.
Active and Collaborative Learning. Students who
work on campus participate more frequently in
peer-oriented learning opportunities than do
students with other work statuses. This interaction
includes participation in such activities as working
with classmates outside of class to prepare class
assignments, tutoring or teaching other students,
and discussing ideas from readings or classes with
others outside of class. Also somewhat surprising,
students who do not work are the least engaged in
active and collaborative learning among all work
statuses, although differences among students
who do not work and students who have offcampus work commitments are not statistically
significant.
a

NSSE Benchmark scores have been rescaled (Mean=0, SD=1).
† Significantly lower than "On campus" category
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Academic Outcomes
Earning Less than a Full Load. Although 97% of the
students in the sample begin the spring semester
as full-time students (i.e., registered for 12 or more
credit hours), a number of these students
complete fewer than 12 credit hours by the end of
the spring semester. Compared to students who
either do not work (12%) or work on campus (8%),
course withdrawal resulting in fewer than 12 credit
hours completed occurs at a higher rate among
students who work off campus for 21 or more
hours per week (24%).
Differences by work status in the number of credit
hours completed during the spring semester,
however, are not necessarily due to the students’
work status. Many other factors may have an
impact on whether or not a student withdraws
from one or more courses during the semester.
Examples of such factors include prior academic
achievement, financial aid status, time spent
studying, and academic engagement with faculty
and other students. As this research brief
illustrates, along each of these factors significant
differences exist in the characteristics of students
by their work status.
To statistically control for these other potentially
confounding influences on course withdrawal, a
logistic regression model was estimated to account
for the unique effect of work status on whether or
not students who started the semester with a full
credit load completed at least 12 credit hours by
the end of the spring semester. After taking into
account such background characteristics as gender,
race, parents’ education, and entrance exam
scores, the students’ financial aid status, and
measures of academic engagement such as time
spent studying and socializing, interactions with
faculty, and collaborations with other students, the
differences in credit load completed by work status
are still present.
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Specifically, students who work off campus for 21
or more hours per week are still significantly more
likely to complete fewer than 12 credit hours
during the spring semester than do students who
either do not work or work on campus.

Even after statistically controlling
for a number of other potentially
confounding
influences,
the
differences by work status in the
percentage of students earning
less than 12 credit hours during
the spring semester are still
present.

* Significantly higher than "Not working" category
† Significantly higher than "On campus" category
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Academic Outcomes (continued)
Spring Semester GPA. Students who work on
campus have the highest spring semester GPA
(3.13) compared to students with any other work
status. Students who do not work have a slightly
lower GPA (3.05), but differences in GPA among
students with these two work statuses are not
statistically significant. Compared to these
students, however, students who work off campus
either 20 or fewer hours per week or 21 or more
hours per week have significantly lower spring
semester GPAs (2.83 and 2.51, respectively). The
differences in GPA between students who work off
campus for 20 or fewer hours per week and for 21
or more hours per week are also statistically
significant.
Although there are differences by work status in
spring semester GPA, these differences are not
necessarily the result of the students’ work status.
As with the number of credit hours completed
during the spring semester, many other factors
may have an impact on a students’ GPA. Examples
of such factors include prior academic
achievement, time spent studying, academic
engagement with faculty and other students, and
the number of credit hours completed. As
documented in this research brief, significant
differences exist along these factors by students’
work status.
To statistically control for these other potentially
confounding influences on spring semester GPA, a
regression model was estimated to capture the
unique effect of work status on grade point
average. In addition to the student background
characteristics and college experiences entered in
to the prior model predicting whether or not the
student completed a full academic load, a measure
of the number of credit hours completed during
the spring semester was entered into the model
predicting spring semester GPA. After taking into
account these confounding influences, many of the
differences in GPA by work status are still present.
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Specifically, students who work off campus for 21
or more hours per week still have significantly
lower spring semester GPAs than students with any
other work status. After taking into account other
student characteristics and experiences, however,
differences in spring semester GPA between
students who work off-campus 20 or fewer hours
per week and students who either do not work or
work on campus are no longer statistically
significant.

Despite having statistical controls
for a number of other potentially
confounding influences, students
who work off campus for 21 or
more hours per week still have
significantly lower spring semester
GPAs than students with any other
work status.

* Significantly lower than "Not working" category
† Significantly lower than "On campus" category
‡ Significantly lower than "Off campus (< 21 hours)" category
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Academic Outcomes (continued)
Retention to the Second Year. Students who work
on campus have the highest retention rate (95.7%)
of students with any work status. Students who do
not work or who work off campus 20 or fewer
hours per week have lower retention rates (91.3%
and 88.5%, respectively), but the differences in
GPA among students with these three work
statuses are not statistically significant. Students
who work off campus for 21 or more hours per
week have the lowest retention rate (80.0%), and
the differences in retention rates between these
students and students with other work statuses
are statistically significant.
Differences by work status in the rate at which
students return for their second year of college are
not necessarily due to the students’ work status. As
with the prior two analyses of academic outcomes,
many other factors may have an impact on a
students’ decision to drop out or stop out of
college. Examples of such factors include financial
aid status, time spent studying, and academic
achievement during the first year of college. As
found in this research brief, significant differences
exist along these factors by students’ work status.
To statistically control for these other potentially
confounding influences on the student’s decision
to return to college, two logistic regression models
were estimated to account for the unique effect of
work status on retention. In the first model, which
controlled for such background characteristics as
gender, race, parents’ education, and entrance
exam scores, the students’ financial aid status, and
measures of academic engagement such as time
spent studying and socializing, interactions with
faculty, and collaborations with other students,
differences in retention rates by work status
remained statistically significant. After adding a
measure of spring semester credit hours
completed and GPA to estimate the second model,
differences in retention rates by work status were
no longer present. This finding suggests that the
differences in retention by work status are the
result of differences by work status in the academic
success of these students.
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After statistically controlling for
measures of academic progress
such as credit hours completed
and semester GPA, differences by
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retention rates are no longer
present.

* Significantly lower than "Not working" category
† Significantly lower than "On campus" category
‡ Significantly lower than "Off campus (< 21 hours)" category
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Discussion
Among the positive findings of this report, oncampus employment appears to offer numerous
academic benefits to students, in some cases even
over non-employment. On campus student
employees are more likely than their working and
nonworking peers to be engaged in their
academics, both in terms of their interaction with
their faculty and in their learning experiences with
their peers. These students are also more likely
than some of their off-campus working peers to
participate in co-curricular activities and to
complete 12 or more credit hours during their first
semester of college, and when compared to
students who work off-campus for 21 or more
hours per week, on-campus student employees
have significantly higher semester GPAs.
Among the negative findings of this report,
devoting 21 or more hours per week toward off
campus employment puts full-time students at a
disadvantage academically. Compared to other fulltime students, those who work off campus for 21
or more hours per week spend less time per week
studying and they are less likely to participate in
co-curricular activities that provide important
social integration with the college community.
Students who work 21 or more hours per week are
more likely than other students to withdraw from
one or more courses during their first year of
college, attain lower college GPAs and are less
likely to return for their second year of college.
That these students are already more likely to be
at-risk academically only exacerbates the
differences between these students and those with
other work statuses. First generation students and
students with lower SAT scores, two groups that
historically have lower college GPAs and
persistence rates, are more likely than their peers
to work off campus. Students who applied for aid
and had unmet need were also much more likely
than their peers to work off campus for many
hours per week while attending college full-time.
Both the positive and negative findings of this
report are consistent with the findings from other
research on college student employment: In
certain settings (e.g., on campus) and in
moderation, student employment can benefit

students both financially and in terms of their
academic success and progression; in excess,
working detracts from students’ participation in
other important academic activities. Given these
findings, decreasing the amount of time spent in
off-campus employment through the leveraging of
financial aid and the expansion of opportunities for
on-campus employment via work study or
partnerships with other services on campuses may
be seen as viable solutions to decrease some of the
gaps by work status in student engagement and
academic achievement. According to a 2007 survey
of retention practices conducted by Noel-Levitz,
out of 72 public four-year institutions that
participated in the study, 42% reported actively
using student employment as a strategy for
improving retention. For more information on the
particular strategies of some campuses, a recent
report by the Hanover Research Council highlights
the efforts of a diverse set of seven institutions
that have established student employment
programs with the aim of increasing student
academic success and persistence on their
campuses.
Despite the findings presented here, a few caveats
should be kept in mind when giving further
consideration to student employment as a strategy
to increase academic success and persistence. First,
self-selection may be an important factor that is
associated with the differences in academic success
and persistence among on- and off-campus student
employees. Students who seek out and accept oncampus employment may do so because they view
that connection to campus as an important part of
their educational and employment experience. In
other words, these students may be choosing oncampus employment because they are the type of
students who already possess the motivation and
educational capital to take advantage of their time
on campus and use it toward educationally
purposeful ends. This issue of self-selection is of
particular importance when attempting to
generalize the positive academic success and
persistence of these current on-campus student
employees to other students who do not currently
choose this form of employment. Even if financially
incentivized to pursue on-campus employment in
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the future, students who do not currently seek out
on-campus employment may not share that same
academic motivation of their peers or they may
lack the prior educational capital to become so
effectively engaged on their campuses. In short,
without other programmatic efforts to help new
students to connect to their campuses, changes in
work status alone may not deliver the desired
results.
Second, and bridging from the first caveat, directing
limited resources toward keeping students on
campus via financial aid leveraging and increased
opportunities for on-campus employment must be
weighed against the effectiveness of other campus
strategies that may also increase student
engagement and academic performance during the
first year of college. An organization dedicated to
gathering and disseminating information on such
practices is the National Resource Center for the
First-Year Experience and Students in Transition. An
affiliated program, the Policy Center on the First
Year of College, provides institutions with planning,
implementation, and assessment of programs
focusing on the academic achievement and
retention of first-year students.

Although the findings in this issue of FYIU are based
on observational data, they point to some key areas
in which there are stark differences in the quality of
the educational experiences of full-time first-year
students by work status. These differences by work
status suggest that reducing the amount of time
first-year students spend working off campus via the
leveraging of financial aid and the expansion of
opportunities for on-campus employment could
increase their engagement with faculty and peers,
improve their academic performance, and
encourage them to persist. However, given that
students currently self-select into their work status,
policies enacted to keep more students engaged in
their academics through changes in their work
status should be supported by other programmatic
efforts. The potential success of such policies must
also be weighed against the benefits of other
strategies for student success that are competing
for the same limited resources.
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Appendix: Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables
Variable
Gender
Male
Female

N

Percent

407
857

32.2
67.8

Race/Ethnicity
Underrepresented minority
Other Race

101
1,163

8.0
92.0

Parents’ education
Less than bachelor’s degree
Bachelor’s degree or more

634
596

51.5
48.5

SAT composite score

1,157

Financial aid application
Applied
Did not apply

969
295

76.7
23.3

Financial need
Yes
No

632
337

65.2
34.8

Unmet need
Yes
No

370
262

58.5
41.5

Study per week
< 15 hours
15+ hours

803
460

63.6
36.4

Socialize per week
< 15 hours
15+ hours

876
386

69.4
30.6

Co-curricular participation
Yes
No

615
649

48.7
51.3

Mean

SD

1065.91

168.34

Student-faculty interaction (standardized)

1,259

0.00

1.00

Active and collaborative learning (standardized)

1,259

0.00

1.00

Spring semester credit hours completed
< 12 hours
12+ hours

181
1,041

Spring semester GPA

1,264

2.89

0.92

Retention Status
Retained
Not Retained

1,119
144

14.3
82.4

88.6
11.4
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