
Dēmos | 220 Fifth Avenue, 5th Floor | New York, NY 10001 | 212.633.1405 | www.demos.org
Viany Orozco &

Nancy K. Cauthens e r i e s



About De-mos

Dēmos is a non-partisan public policy research and advocacy organization. Headquartered in New York 
City, Dēmos works with advocates and policymakers around the country in pursuit of four overarching 
goals: a more equitable economy; a vibrant and inclusive democracy; an empowered public sector that 
works for the common good; and responsible U.S. engagement in an interdependent world.

Dēmos was founded in 2000. 

Miles S. Rapoport, President  
Tamara Draut, Vice President of Policy and Programs

About the Project

A better Deal: expanding opportunity for a New Generation 

The A Better Deal: Expanding Opportunity for a New Generation project at Dēmos is a major new 
policy and advocacy initiative. It is designed to address the declining economic opportunity and secu-
rity facing a new generation of young people as they complete their education, enter the labor market, 
become parents and attempt to save for retirement and their children’s educations. Through research, 
publications and events, the project will raise awareness of the key challenges confronting low-income 
young people and families; build state and national commitment to renewing the social contract in ways 
that reflect the new needs of this and subsequent generations; and engage young people themselves in 
the effort to re-imagine the social contract so that we create sustainable opportunity and security for 
generations to come. 

Work Less, Study More & Succeed is the first report in the project’s Postsecondary Success Series, which 
will examine a range of issues affecting the ability of young people to access higher education and to 
complete a degree or other credential.

About the Authors 

Viany orozco

Viany Orozco is a Policy Analyst at Dēmos where she provides research, writing and analysis on the eco-
nomic challenges facing young people. Her current work focuses on policies to improve graduation rates 
among low-income young students and to improve their economic prospects for the long term. 

Nancy K. cauthen

Nancy K. Cauthen is Director of the Economic Opportunity Program at Dēmos, where she brings two 
decades of experience researching and analyzing public policies that prevent and reduce economic hard-
ship. Her current work focuses on renewing the social contract with the next generation with an em-
phasis on three key policy areas: increasing postsecondary success among young people from low- and 
moderate-income families; improving supports for families raising young children; and engaging young 
people in the effort to strengthen Social Security. 

Expanding Opportunity for a New Generation 



AcKNowleDGemeNts

This report was made possible by generous support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The 
authors thank Nisha Patel, Debbie Frankle Cochrane, Laura Szabo-Kubitz, Tamara Draut, Jennifer 
Wheary, Mafruza Khan and Christina Ladam for their thoughtful comments and suggestions. We 
would also like to thank Dan A. Heffron for his support with using the National Postsecondary Student 
Aid Survey. Design and layout by Cory Isaacson.

coPyriGht

© 2009 Dēmos: A Network for Ideas & Action

De-mos boArD

current members

Stephen Heintz, Board Chair 
President, Rockefeller Brothers Fund

Miles Rapoport, President

Ben Binswanger 
Chief Operating Officer, The Case Foundation

Gina Glantz 
Senior Advisor to the President,  
Service Employees International Union

Amy Hanauer 
Founding Executive Director, Policy Matters Ohio

Sang Ji 
Partner, White & Case LLP

Clarissa Martinez De Castro 
Director of Immigration & National Campaigns,  
National Council of La Raza

Rev. Janet McCune Edwards 
Co-Moderator, More Light Presbyterians

Arnie Miller 
Founder, Isaacson Miller

John Morning 
Graphic Designer

Wendy Puriefoy 
President, Public Education Network

Amelia Warren Tyagi 
Co-Founder & EVP/COO, The Business Talent Group

Ruth Wooden 
President, Public Agenda

members, Past & on leave

President Barack Obama

Tom Campbell

Juan Figueroa

Robert Franklin

Charles Halpern

Sara Horowitz

Van Jones

Eric Liu

Spencer Overton

Robert Reich

David Skaggs

Linda Tarr-Whelan

Ernest Tollerson

Affiliations are listed for identification purposes only.

As with all Dēmos publications, the views expressed in 
this report do not necessarily reflect the views of the Dēmos 
Board of Trustees.





tAble of coNteNts

executive summary  1

introduction 2

Postsecondary success is Key to our Nation’s future 2

improving Graduation rates at community colleges is Paramount 3

financial Aid Policies leave community college  
students at a Disadvantage  5

financial Need motivates heavy employment and Part-time enrollment  6

Community College Students Work Long Hours 

More Young College Students Are Enrolling Part Time 

Working Too Much and Enrolling Part Time Undermine Postsecondary Success 

conclusion and Policy implications 9

Appendix  11

endnotes 12





1

executiVe summAry 

Just as a postsecondary education has become es-
sential for getting a decent job and entering the 
middle class, it has become financially out of 
reach for many of America’s young people. The 
cost of going to school has increased exponen-
tially, while financial aid policies have increas-
ingly abandoned students with the greatest fi-
nancial need. This means that students and their 
families now pay—or borrow—a lot more for a 
college degree. The result is that more young peo-
ple from low- to moderate-income families are 
enrolling in college only to drop out because of 
financial constraints.

In their search for an affordable education, grow-
ing numbers of young college students—those 
under age 24—are turning to community colleg-
es; the vast majority of them enroll with the in-
tention of transferring to a four-year institution. 
But only two in five young community college 
students complete a degree of any kind within six 
years of starting their studies. Although they face 
multiple obstacles to staying in school, financial 
constraints are a key barrier to their success.  

Even though tuition costs less at a community 
college, students must pay for books and other 
educational expenses in addition to their basic 
living expenses—rent, utilities, food, health care 
and transportation. Yet available financial aid 
covers only a fraction of the costs incurred by stu-
dents. And those with the least financial means 
face the largest amounts of unmet financial need 
even after taking aid awards into account. 

To finance their educations, the majority of young 
community college students enroll in school only 
part time and/or work more than 20 hours per 
week. Although these strategies temporarily ease 
students’ financial burdens, part-time enrollment 
and excessive work hours extend the time it takes 
to complete a degree and greatly increase the 
likelihood that students will not graduate.

Highlights of the report include:

 ▶ In the last 25 years, college costs have 
increased more than 400 percent, while the 
median family income has increased less 
than 150 percent. Not only has financial aid 

not kept pace with the rise in costs, it has 
shifted away from awards based on financial 
need to loans and merit-based aid.

 ▶ Even after accounting for all financial 
sources, full-time, full-year community 
college students from families with the 
lowest incomes averaged $6,544 of unmet 
need per year; students from the lower-
middle income quartile had an average 
unmet need of nearly $5,000.

 ▶ To finance their educations, 58 percent of 
young community college students enroll in 
school only part time, and 66 percent work 
more than 20 hours per week. Yet research 
clearly indicates that full-time enrollment 
and part-time employment of less than 
15 hours per week provides the optimal 
situation for young students to concentrate 
on their studies and finish their degree.

 ▶ Surveys of students who have left college 
without earning a credential routinely 
cite employment and finances as the main 
reasons for student departure: one study 
found that nearly 40 percent of students who 
worked full time while enrolled dropped out 
within three years, compared to 19 percent 
of students who worked part time and 13 
percent who did not work. 

 ▶ Part-time enrollment appears to increase 
the risk of departure even more than 
employment—after controlling for other 
factors, 51 percent of students who enrolled 
part time left by the end of three years 
without a credential compared to 14 percent 
of students who initially enrolled full time.

In summary, even though more of today’s young 
adults are motivated to seek a postsecondary edu-
cation, too many of them are sidelined by the fi-
nancial burden of paying for school while meet-
ing their other financial obligations. This report 
argues that to increase postsecondary success 
among low- to moderate-income students, we 
must reform financial aid and provide additional 
financial supports to help students cover the cost 
of living expenses (especially housing and trans-
portation) so that young students can work less, 
study more, and finish their degrees.
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iNtroDuctioN

A postsecondary education is now widely under-
stood as a prerequisite for getting a decent job 
and maintaining a middle-class lifestyle. Just one 
year of schooling beyond high school can boost 
earnings 8 to 12 percent.1 The likelihood of land-
ing a job that offers health insurance and retire-
ment benefits also increases with a worker’s lev-
el of education. Paradoxically, just as a postsec-
ondary education has become essential for get-
ting ahead, it has become financially out of reach 
for many. In the last 25 years, college costs have 
increased more than 400 percent, while the me-
dian family income has increased less than 150 
percent.2 

Financial aid has not kept pace with the rise in tu-
ition and living expenses, and it has shifted away 
from awards based on financial need to loans and 
merit-based aid.3 The purchasing power of Pell 
Grants—the country’s largest need-based grant 
program—has declined sharply: grants used to 
cover about three-quarters of college costs but 
now cover less than one-third. These trends have 
substantially increased the amount of money 
families must pay—or borrow—for their chil-
dren’s education. The result is that more young 
people from low- to moderate-income families 
are enrolling in college only to drop out because 
of financial constraints.4 

This report examines 
how financial con-
straints hinder degree 
completion among 
traditional college age 
students—those un-
der age 24—attend-
ing community col-
leges. To finance their 
educations, 58 per-

cent of young community college students enroll 
in school part time, and 66 percent work more 
than 20 hours per week. Although these strate-
gies temporarily ease students’ financial burdens, 
part-time enrollment and excessive work hours 
extend the time it takes to complete a degree, and 
greatly increase the likelihood that students will 
not graduate. We show that part-time enrollment 
and full-time employment are inextricably linked 

to inadequate financial support for young com-
munity college students. To increase postsecond-
ary success, it is imperative to address the finan-
cial constraints facing young community college 
students, who in 2007 represented 43 percent of 
all young undergraduates enrolled at public col-
leges and universities.5 

Financial constraints are not the only obstacle to 
degree completion among young community col-
lege students: many lack the academic prepara-
tion necessary for college work,6 and community 
colleges are not always equipped to deal with the 
diverse and changing needs of the students they 
serve.7 But even absent these challenges, the need 
to work long hours and enroll only part time will 
continue to undermine the ability of young stu-
dents to succeed. We argue that given the im-
portance of postsecondary success for increasing 
economic opportunity and security—not only for 
individuals and families but also for the nation 
as a whole—we must make it a national priority 
to reform financial aid and provide additional fi-
nancial supports to low-income undergraduates. 
Their success—and our nation’s—depends on it.

PostsecoNDAry success 
is Key to our NAtioN’s 
future

Americans cherish the idea that our nation is a 
land of opportunity where anyone who is ambi-
tious, works hard and plays by the rules can get 
ahead. This belief continues to run deep despite 
real declines in economic security and mobility 
since the 1970s. Young people in particular re-
main generally optimistic about the future,8 al-
though the current recession has raised uncer-
tainty about their economic prospects.9 But the 
fact is that the nation’s economic landscape has 
changed considerably, and the consequences are 
nothing short of profound—today’s young adults 
are not likely to be economically better off than 
their parents, and some will in fact end up worse 
off.10

A postsecondary degree continues to provide the 
best opportunity for young adults to compete in 
a global economy and enter the nation’s middle 
class.11 Americans understand this—they know 
that higher education has become critical for 

58% of young 
community 

college 
students 
enroll in 

school part 
time, and 66% 

work more than 
20 hours per 

week.



3

Graph 1:  
enrollment of college students by institutionVIANY OROZCO & 

NANCY K. CAUTHEN

43%

In 2007,
of all young students 
enrolled at public 
universities attended a  
community college.

Source: NCES 2009.

young people to get good jobs and to get ahead.12 
Young people themselves—across racial, ethnic 
and socioeconomic lines—recognize the finan-
cial returns of a postsecondary education.13

Not only is a postsecondary credential critical for 
individual success, it also provides the best way 
to prepare our nation’s workers for jobs of the fu-
ture. Given that jobs requiring at least an asso-
ciate’s degree are projected to grow twice as fast 
over the next decade as jobs requiring no college 
experience,14 it is more essential than ever that 
America’s young people have the opportunity to 
pursue postsecondary education and training. As 
recognized by President Obama’s recently pro-
posed American Graduation Initiative, com-
munity colleges have an increasingly important 
role to play in educating and training America’s 
workforce and keeping our country economically 
competitive. 

Despite widespread recognition that investing 
in higher education is key to strengthening our 
economy, restoring America’s promise of oppor-
tunity and rebuilding our nation’s middle class, a 
postsecondary credential remains out of reach for 
many of today’s young adults—particularly low-
income and first-generation college students, and 
African Americans and Latinos. College gradu-
ation rates have been flat for over a decade. In 
2008, 31 percent of young adults ages 25 to 29 
had completed a bachelor’s degree—an increase 
of only two percentage points since 2000.15 

imProViNG GrADuAtioN 
rAtes At commuNity 
colleGes is PArAmouNt

Enrollments at community colleges have been 
soaring, increasing at more than three times the 
rate of four-year colleges. Although the propor-
tion of young students at community colleges 
has historically been small 
in comparison to four-year 
colleges and universities, 
students 24 and under now 
comprise nearly 60 per-
cent of community college 
students.. What’s more, 
in 2007 nearly 3.8 mil-
lion young adults attended 
a community college, ac-
counting for 43 percent of 
all young undergraduates 
enrolled at public institu-
tions.16 

Traditional-age college students are increasing-
ly looking to community colleges in part because 
of the prohibitively high cost of tuition at four-
year institutions. Many low- and middle-income 
students who aspire to a four-year degree seek a 
more affordable education at a community college 
or at least begin their studies there.17 In addition, 
now that a college education is widely viewed as a 
prerequisite to getting a job with decent pay and 
benefits, community colleges are attracting more 
young students who, a generation ago, might not 
have sought a postsecondary degree. 

Low-income students enroll at community col-
leges in disproportionate numbers. For the most 
part, gender, race and ethnicity (with the excep-
tion of Latinos) and first-generation status do not 
predict which students begin their studies at a 
community college, but income and wealth do.18 
Among all young community college students 
in academic year 2007-08, 62 percent were from 
families with incomes below the median, while 
43 percent of young students at four-year insti-
tutions came from such families. Only 15 per-
cent of young community college students were 
from families in the highest income quartile in 
contrast to nearly 30 percent of four-year students 
(see Table 1). 

in 2008, 31 
percent 

of young 
adults ages 
25 to 29 had 

completed a 
bachelor’s 
degree—an 
increase of 

only two 
percentage 
points since 

2000.
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The vast majority of young community college 
students enroll with the intention of transferring 
to a four-year institution.19 Among all communi-
ty college students under age 24 in academic year 
2007-08, more than 80 percent hoped to earn a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. In fact, over 40 per-
cent listed a degree beyond a bachelor’s as their 
highest level of desired education—and the fig-
ure was highest for black and Latino students (see 
Table 2).

Yet only 38 percent of young community college 
students obtain a degree (bachelor’s, associate’s or 
certificate) within six years of starting their stud-
ies.20 Completion rates drop considerably when 
accounting for students’ family income and de-
gree obtained. Only 8 percent of young commu-
nity college students from families in the lowest 
income quartile obtained a bachelor’s degree after 
six years, compared to 24 percent of those from 
families in the highest income quartile.21 The six 
year bachelor’s completion rate for black and La-
tino community college students is 3 percent and 
6 percent respectively.22 

Given the impor-
tance of a postsec-
ondary credential for 
future economic suc-
cess, and the growing 
numbers of young 
students enrolling at 
community colleges, 
it is critical that we 
address the multi-
ple barriers to degree 
completion faced by 
these students. Al-
though financial con-
straints are a key ob-
stacle, they are often 
absent or downplayed 

in policy debates, which have focused primari-
ly on improving academic preparation, strength-
ening postsecondary institutions, and providing 
non-financial supports to students. These reforms 
are no doubt critical to improving success rates 
among community college students. But poli-
cymakers should not underestimate the impact 

of financial hardships on students 
who must work long hours and for-
go full-time enrollment in order to 
pay for tuition, books and living 
expenses. 

Young community college students 
are far more likely than their peers 
at four-year institutions to have fi-
nancial and other types of obliga-
tions to family. Although only 7 
percent of young community col-
lege students have children of their 

own, many young students 
help with the support and care 
of other family members.23 Re-
ducing their financial burdens 
is critical for improving their 
rates of postsecondary success. 

only 8 percent 
of young 

community 
college 

students 
from families 
in the lowest 

income quartile 
obtained a 
bachelor’s 

degree after six 
years, compared 

to 24 percent 
of those from 
families in the 

highest income 
quartile.

table 2. educational aspirations of community college students under 

age 24 by race and ethnicity, 2007-08

All Latino Black White

Certificate 2 % 1% 1% 2%

Associate degree 14% 12% 11% 16%

B.A. 41% 37% 40% 43%

A degree higher than a B.A. 42% 50% 47% 37%

Source: NPSAS 2008: UG. Percents may not add to 100 because of rounding.

table 1. income quartile of dependent* students by institution, 

2007-08 

Lowest 
quartile

Low middle 
quartile

High middle 
quartile

Highest 
quartile 

Public 2 year 32% 31% 23% 15%

Public 4 year 21% 22% 28% 29%
Source: NPSAS 2008: UG. Percents may not add to 100 because of rounding.  
*Students under age 24 are considered to be “dependent” on their parents’ income for financial aid purposes unless they are married, 
military veterans, parent-less (e.g., orphans, wards of the court) or have children of their own.
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fiNANciAl AiD Policies 
leAVe commuNity 
colleGe stuDeNts At A 
DisADVANtAGe 

Even as a postsecondary education has become 
nearly essential for America’s young people, fi-
nancial aid policies are far less geared than they 
once were to increasing college access for stu-
dents who would otherwise be unable to afford 
to enroll24 At the federal level, financial aid has 
shifted from grant-based aid toward loans.25 In 
1990, 56 percent of federal financial aid was dis-
tributed in the form of loans, and 39 percent was 
awarded in grants. By 2008, these figures had 
shifted significantly: 63 percent of federal aid 
was distributed as loans and only 26 percent as 
grants.26 Further, the purchasing power of Pell 
Grants—the country’s largest need-based grant 
program—has declined sharply. In 1979, the av-
erage Pell Grant covered about three-quarters of 
the cost of attending a public four-year college or 
university, but now grants cover less than a third 
of such costs.27

Trends at the state and institutional levels have 
further added to the inaccessibility of higher ed-
ucation to low- and moderate-income students. 
State financial aid dollars are increasingly being 
distributed on the basis of merit rather than fi-
nancial need.28 Although states allocate more 
dollars to need-based grants overall, spending 
on merit-based awards grew at three and a half 
times the rate of need-based aid 
over the last decade. Colleg-
es themselves have increasing-
ly used more of their financial 
aid resources to attract the best-
prepared students—regardless 
of financial need. Between 1992 
and 1999, institutional need-
based grant dollars increased 
nearly 60 percent, while grants 
awarded using merit criteria in-
creased 150 percent.

There is nothing inherently 
wrong with awarding financial 
aid on the basis of merit. How-
ever, doing so favors upper-in-
come students who would have 

gone to college anyway.29 Financial aid plays a 
much stronger role in decisions about attending 
and staying in college among students from low-
income households, even among those students 
who are academically well prepared. 

Even though tuition 
costs less at com-
munity colleges and 
young students typ-
ically have fewer fi-
nancial obligations 
than older students, 
financial aid still 
leaves the majority 
of low- to moder-
ate-income students 
with inadequate fi-
nancial resources to 
cover their basic liv-
ing expenses such as 
rent, utilities, food, 
health care and 
transportation.30 In 2007-08, a community col-
lege student needed $13,126 on average to attend 
college full time for a full year in comparison to 
$17,336 on average for undergraduates at public 
four-year universities.31 Yet, even after taking all 
financial sources into account—including grants, 
family contributions and student loans—92 per-
cent of community college students in the lowest 
income quartile still had unmet financial need as 
did 72 percent of students from the lower-middle 
income quartile (see Table 3).32 

Graph 2: composition of federal 
financial aid for undergraduates,  
1990 and 2008

56%
GrantsLoans

20041980 GrantsLoans

20081990

39%
in 1990, 

of financial 
aid was 

distributed 
as grants

26%

by 2008,
that 

number 
dropped to 

56% 63%

Source: The College Board, “Trends in Student Aid, 2004.”

table 3. unmet financial need among full-time, full-year dependent 
community college students by family income, 2007-08

AFTER ALL GRANTS — Average 
Unmet Financial Need (Percent of 

Students with Unmet Need)

AFTER ALL FINANCIAL AID 
— Average Unmet Financial Need 

(Percent of Students with Unmet Need)

family income quartile

Lowest $7,147 $6,544

(99%) (92%)

Lower Middle $5,485 $4,978

(83%) (72%)

Upper Middle $4,706 $4,448

(32%) (23%)

Highest $4,062 --

(6%) --

Source: NPSAS 2008: UG. Sample too small to calculate unmet need after all aid for highest income 
quartile. Percents may not add to 100 because of rounding.
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Students from households with the least financial 
means face the largest amounts of unmet need. 
Even after accounting for all financial sources, 
full-time full-year community college students 
from the lowest income quartile averaged $6,544 
of unmet need per year; students from the low-
er-middle income quartile had an average unmet 
need of nearly $5,000. 

fiNANciAl NeeD motiVAtes 
heAVy emPloymeNt AND 
PArt-time eNrollmeNt 

The dramatic rise in college costs combined with 
inadequate financial aid to low- and moderate-in-
come students leads many such students to work 
long hours and enroll part time to finance their 
education.33 Yet it is precisely these patterns of 
enrollment and employment that undermine stu-
dents’ ability to stay enrolled and complete their 
degrees. 

community college students work 
long hours

In the last several decades 
the percentage of full-time 
college students under age 
24 who work increased from 
34 percent in 1970 to 52 
percent in the year 2000.34 
These young students also 
work longer hours than be-
fore. In 1970, about 10 per-
cent of full-time young col-

lege students worked 20 to 34 hours per week, 
and only 4 percent worked 35 hours or more per 
week. By 2006, these percentages had doubled.35 

Although the majority of young students work, 
a larger percentage of young community college 
students work than their counterparts at public 
four-year institutions—and they work much lon-
ger hours. Among the 84 percent of young com-
munity college students who worked in 2007-
08, 66 percent worked more than part time 
(more than 20 hours per week) and nearly a third 
worked full time (35 hours or more). (See Table 
1 in the appendix for breakdowns by race and 
ethnicity and first-generation college students.) 
Three-quarters of young community college stu-
dents worked all or most of the weeks they were 
enrolled. These employment burdens stand in 
stark contrast to the work hours of students at-
public four-year colleges, where fewer than half 
of students under age 24 worked more than part 
time and only 15 percent worked full time. The 
majority of young college students who work do 
so to finance their education. Sixty- three percent 
of young community college students said they 
would not be able to attend college if they did not 
work.36 A national survey conducted by the De-
partment of Education in 2007-08 asked work-
ing students whether they considered themselves 
to be students first and employees second or vice 
versa: the overwhelming majority (82 percent) of 
young community college students who work re-
sponded that they consider themselves to be stu-
dents first; only 18 percent characterized them-
selves as “employees who study. Among commu-
nity college students who categorized themselves 
as “students who work,” 72 percent said they 
worked to help pay for tuition, fees, books and 
supplies and 75 percent said they worked to help 
pay living expenses.37 Employment clearly repre-
sents a necessary income source for the majority 
of young community college students. 

table 4. employment profile of college students under age 24 attending public 

institutions in academic year 2007-08 

Community College Four-Year 

Worked 84% 72% 

Worked 21+ hours/week 66% 46% 

Worked 36+ hours/week 30% 15.3% 
Source: NPSAS 2008: UG. 

63% of young 
community 

college 
students said 

they would 
not be able 
to attend 
college if 

they did not 
work.
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more young college students Are 
enrolling Part time

Simultaneous with increases in student employ-
ment, rates of part-time enrollment among young 
undergraduates have increased as well. In 1970, 
16 percent of students under age 24 enrolled part 
time; by 1998, that figure had increased to 22 
percent. During that same time, the number of 
part-time undergraduates more than doubled 
from 2.8 million to 6 million.38 It is over this time 
period that college costs rose precipitously with-
out student financial aid keeping pace. Similar 
to employment rates, young community college 
students enroll part time at significantly higher 
rates than their counterparts at public four-year 
colleges (see Graph 4). In 2007-08, over half (58 
percent) of young community college students 
enrolled part time compared to only 19 percent 
of students at four-year institutions; Latino com-
munity college students enrolled part time at the 
highest rate (64 percent).39 (See Table 2 in the ap-
pendix.) 

A primary reason young community college stu-
dents enroll part time has to do with their need 
to work long hours to cover their living expens-
es and tuition costs. In 2007-08, 82 percent of 
young community college students who were en-
rolled part time worked, and 72 percent of these 
employed students worked more than part time.40 
Most young community college students en-
rolled part time have low-wage jobs unrelated to 
their career aspirations.41 In academic year 2007-
08, 78 percent of part-time students working 
full time earned less than $20,000, and 70 per-
cent said their jobs were unrelated to their ma-
jor or degree. Similar to full-time students, the 
vast majority of part-time young community col-
lege students consider themselves “students who 
work” rather than “employees who study”.42 But 
high financial need increases the chance that stu-
dents will work and/or enroll part time.43

working too much and enrolling 
Part time undermine Postsecondary 
success

Students who have left college without earn-
ing a credential cite employment and finances as 
the main reasons for their departure.44 Student 
narratives powerfully convey the harmful im-

pact that work and financial responsibilities can 
have on students’ ability to remain in school until 
they graduate. One study found that 39 percent 
of students who worked full time while enrolled 
left within three years, compared to 19 percent 

of those who worked part time and 13 percent 
of those who did not work. Part-time enrollment 
appears to increase the risk of departure even 
more than employment—51 percent of those who 
enrolled part time had left by the end of three 
years without a credential, compared to 14 per-
cent of students who first enrolled full time, net 
of other factors related to college departure. 45 

Graph 4: part-time enrollment of young 
college students
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Graph 3: self identification of part-time 
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Working full time 
or close to full time 
not only increases 
the chance that stu-
dents will drop out, it 
also reduces the like-
lihood that they will 
remain enrolled con-
tinuously until they 
complete their de-
gree. Specifically, 
working more than 

15 hours per week negatively affects students’ 
ability to remain enrolled, although working less 
than this amount actually can benefit educational 
and employment outcomes.46 

High work burdens substantially curtail the time 
students can devote to studying and limit their 
access to educational resources. Research con-
firms that the grades of young college students 
suffer from long work hours,47 even after taking 
into account other factors such as academic apti-
tude and secondary school performance.48 Sur-
veys of students conducted by the Department of 
Education validate the detrimental impact that 
high work loads have on the performance of stu-

dents. More than half (55 percent) of students 
working full time said their job negatively af-
fects their studies, compared to only 17 percent 
of those who worked 15 hours or less.49 

Surveyed students reported that working limits 
their course selection, class schedules, the num-
ber of classes they can take and access to the li-

Graph 6: attendance status of two- and four-year undergraduates
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significantly 
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Graph 5: college departure rates by 
initial enrollment status
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full-time 
enrollment 

and part-time 
employment 
of less than 
15 hours per 
week provide 
the optimal 

situation for 
young students 
to concentrate 
on their studies 

and succeed.

brary: the more hours worked per week, the more 
likely students were to report such limitations. 
High work burdens also impact students’ educa-
tional outcomes by limiting the time and ener-
gy they can invest in building relationships with 
peers and faculty.50 Increased levels of academic 
and social integration facilitate success and lead 
to greater commitment to graduation. Working 
students, however, lack the time needed to build 
relationships with their peers, instructors and the 
institution itself.

The negative effects of part-time enrollment on 
student success have also been well documented. 
Net of other factors related to staying enrolled 
until completion, students who attend exclusively 
part time are significantly more likely (24 percent) 
to attend college for fewer than eight months, 
compared to students with full-time or mixed 
full- and part-time enrollment (8 percent).51 The 
timing of students’ part-time enrollment also in-
fluences their ability to stay in school.52 Among 
first-time undergraduate students who initially 
enrolled and maintained full time status, 40 per-
cent had given up on their studies after 5 years 
of their initial enrollment. Among students who 
initially enrolled part time, however, 70 percent 
no longer planned to continue their studies after 
the same length of time. In terms of attaining a 
degree, data from the most recent national lon-
gitudinal study (1996) showed that 15 percent of 
those who enrolled part time completed a degree 
or certificate within six years, while 73 percent 
left without earning a degree. 

Part-time enrollment affects student education-
al outcomes primarily by limiting the number of 
credits they complete each term. Part-time stu-
dents take significantly longer to reach impor-
tant milestones in credit attainment, increas-
ing the chances they will abandon their studies 
without earning a degree. In a study that tracked 
young community college students for five and a 
half years, those who completed 20 credits were 
almost eight times more likely to graduate than 
their peers who completed fewer credits.53 Com-
pleting 50 percent of a given academic program 
also increases the odds that young students will 
graduate by nearly 16 percent.54 

Nearly 60 percent of young community col-
lege students are required to take developmen-

tal coursework to make up for inadequate college 
preparation before they can enroll in college-level 
courses.55 Given that this additional preparation 
prolongs time to graduation, part-time enroll-
ment and long work hours represent just one more 
barrier to success for students who have been the 
least well-served by their prior academic training. 
Research on the impact of work on high-risk stu-
dents makes it clear that they are disproportion-
ately disadvantaged by part-time enrollment and 
heavy employment burdens.56 

coNclusioN AND Policy 
imPlicAtioNs

The adverse effects of long work hours and part-
time enrollment on postsecondary success are 
well documented in the research literature—even 
for students who are adequately prepared and 
have few other impediments to completing their 
degrees.57 Full-time enrollment and part-time 
employment of less than 15 hours per week pro-
vide the optimal situation for young students to 
concentrate on their studies and succeed. The fact 
that 79 percent of young community college stu-
dents work more than 15 hours per week and that 
financial barriers are leading increased numbers 
of young students to 
enroll only part time 
should be of seri-
ous concern to poli-
cymakers.58 Without 
additional financial 
supports, the ability 
for young communi-
ty college students to 
stay enrolled, gradu-
ate and succeed in the 
labor market will re-
main compromised. 

This perspective flies in the face of much of the 
public discourse on improving completion rates 
among community college students. David 
Brooks, columnist for The New York Times, re-
cently wrote, “Nor is increased student aid fun-
damentally important…lack of student aid is not 
the major reason students drop out of college. 
They drop out because they are academically un-
prepared or emotionally disengaged or because 
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they lack self-discipline or because bad things are 
happening at home.” Brooks is right that many 
community college students face multiple barri-
ers to completing their degrees and that address-
ing financial barriers alone will not magically 
solve the problem of low graduation rates. But 
he is wrong to suggest that financial constraints 
don’t matter, especially for younger students. 

Research clearly demonstrates that full-time em-
ployment and part-time enrollment are by them-
selves significant obstacles to postsecondary suc-
cess. Reducing financial constraints can help ease 
some of the other stressors that keep young stu-
dents from concentrating on their studies. 

Two types of policy reforms are needed. First, fi-
nancial aid needs to be reoriented toward grants 
for low-income students and away from loans, 
as it was prior to the 1990s. Merit-based schol-
arships tend to benefit students who are already 
academically and financially better prepared for 
college, and loans are of limited use to students 
who are already financially strapped. Second, 
students need access to additional financial sup-
ports and services that can reduce the high cost 
of living expenses—especially housing and trans-
portation—and, for the few young students with 
children, child care.59

Recent proposals by the Obama administra-
tion and Congress would begin to increase the 
amount of financial aid available to low-income 
young students. The Student Aid and Fiscal Re-
sponsibility Act introduced in the House of Rep-
resentatives in July would make a significant new 
investment in the Pell Grant program, which 
awards federally-financed grants based on finan-
cial need. Grants are the ideal form of aid for 
low-income students because they don’t have to 
be repaid. Finally, the proposed legislation would 
increase funding for Perkins Loans, which tar-
get students with the greatest financial need and 
currently offer the lowest interest rates. Although 
access to Perkins Loans has been limited at com-
munity colleges—in part because institutions 
must contribute to the program—the new pro-
posal would make it less onerous for financially 
constrained community colleges to participate. 
The proposed legislation requires no new dollars: 
it would be financed entirely by freeing up fed-
eral money that currently subsidizes private lend-

ers who make student loans. In addition to these 
and other financial aid reforms, young communi-
ty college students would also benefit from oth-
er types of financial assistance that would reduce 
their living costs, such as housing and transpor-
tation vouchers and child care subsidies.

The bottom line is that more of today’s young 
adults are motivated to seek postsecondary ed-
ucation because they know it is critical to their 
economic future, yet too many of them are side-
lined by the financial burden of paying for school 
while meeting their other financial obligations. 
Until policymakers recognize that long work 
hours place an unnecessary burden on struggling, 
young college students and seek to redress this 
problem, financial constraints will continue to 
suppress both full-time enrollment and gradua-
tion rates, especially among low-income students 
at community colleges. The college graduation 
gap between children of the affluent and children 
from families of modest means will continue to 
grow, which will only exacerbate racial and eth-
nic disparities in postsecondary success. Reduc-
ing these disparities would go a long way toward 
restoring America’s promise of opportunity, es-
pecially for today’s young adults. 
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APPeNDix 

table 1: hours worked per week of students under age 24, by race and ethnicity, institution, and 

first generation college status, 2007-08

Less tHAn 20 More tHAn 20 More tHAn 35 

Community 
College 

Four Year Community 
College 

Four Year Community 
College 

Four Year 

All 34% 54% 66% 46% 30% 15%

White 34% 56% 66% 45% 30% 15%

Black 36% 51% 65% 49% 27% 19%

Latino 32% 46% 67% 54% 29% 17% 

1st Generation 34% 49% 66% 51% 30% 18%
Source: NPSAS 2008: UG. 

table 2: enrollment status of students under age 24 by race and ethnicity, institution, and 

first generation college status, 2007-08 

CoMMunity CoLLeges PuBLiC Four yeAr 

Full Time Part Time Full Time Part Time 

All 42% 58% 81% 19%

White 44% 56% 82% 18%

Black 41% 58% 80% 20%

Latino 37% 64% 75% 25%

First-Generation 41% 59% 79% 21%
Source: NPSAS 2008: UG. 
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Tamara Draut, Jennifer Wheary, Thomas M. Shapiro & Tatjana Meschede, 2008

A Better Deal Conference series
www.abetterdealconference.org

All resources can be found at www.demos.org.
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Nancy K. Cauthen
Director, Economic Opportunity Program 
ncauthen@demos.org 
212.419.8765

Media Inquiries: 

Timothy Rusch 
Communications Director 
trusch@demos.org 
212.389.1407

Connect at Demos.org
•	 Research, Commentary & Analysis
•	 Special Initiatives & Events
•	 Ideas & Action Blog
•	 eUpdates
•	 Twitter, Facebook & News Feeds
•	 Multimedia
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