Problem:


Students need to juggle competing demands of work and school

Focus Group Questions:

1. What is your main motive behind employment?

· Do you support yourself fully, or do you receive assistance (loans, grants, family, etc…)?

2. In what ways does your job conflict with your education?

3. How has your employment benefited your college experience?

· Aside from financial gain, are you learning any skills on the job that help you achieve in school?

4. If you could improve your school/work balance, what would you do?

5. Other than work and school, what other demands do you have on your time?

· Would you still work if you didn’t need the income?

Coding:


Time Conflicts/Lack Thereof


Time Management Skills


Would/Would not Work


College Related Skill Development


General Enjoyment/Dissatisfaction
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Introduction 

As in most colleges, a vast majority of students who attend Buffalo State College find it necessary to work during the college semester. Students who find themselves in this situation are often forced to make a crucial decision; which of these two responsibilities, their job or their education, will they devote their time to? With such a large percentage of students concomitantly attending work and school, the issue of how this dual responsibility affects college performance is greatly important in understanding the learning environment at Buffalo State. The research team consisted of three members with different work status; one fulltime employed, one part time employed and one unemployed. This inquiry is well suited for investigation by means of the rapid assessment process (RAP) for several reasons: restrictions existed on time, the researchers were inexperienced, and this particular problem did not require quantitative analysis. 

Method 

Participants 

In order to procure the information necessary to discover how working affects college performance, students would need to able to tell their own stories about their personal experiences. Students that did not have jobs during the college semester were excluded from the sample pool because a concurrent employment/college status is required to explore this research problem. Employed students were selected ad hoc from the population available to be interviewed during Bengal Pause. This particular time was chosen because participants were difficult to obtain and it seemed to be the best opportunity to procure students. 

Design and Procedure 

Focus group phase: A focus group-style interview was selected to maximize the number of participants that could be addressed at once, and to make the interview atmosphere more open to free discussion among the participants. Three separate focus groups were held in total, each with three participants. A soundproof room in the Butler Library Study Quad was reserved to house these focus groups. Before the focus groups began, informed consent forms were dispersed and the notion of the participant's privacy was reinforced; all participants agreed to sign these forms. Along with the consent forms, a short demographic questionnaire was given to each of the participants. This questionnaire included questions regarding status year in college, number of current credit hours enrolled, student major, and a brief description of the student's job/work schedule. At the bottom of the questionnaire was a scale to evaluate the student's perceived impact on their job on their educational experience, ranged from 1 (very positive) through five (very negative impact). 

Throughout the focus groups a semi structured format was used to guide participants to the information we wanted, but to also let them tell their own stories. Due to the 1: I participant/experimenter ratio, each researcher was able to follow one participant's responses throughout the focus group, taking notes for that particular participant. The researchers were not restricted to their own participant, however, allowing for triangulation. The researchers often asked the other researchers' participants to elaborate on their responses and/or asked others if they had similar experiences. After the first interview, it was apparent that most working students agreed that one benefit of working was the development of improved time management skills. In response to this trend, the remaining focus groups were asked to discuss this aspect of their dual student/employee role. The handwritten notes that were taken during the focus groups were later transcribed into type and put into bullet form for easier coding. 

Data coding and analysis: After all of the focus groups were completed, the researchers met to decide how to code the resulting data. A group consensus was reached that the data should be broken down into commonly occurring themes, and then be color ​coded for easy recognition. Due to the fact that each researcher had a different employment status, an optimal mix of viewpoints about what data-groups to form was created. After a lengthy group discussion considering the various themes that might be constructed from the data, a total of six categories were created. The final categories were; possible time conflicts between job and college, changes in time management skills, changes in skills related to preferred academic field, preference to work in not necessary, general evaluation of employment experience, and perceived opportunity for social interactions. 

Results 

Questionnaire: All participants filled out the demographic questionnaires and agreed to participate in a focus group. According to the demographic questionnaire, of the nine participants, five students evaluated their work-college experience as a 2 (positive impact). Three participants responded with a rating of four (negative impact), producing a somewhat bimodal result. Data from one questionnaire was not used due to an improper response to the 1-5 rating (three separate choices were circled). In an attempt to explain this unexpectedly split result, the number of hours that the participant worked was considered; no relationship was found. Both groups (those who rated 2s and those who rated 4s) worked an average of 20-25 hours a week. The number of credit hours the participants were currently enrolled in was also considered as a possible explanation for the divergent scores. Once again, the averages were nearly identical. As it turned out, none of the information provided from the questionnaire revealed any relationships between work/school ratings and demographic information. 

Focus group input: After analyzing the data recovered from the questionnaire, it was clear that implementing another source of information was needed if any trends were to be discovered. This second source of information was to be the verbal contribution that the participants made to the RAP assessment. After reviewing the typed transcripts taken from the handwritten notes, it was clear that students who rated their concomitant employee/student experience as positive, were able to produce far more benefits to working than detriments. The most common replies from students who found their employment as beneficial were that working: 1) provides useful experiences, 2) drastically improves time management skills, 3) allows for increased social interaction. These students listed few drawbacks to their employment, namely, time restraints and the lack of a set work schedule. All of these students said that they would continue working if they had a choice. 

Students who rated their work as having a negative impact on their education listed far fewer benefits from their situation. None of these students reported increased time management skills and only one cited an increase in social interaction. This same person was the only one that said they gained meaningful experience from work. This group of students also reported massive scheduling conflicts between work and school responsibilities. One participant, however, said they would still continue to work even though they reported time constrictions and insufficient time to sleep. When asked why they would continue to work, the participant replied that it was the feeling of contributing something. 

Conclusion 

The results of this RAP project strongly imply that working while in college is a double-edged sword. Students reported that the challenges of fulfilling roles as students and employees afforded them both positive and negative outcomes. To recapitulate, the primary benefits that students cited were increased time management skills and the gaining of useful experiences. Students reported the negative aspects to be general time and scheduling issues and the stress that arises from such issues. Reinforcement of this dual natured take on employment during college can be seen in the reading "Too many students are holding jobs for too many hours", which can be found on page 162 of Durst's book You Are Here. According to this reading, research shows that students who work during college, benefit from employment as long as their workload that is less than 15 hours per week. After that point, research shows that students begin to suffer from the adverse effects of having responsibilities from multiple roles. Our RAP project came to similar conclusions, but found that the issue is more complex than a simple matter of work hours. After looking at the experiences of both students that benefited and those who suffered as a result of their employment status, several key factors were revealed that might playa large role in how employment affects education. Working students would benefit from taking note of the following findings. 

The level of experience that a job provides for the students college career: the students that found that their jobs allowed them to gamer useful ideas and practical knowledge about their majors found their situation to be much more beneficial and enjoyable. 

The second factor is the amount of flexibility and stability that the job provides. 

Students that had reliable and fixed hours reported their jobs to have a more positive impact on their education. Conversely, those students that had irregular, inflexible hours rated their employment to be quite taxing on their college performance. 

The third factor is an obvious one: find a job that you enjoy (or at least one you do not hate). The students who reported liking their jobs found that employment had increased their time management skills and fostered a sense of personal ambition. Students that reported disliking their jobs did not report benefiting from these personal improvements. 

Hopefully, students considering undertaking a dual role of student/employee will be able to look at the findings of this RAP project and be able to select a job that will provide the most benefits with the fewest number of drawbacks. The aforementioned findings should empower students to find an employment situation that they "love" (L.B.) instead of one that "sucks" (N.D.). 
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