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Participation in Federal Work-Study

The Federal Work-Study (FWS) program is one of the nation’s oldest federal policy tools
intended to promote college access and persistence for low-income students. Since 1964, FW'S
has supported student employees who have applied for financial aid and have unmet need.
These students work on campus for about 10 to 15 hours per week in roles ranging from clerical
work at the library to research positions in a lab.!2In addition to providing financial assistance,
the program may influence students’ academic and labor market outcomes by affecting their
schedules, exposing them to new social and job networks, and offering relevant employment
experience. But with well-designed, research-based reforms it could have a greater positive
impact on students.

WHAT THE RESEARCH TELLS US

The FWS program is widespread across American higher education and supports a significant
proportion of undergraduates each year.

* FWS provides roughly $1 billion annually to about 600,000 students on over 3,000 campuses
nationwide.

* The program covers up to 75% of student participants’ on-campus wages.

* One out of every 10 full-time, first-year undergraduates receives FWS support, and more than
33 million students have benefitted from the program since its inception.

Though FWS does not fulfill its original mission to enable students to “work their way through
college,” on-campus work experience may improve labor market outcomes in the longer term.

» Today’s typical FWS award is $2,340 per year, which covers only a fraction of average tuition
and fees.®

* Most college students work part-time even if they do not receive FWS, often in low-skill
jobs with no connection to their major and potentially with little consideration for students’
academic schedules. #® By providing flexible, on-campus employment, FWS may increase
campus integration and make it easier for students to juggle school and work, though many
FWS jobs are also unrelated to students’ majors or career interests.

¢ In-school work experience may improve labor market outcomes in the longer term,®?in part
because FWS students are more likely to have a job relating to their major than similar students
who work in non-FWS jobs.?

* FWS jobs may help level the playing field for students who cannot afford to take unpaid intern-
ships to gain experience.?
The impact of FWS on students’ academic outcomes is mixed.

* An offer of FWS is likely to induce some students to work while enrolled, which may interfere
with their studies by reducing studying time and causing scheduling challenges.


https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/trends-student-aid-2012-full-report.pdf
https://ifap.ed.gov/federal-student-aid-handbook/07-09-2009-volume-1-student-eligibility
https://repository.upenn.edu/gse_pubs/299/
https://www.ntanet.org/NTJ/65/1/ntj-v65n01p181-210-what-explains-trends-labor.html
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/209980#
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/nbrnberwo/5030.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2015.06.006
http://www.demos.org/sites/default/files/publications/PavingWay_PaidInternships_Demos.pdf

* CCRCresearchers have found that FWS has a small negative effect on students’ first-year GPAs
and, in some cases, credit accumulation and graduation.’® However, they also found that FWS
participants have higher rates of persistence, degree completion, and post-college employment."

* FWS may add new links to students’ school-based networks, increase their job’s relevance to
their academic work, and give them more reasons to come to campus, thereby increasing their
likelihood of attending classes and participating in campus activities. Several studies have found
that students with more campus connections are more likely to persist,?**" and this may be
particularly true for minoritized students.”

» FWS has never been evaluated using a randomized controlled trial, though one such study is
currently underway.®®
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* Demand for FWS outstrips supply.
Only 16% of institutions award FWS to every eligible student.®

* Alow-income student at a private four-year institution has nearly a 50% chance of receiving
FWS, compared to just a 5% chance for a low-income student at a community college.”

* A high-income student at a private four-year college is more likely to receive FWS than a
low-income student at a public four-year college,?® despite evidence suggesting FWS recipients
at public institutions derive substantially greater benefits from the program.*

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR FEDERAL POLICY

» FWS allocation formulas should be updated so community colleges are no longer disadvan-
taged relative to selective private institutions. FWS allocations could be based on enrollment of
Pell-eligible students, or student eligibility could be limited to those below a given income.

* Any reallocation or expansion of FWS funding should build in research studies to track
the impacts of the program and inform later policy changes that improve the targeting and
effectiveness of funding.
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