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GOTTA WORK FOR IT: 
HOW HIGH SCHOOL WORK 

EXPERIENCE IMPACTS COLLEGE GPA

Hannah Cudal

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to assess the relationship between high 
school work experience and a student’s GPA in college. Studies have found that 
holding a job while in high school has a positive effect on self-efficacy (Cunnier, 
MartinRogers & Mortimer, 2009) and on current academic performance 
(Mael, Morath & McLellan, 1997). This paper seeks to evaluate whether 
those positive benefits extend to academic achievement in college as well. The 
study was done by manipulating data collected in the National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88), obtained from the National Center for 
Education Statistics. Initial research tends to show that, while holding more 
work responsibility contributes to a greater sense of self-efficacy and control, 
long work hours have a negative effect on GPA in high school and in college.

___________________________________
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Introduction

My mother frequently consoled herself about my brothers’ lack of high 
school academic achievement by telling herself that they put considerable hours 
and initiative into the family business and were learning plenty of soft skills and 
business smarts that would serve them later for college. We still have doubts about 
whether my brothers will even attend college after two gap years, but my mother is 
confident that, if they do attend, their life experience will make up for lost academic 
preparation. How, precisely? Perhaps my brothers will be more responsible, have 
better time management, be less stressed and have a greater sense of perspective and 
control, and be able to apply the problem-solving skills they learned on the job to 
make up for their learning curve at college.

This is an opinion heard from student advisors as well as anxious mothers. 
There is something to it. Colleges often look for prior work experience on an 
individual’s application as an indicator that that person will take a more mature 
and responsible attitude toward classes. Volunteer work is particularly indicative 
of a positive outlook on life, but part-time and full-time work can express the 
same as well. An individual’s ability to hold a job for a long period of time, as 
opposed to hopping seasonally from one to the next, is also a good indicator of a 
strong work ethic. All of these qualities are valuable for getting one step ahead in 
college. 

It is unlikely, as my mother hoped, that work ethic alone could make up for 
the years my brothers did not spend learning how to write papers. I imagine they 
would be behind any class of their peers who had gone through conventional high 
school. But if they were placed side-by-side with other students of a similar academic 
background, it is conceivable to imagine they would be able to apply themselves 
better to learning because they were accustomed to taking initiative for their own 
success.

This paper intends to explore the effects of high school work experience on 
college GPA, but it immediately faces some limitations. Soft skills are hard to measure, 
especially when measured at one point in time. It would help to take a longitudinal 
study, but unfortunately, longitudinal studies of youth that ask questions about soft 
skills are in short supply. Such studies tend to be more interested in collecting data 
on a broader and simpler level, such as counting the number of students who took 
four years of math classes or smoked marijuana. This paper uses one such study: 
the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88). Since NELS:88 does 
not ask questions about soft skills directly, I have to focus my research on a broader 
questions and measure proxies rather than my intended variables.

My original hypothesis might have been that high school work experience 
will have a positive effect on college GPA by helping students develop soft skills 
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that are beneficial in academic classes. These skills would include better time 
management, greater attention and focus in classes, increased sense of responsibility 
and initiative for one’s own academic success, and more amiable relationships with 
one’s professors. But since these are not available to assess directly, I have revised 
my attempt to examine a much simpler and more accessible hypothesis. At the very 
least, high school work experience should have a positive effect on college GPA, 
regardless of one’s academic achievement in high school.

Literature Review

Studies addressing the relationship between academic achievement and work 
experience tend to focus solely on the effects of high school work on high school 
GPA or college work on college GPA, but there seems to be a shortage of longitudinal 
studies addressing the effect of high school work experience on college GPA. A brief 
review of relevant literature also indicates that this will not be an easy question to 
answer, because studies often disagree and have nuanced results.

Most researchers tend to hypothesize that employment and academics are 
mutually exclusive activities, and that time spent on one will necessarily reduce 
time spent on the other. In essence, the common assumption is that balancing 
employment and academics is a zero-sum game in which one activity must 
always be neglected in favor of the other. This assumption seems to be borne out 
in most studies. Keister and Hall (2010) found that part-time jobs for high school 
students are beneficial so long as students work under 20 hours per week. Tyler 
(2010) also found that mean twelfth-grade math scores declined sharply as hours 
worked per week rose. Holding a job in high school had a nonsignificant effect 
on academic scores if the hours worked were under 10, but once a student began 
working over 10 hours, grades began to decline, and dropped off sharply at the 
20-hour mark. 

The relationship between the two may seem intuitive, but it may not be due 
simply to a lack of time to allocate to one activity. Other studies have found that 
the adverse effect on academic achievement may be due more to psychological or 
environmental conditions. Schoenhals et al. (1998), using data from the NELS:88 
longitudinal study, controlled for different variables that might have contributed 
to work choices and academic achievement, such as type of school and type of 
curriculum. They concluded that among tenth-grade students, the adverse effect 
of employment on achievement could almost always be attributed to preexisting 
differences among teenagers, and that the effect could be mitigated or exacerbated 
by controlling for a different kind of school or curriculum.

A more recent study by Staff et al. (2010) did find that teenagers who worked 
more than 20 hours a week performed worse in school than teenagers who 
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worked fewer hours. But surprisingly, teenagers who wanted to work but were not 
actually working had the same poor performance as those who actually held jobs. 
The psychological effect of wanting to work produced behavior similar to that of 
teenagers who were actually employed. These studies seem to indicate that attitude 
toward work is more important thanthe number of hours worked, which would 
fit with this paper’s hypothesis that soft skills learned in high school employment 
positively affect academic achievement in college. 

There are many different factors that could be measured to assess attitude, 
but the most significant is self-efficacy, or the sense that one is in control of one’s 
outcomes in work and academics. Self-efficacy has also been defined as feelings 
of confidence in one’s ability to reach a goal (Cunnien et al. 2009). Several studies 
have measured self-efficacy among working youth and the effect of self-efficacy on 
academic achievement. Finch et al. (1991) found that the quality of work was more 
important in determining self-efficacy than either work status (part-time or full-
time) or work intensity. The study was conducted on the first and second waves of 
a four-year longitudinal study on ninth-graders enrolled in the St. Paul, Minnesota, 
School District. Finch et al. looked specifically at control orientation: whether 
students had an internal orientation toward control (feeling in control of their own 
plans and outcomes) or an external orientation (feeling subject to uncontrollable 
external conditions). Hours did not seem to make a difference. Finch et al. did not 
ask about academic achievement in relation to work.

Ross and Broh (2000) did take up the question of academic achievement and 
sense of personal control. They found that academic achievement boosts self-esteem 
and sense of personal control, but that self-esteem has a negligible effect on later 
achievement. Students could have high self-esteem, but if they also believed school 
results were out of their control, their grades would suffer. Personal control, rather, 
improved academic achievement the most. It also led to a positive feedback cycle 
that amplified over time, so that there was a greater effect observed in older students 
than in younger.

It seems that quality work contributes to feelings of self-efficacy and control and 
that those feelings should contribute to academic achievement. But the relationship 
may be more nuanced. Cunnien, MartinRogers, and Mortimer (2009) studied the 
relationship between high school work experiences and self-efficacy. They found 
that steady work over a longer period (at least a year) did have a significant positive 
effect on youth self-efficacy, but that occasional work (seasonal or temporary) had 
an opposite effect, actually lowering self-efficacy. Moreover, stresses and challenges 
in the workplace did not seem to have a regularly measurable effect on self-efficacy. 
The effect of stress depended on the worker’s attitude: some youth reported feeling 
distressed and overwhelmed by challenges, while others reported developing more 
resilience and feelings of empowerment instead. But overall, Cunnien et al. found 
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that youth who had worked more by senior year were more confident about their 
futures than those who did not. 

There are studies that find no relationship between employment and grades in 
academic courses, such as a study by Warren, LePore, and Mare (2000). Warren et 
al. do not investigate whether employment affects test achievement scores, but they 
do find that there is no apparent correlation between employment and academic 
courses. 

All of these studies tend to focus solely on either high school students or 
college students, but the general trend seems to be that youth who already have 
feelings of confidence and self-efficacy and who also have a positive employment 
experience will increase their sense of self-efficacy, which is likely to improve their 
scores in academic settings.

Research Design

Since my research is drawn primarily from the NELS:88 data, it follows that 
survey’s methodology. The National Center for Education Statistics describes the 
NELS:88 survey:

The NELS:88, which began with an 8th grade cohort in 1988, 
provides trend data about critical transitions experienced by young 
people as they develop, attend school, and embark on their careers. 
Data were collected from students and their parents, teachers, and 
high school principals and from existing school records such as 
high school transcripts. Cognitive tests (math, science, reading, and 
history) were administered during the base year (1988), first follow 
up (1990), and second follow up (1992). Third follow up data were 
collected in 1994. All dropouts, who could be located, were retained 
in the study. A fourth follow-up was completed in 2000 (National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 1988).

Key Concepts
The key concepts here are high school work experience and college GPA, 

with the dependent variable being college GPA. The independent variable is high 
school work experience, measured by how many hours a student worked on average 
per week during the year. While NELS:88 provides the number of different jobs a 
student worked during the school year, it does not provide comprehensive data on 
each of those jobs; therefore, only the variable measuring average work hours per 
week for each year is used.
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Key Variables
High school work experience. Measured in terms of average hours per week 

worked per year on the job held longest during that year. NELS:88 asks respondents 
about the jobs they held longest in 1992, 1993, and 1994.

College GPA. College GPA was measured in 7 categories rather than on a 
4-point scale.  

The survey asked respondents, “When you attended (name of school) as an 
undergraduate, what were your grades (or cumulative GPA)?” The survey provided 
7 answers to choose from:

1 = MOSTLY A’S (GPA 3.75 AND ABOVE ON 4.0 SCALE)
2 = A’S AND B’S (3.25 - 3.74)
3 = MOSTLY B’S  (2.75 - 3.24)
4 = B’S AND C’S (2.25 - 2.74)
5 = MOSTLY C’S  (1.75 - 2.24)
6 = C’S AND D’S (1.25 - 1.74)
7 = MOSTLY D’S OR BELOW (LESS THAN 1.25)
These scores were recorded in reverse order for the purposes of analysis so 

that lower scores would fall near the origin of the axis rather than the extremity. 
For example, a score of 5.5 would mean that the respondent earned mostly B’s, not 
mostly C’s. It would also mean that the respondent’s average GPA fell near 3.00 on 
a 4-point scale. 

The wide range of possible GPAs that could be covered by a response of “5” on 
the survey means that all the results of this study have to be taken with caution. The 
important element in this study will be variables’ values relative to each other rather 
than their absolute values. It will also be crucial to see whether changes produced by 
the independent variable are statistically significant. This study will not, however, be 
able to predict with two-decimal accuracy where a respondent’s GPA is likely to fall. 
The most this study will be able to predict is where a respondent’s GPA is likely to fall 
within half a letter grade, the same accuracy that the NELS:88 originally asked for.

High school grades. High school grades are measured as a composite of a 
respondent’s English, math, science, and history grades. They are also given in 7 
categories identical to those provided for college GPA.

Sense of control. While NELS:88 does not measure “self-efficacy” as such, it 
does include a composite variable that measured the respondent’s locus of control 
during the base year (1988). Respondents were asked six questions about how they 
felt luck and hard work affected their plans. Options that indicated an external 
control orientation (feeling subjected to outside forces over which the respondent 
has no control) were scored -2. Options for internal control orientation (feeling in 
control of one’s plans and outcomes) were scored +2. The survey responses were 
compiled and sorted into a continuous range reaching from -2.67 to 1.52, with a 
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mean of .0425. These responses were binned into quartiles for use in the following 
analyses. Quartiles were labeled Strong External, Mild External, Mild Internal, and 
Strong Internal.

The relationship between high school grades and college GPA can be tested 
while controlling for a student’s sense of control. Additionally, sense of control 
should be compared against number of hours worked and high school grades to 
determine whether there is any causal connection that will have a bearing on college 
GPA.

Research

College GPA vs. High school work. First, I compared the college GPAs of 
those who did not hold a job in high school to those who did. Out of a sample size 
N = 7966, those who worked had a slightly higher mean GPA score (5.3125) than 
those who did not (5.2787). It is unlikely that this is significant. Chi-square had 
a result of 11.334 with a p-value of .079. An independent samples test with equal 
variances assumed and a 90% confidence interval included 0 as a possible value. 
Both statistical results strongly suggest confirming a null hypothesis.

However, I went ahead and analyzed other variables for respondents who did 
hold a job to see if any of the other variables suggested by the literature review (hours 
worked, position of responsibility, and sense of control) had an effect on college 
GPA. It may be that on a macro level, merely working during high school does not 
affect college GPA, but a more nuanced analysis will show effects from different 
aspects of work experience.

College GPA vs. High school job hours. I compared the mean college GPA 
scores of those who worked different numbers of hours, with work hours sorted 
into 5-hour blocks. Out of a survey sample size of 12144, 5990 data points were 
excluded due to missing responses or not attending college, leaving a sample size 
N = 6154. 
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At first glance, results seem to show that GPA is highest in the 6-15 hour range, 
with a decline in mean GPA as hours rise. It is important to keep in mind that this 
cannot be assumed to be the result of a work-study time tradeoff, since this table 
correlates high school job hours with college GPA. Oddly, GPA rises for those who 
worked 36-40 hours during high school, and even more for those who worked over 
40 hours. The sample size is large enough for those categories that these cannot be 
statistical outliers.

There is also a drop in GPA at the 16-hour mark rather than the 20-hour mark 
as suggested by the literature review, but that may be due to a difference in data set or 
the binning of the variable. Mean GPA for those working between 16 and 35 hours 
is definitely lower than GPA for those working less than 16.

For comparison, the effect of hours worked on high school GPA has a similar 
but stronger correlation. Work hours are beneficial as long as they are under 10, with 
GPA declining rapidly thereafter. The range of possible GPA is also much greater in 
this relationship than for college GPA, showing a stronger correlation (4.75 – 6.00 as 
opposed to 5.20 – 5.50). N = 8337.
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College GPA vs. Sense of control. I cross-tabulated high school sense of 
control with college GPA. There was a strong correlation between having a sense 
of control in high school and having a higher GPA in college. Of respondents who 
reported a GPA between 1.75 and 2.25 in college, 32.0% had had a strong external 
orientation in high school, while only 18.3% had had a strong internal orientation. 
Of respondents that had a 3.75 GPA or better in college, the numbers are 17.3% and 
30.0%, respectively—nearly opposite. Chi-square was 143.687 with a p-value of .000. 
This agrees with Finch et al. (1991) and Ross and Broh (2000), who found that a 
sense of personal self-efficacy contributes to academic achievement. 

College GPA vs. High school job hours, controlling for sense of control. 
Since students’ sense of control had such a strong effect on their academic 
achievement, I analyzed the relationship between job hours worked and college GPA 
while controlling for control orientation. The results show that students who feel in 
control of their lives do better overall than students who do not, yet GPA seems to 
decline at the 16-hour mark regardless of orientation. Sample size was N = 7931.
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College GPA vs. High school GPA, controlling for sense of control. Finally, 
I analyzed the relationship between high school GPA and college GPA to test the 
hypothesis that smarter students are smarter regardless of whether or not they 
worked. 

I analyzed a few relationships beforehand to verify a baseline. I compared 
high school GPA and college GPA: there is a clear and obvious correlation. I also 
compared both while controlling for whether or not a student worked, but found as 
before that merely working makes no difference.

I then compared high school and college GPA while controlling for control 
orientation. Having a sense of control, as opposed to holding a job, makes a difference 
on college GPA. The effect is more pronounced for students who had lower rather 
than higher grades in high school.

In this graph, college GPA and high school GPA are not directly comparable, 
since college GPA is given in terms of means and high school GPA remained binned 
into 7 categories. The general trend is clear, at least. For students who had less than a 
2.25 GPA in high school, their sense of control made a great deal of difference later 
on their college GPA. For students who had GPAs over 2.25 in high school, however, 
their sense of control made little difference: they seemed to do well in the college 
classes regardless. 
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This graph may be somewhat exaggerated because the number of students 
who had high GPAs in high school is much greater. There are only 44 students, for 
instance, that scored high school GPAs less than 1.25, but 2728 who fell into the 2.75 
– 3.25 category. Despite the possible exaggeration of differences at low GPA levels, 
chi-square test results confirm the general trend. The chi-square value is 638.709 
with a p-value of .000.

The result for those with a strong internal orientation seemed unusually 
interactive, so I ran a brief further analysis to control for number of hours worked. 
I looked at students who had scored GPAs of 1.75 – 2.25 in high school and had 
strong internal orientations. For such a specific request, the sample size was only 
34 students. Of the group, individuals tended to work close to full-time rather than 
part-time, and the full-time students tended to have higher GPAs. The sample is 
unrepresentative and cannot be used to generalize, but does not seem to support the 
idea that higher-scoring students were simply those with fewer hours to work.

Conclusion

The original hypothesis of this paper—that holding a job in high school will 
have positive effects on college GPA—is confirmed, with certain caveats. Merely 
holding a job in high school has no statistically significant effect on college GPA. 
Rather, the effect is based on the number of hours worked. Working a few hours in 
high school does help raise GPA, while working over 16 (or 20) has a negative effect 
on GPA in high school, with ripple effects that extend to college.

Job hours have a similar effect on college GPA as they did on high school GPA, 
with declining GPA as hours increase. In both relationships, students benefitted 
more academically if they had worked between 5 and 16 hours. GPAs began to 
decline at the 16-hour mark, with the lower average GPA lasting from high school 
into college. This may be because students who had less time to study in high school 
were not as able to prepare for rigorous college activity. It may also be that students 
who were not as smart in high school tended to have the same results in college. 

The relationships differ at the 36-hour mark. Students who worked full-time 
during high school have predictably low GPAs, the lowest among their high school 
peers. However, in college, these same students have higher GPAs than peers who 
had worked 36 hours or less. It could be that full-time high school workers did indeed 
have a stronger work ethic which enabled them to earn higher GPAs in their college 
classes. It could also be that these students entered colleges with lower entry-level 
requirements and had easier classes than higher-achieving high school students who 
entered more rigorous colleges.

The corollary hypothesis of this paper—that working gives a student soft 
skills that benefit him or her later in college—cannot be directly confirmed or 
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denied because it was not directly investigated. However, some proxy variables were 
analyzed that can give some insight, such as control orientation.

A student’s control orientation during high school (called self-efficacy in other 
studies) had a much greater effect on college GPA than number of job hours. For 
students who worked the same number of hours, those who had strong internal 
orientations had higher GPAs than those who had strong external orientations. This 
finding agrees with the studies mentioned in the literature review. It is also favorable 
to the supposition that maturity and responsibility will have positive effects on GPA, 
though it does not directly include that hypothesis. The 16-hour effect still comes 
into play; a strong internal orientation does not necessarily insulate a student from 
the pressures of having worked longer hours in high school. 

The effect of control orientation is also visible when only considering a 
student’s historical GPA and ignoring job hours. When comparing high school 
GPA to college GPA, it becomes clear that control orientation has a significant effect 
on lower-scoring students. Students who had high school GPAs over 2.25 seem to 
perform similarily in college regardless of control orientation. But for students who 
had high school GPAs under 2.25, the effect is much more interesting. If they had a 
mild or strong external orientation, their GPAs remain the same or lower than their 
peers in college. If they had a strong internal orientation—that is, a great sense of 
self-efficacy—they had much higher GPAs in college than they did in high school, as 
well as higher GPAs than their peers who had better high school GPAs. For example, 
the group of students who tended to get C’s and D’s in high school, yet still had a 
strong sense of self-efficacy, tended to get B’s in college. They had higher GPAs on 
average than high school peers who had gotten mixed B’s and C’s, and comparable 
GPAs to high school peers who had gotten mixed A’s and B’s. This finding may be 
evidence that students can indeed raise their average academic achievement through 
a “can do” attitude. 

These results are not significantly different from the results discussed in the 
literature review. What this paper finds in addition to those results is that students 
who have lower high school grades, in particular, may earn higher scores in college 
if they have a strong sense of self-efficacy. This may be somewhat of a comfort to my 
mother—although it may never be confirmed for her personally if my brothers never 
attend college—and should motivate high school teachers to continue encouraging 
lower-achieving students to take control of their own education; it’s never too late.
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