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Abstract: The current generation of Australian university students spends more time in part time employment than previous generations. This increase can be partially explained by economic necessity to compensate for a rise in tuition fees and the increased cost of living. 
Part-time work can interfere with study behaviour and has the potential to adversely affect academic standards at universities. To investigate the relationship between part-time employment and study a survey was held. A cohort of undergraduate and postgraduate engineering students was questioned about their enrolment, study behaviour including class attendance, study hours, perceived study workload, perceived difficulty of the course and part time work commitments. This was followed by focus groups, in which the questions raised by the survey were further explored. 
The results of the survey showed a number of interesting trends. They confirmed that students are working long hours. The number of hours students claim to be studying varies but is not strongly correlated to the number of hours student spent in paid employment. A remarkable difference was found between undergraduate and postgraduate engineering students when part-time working hours and perceived difficulty of the course were correlated. For undergraduate students this is slightly positive, +0.18, i.e. an increase in working hours only has a minor effect on how difficult a course is being perceived, while the postgraduate engineering students showed a strongly negative correlation, -0.37, i.e. the more part time work a student does, the easier the course is perceived to be. This counter intuitive result was further investigated with follow up focus groups. One possible explanation that emerged is that the perceived level of difficulty may be an indication of the standards a student desires to achieve rather than of the intrinsic difficulty of the study material or the capacity of the student. It is easier to get a pass than a high distinction and students, who only want to get a pass, therefore consider the study easier than students who aim to get high distinctions. 
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Introduction

There is increasing evidence (Vickers et al. 2003, Choy, 2002) that the current generation of students at Australian Universities spends more time in paid employment than previous generations. Driven partially by economic necessity, many students obtain paid work to compensate for a rise in tuition fees and the increased cost of living (Manthei and Gilmore, 2005, Jarvis et al. 2005, King and Bannon, 2002). Where previous generations of students mainly worked during the holidays, the current generation of students also work throughout the semester.

The increase in paid work for full-time students is not just an Australian phenomenon but seems to be a worldwide trend (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2003, Kalenkoski et al. 2004). Part-time work can interfere with studies. This raises concerns for the potential of a downturn in academic standards as university staff anticipate diminished results (Cheng and Alcantara, 2004) from their students and subsequently adjust their teaching and assessments accordingly. An indication of the changed environment is the fact that a student who does not put sufficient effort into his studies is no longer perceived as “lazy” but as someone who ”does not have his priorities right”. 

The survey

To investigate the relationship between part-time employment and study behaviour of engineering students, a cohort of undergraduate and postgraduate students was asked a number of questions: how many credit points they are enrolled in, how many hours they spent studying, how many hours they worked on average during the semester, the perceived workload of the course as well as the perceived difficulty of the subjects. The questions about the number of hours were open questions, the questions about level of difficulty and workload were on a scale from 1 to 5. In addition, the students were asked whether they attended all classes and if not what their reasons were for not attending. The group consisted of 54 undergraduate engineering students (8 international and 46 domestic students) and 29 postgraduate engineering students (27 international and 2 domestic students)

Survey Results

The survey consisted of 56 undergraduate students and 29 postgraduate students. 48 of the undergraduate students were enrolled in a Bachelor of Engineering Degree and 8 students were enrolled in a double degree of Engineering with Business, Science or IT. The undergraduate cohort consisted of students in all four years of the degree. All postgraduate students were enrolled in a Master by coursework degree - 15 in a Master of Engineering degree and 14 in a Master of Engineering Management degree. Most students were studying full-time. The average number of credit points students were enrolled in was 34.7 for the undergraduate students and 37.2 for the postgraduate students (40 credit points is a full time load). As expected, there is a positive correlation between the number of credit points and average hours of study, +0.37 for both undergraduate and postgraduate students, i.e. students spend more hours studying when they enrol in more credit points. There exists, however, a large variation in the average number of hours full-time students report to study per week, ranging from 12 to 60 for undergraduate students (average 30.8 hours, standard deviation 11.5) and from 12 to 90 for postgraduate students (average 32.2 hours, standard deviation 22.5).

According to the survey results, the average student spent 13.2 hours in paid work (undergraduates 11.3 hours, postgraduates 16.0 hours). However, during the focus groups, undergraduate students reported working 17.5 hours per week and nearly all full-time postgraduate students reported working nearly 20 hours per week (average 19.2). It should be noted here that 20 hours per week is the maximum number of hours international students can legally work during the semester while in Australia on a study visa (Department of immigration and multicultural affairs). It is unclear whether the discrepancies between the survey and the focus groups are caused by sampling issues, by the fact that the survey was taken in the last week of semester 1 whereas the focus groups took place during the second week of semester 2 or by differences in reporting. As expected there is a negative correlation between the number of credit points students are enrolled in and the number of hours they work (-0.31 and –0.34 for undergraduates and postgraduates respectively). There is, however, no strong correlation between the number of hours students spend studying and the number of hours they spend in paid work (-0.07 for all students).
It is also unclear to what extent work prevents student from attending classes. Only a few students list work as the reason why they have not attended all classes, (3 undergraduates and 1 postgraduate). However, both undergraduate and postgraduate students reported that the main reason for not attending classes was that they were “too busy”.
The survey also included questions about the perceived workload and level of difficulty of the study. Most undergraduate and postgraduate students considered the workload high (74% of undergraduate students and 83% of postgraduate students) 62% of the undergraduate students and 57% of the postgraduate students thought the study was difficult. However, for the undergraduate students the correlation between working hours and perceived workload and difficulty of the course is only slightly positive (+0.08 and +0.18 respectively), while for the postgraduate students the correlation between the same variables for postgraduate engineering students is strongly negative (-0.49 and -0.37 respectively), i.e. the course is perceived as easier the more paid work is done by a postgraduate student. This result is counter intuitive. One would expect that students who have more paid work commitments would have less time for the course and therefore perceive the course as more difficult. 

Focus groups

The survey raised a number of questions, which were further explored in focus groups. All students who took part in the focus groups reported having paid employment. Students were asked what type of work they did and whether it was related to engineering. Only three of the fifteen undergraduate students who took part in the focus group did engineering related work. The postgraduate focus group consisted of 18 students, 3 of whom were employed full-time as engineers. Nearly all of the remaining students reported working 20 hours per week, which is the legal maximum for international students (Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs). None of these students did engineering related work, even though they all had an undergraduate degree in Engineering and the Northern Territory has a shortage of engineers. 

When asked for the reasons why they worked, nearly all students said they had to support themselves. Only three students, all of them undergraduates, said they did so “to get some spending money”. Additional reasons mentioned by undergraduate students included work experience, “to do something besides uni” and “just to keep busy”. All of the postgraduates students indicated that they were supporting themselves but were more expansive in their reasons for working. Some mentioned that their parents had already paid the tuition fees and felt that they could not ask them for more money. Others cited exchange rates as creating the need to earn more money or that they were obliged to pay their sponsor, and well as sending money “back home” to financially support their family. Non-financial reasons to work mentioned by postgraduate students included English improvement and “Because it is a way of life here. Everyone works”. 

Students were asked whether they agreed with the statement “The busier I am the more productive I am”. Undergraduates agreed with the statement: “Absolutely! Very true!”. Postgraduates, however, commented that they would get nervous and anxious when they were too busy. They mentioned that being too busy can prevent proper planning and that they were not as efficient when they were too busy. They also said that they were not productive in their studies when they were exhausted from work.

The impact of combining work and study was further explored in the focus groups. Students reported that employers in general were accommodating in arranging work schedules around class hours. Most students said that it was easy to coordinate work and study. Several students mentioned however that they had missed classes, not because they were working but because they were tired from working (stocking shelves at Woolworth at night). Interestingly, most students who did miss classes blamed their absence on assignments but did not see that their assignments might be late because they had been working instead of studying. 

A puzzling result of the survey was the negative correlation between the number of hours students work and the perceived level of difficulty of the course among postgraduate students. During the focus groups it became apparent that many students felt that it was “easy to get passing marks.” These same students indicated that it would be difficult to get high marks but that they were not interested in those marks so therefore the course is “easy.” 

When students were again asked in the focus groups how many hours they studied outside formal class time half of the undergraduate students and almost all of the postgraduate students admitted that they studied less than 10 hours per week. This result is inconsistent with the initial survey results. A possible explanation is that students’ answers given during the focus groups reflected that of the initial weeks of the semester (having been conducted in week 2) and the students, at that point, did not have many assignments or exams yet even though they were asked specifically about their habits in the prior semester. It is, however, far less than the recommended study time of approximately 24 hours (6 hours per unit for 4 units).

A discussion arose about the need to study more before exams and how this can be affected by work commitments. When asked whether they would study more if they did not have to work the answers were evenly split between yes and no for both groups. What else would students do if they would not have to work? Postgraduates say that they would like to read books, unrelated to their studies. Undergraduates would like to play sports and to do “more fun stuff”. Both groups would like to relax and socialise more. About one third of both groups would like to get work experience in engineering, even if they would not be paid. 

Discussion

The results raise more questions than they answer. Our results confirm that Engineering students at Charles Darwin University are working long hours. The vast majority of the students indicate that they need to support themselves. Some questions remain however about the distinction between living expenses and spending money. As one students said “We need to work more than previous generations because life is more expensive – mobile phones, internet charges, mp3 players”. Another student said he had to work “to have money to buy what I want and not feel guilty about spending it”. Although it is a visa requirement that international students have access to sufficient money to support themselves for a year without having to work, nearly all students say they work the maximum allowable number of hours. And though it was stressed that all information would be confidential, no international students admitted to working more than 20 hours. even though some students have indicated to us that “other international students” did indeed do so. (There is no evidence, however, that any of our students breach their visa regulations.) Even so, several students say that they not only support themselves but also send money back home, either to support their family or to repay their sponsor. 
The question to what extent part-time work affects the study seems more complex than initially appreciated. While undergraduates fully agree with the statement: “The busier I am, the more productive I am”, postgraduate students say that being too busy interferes with their productivity. A number of postgraduates say they find it hard to combine work and study and that it leaves them physically and mentally exhausted. The problem in combining work and study does not seem to lie in arranging work hours outside formal class time, but in the fact that they do not have sufficient energy to do both. Some students indicated that they had missed classes, not because they were working but because they were tired from work. In addition, a number of students say they have missed classes because they had to complete assignments for other subjects. The reason these students did not complete their assignments before the due date, however, may be that they were either working instead of studying. While the total number of hours students claim to be studying does not seem to be strongly related to the amount of paid work that is done by the students, this time may not be spent in an efficient way if students are too tired. Students mentioned that exhaustion and stress interfere with their productivity. This issue also raises some questions about the physical fitness of the students. Some international students have mentioned to us that they were not used to physically demanding work and that they believe that Australian students are healthier. This seems to be supported by the fact that undergraduate students say that they would like to play sports if they would not be working, while postgraduates prefer to read books. 
It is unclear whether the fact that students spend many hours in paid employment will affect academic standards. The finding that the perceived difficulty of the study is negatively correlated with the number of hours students work seemed initially puzzling. A possible explanation is that those students who consider themselves more capable than other students think the study is easy and that they therefore can afford to work instead of study. The fact that a number of students failed their subjects last semester raises the question whether students may be overestimating their own capabilities. The focus group results however, seem to indicate that the perceived level of difficulty is more an indication of the standards a student desires to achieve than of the intrinsic difficulty of the study material or the capacity of the student. It is easier to get a pass than a high distinction and students, who only want to get a pass, therefore consider the study easier than students who aim to get high distinctions. This may eventually lead to lower standards.
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