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Abstract 

Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) tend to promote their programmes to students 

based on full-time or part-time participation.  This ‘segmentation’ approach 

(presumably) pre-supposes that full-time students are available and willing to engage 

during the day, while part-time students will engage at night or at week-ends thus 

allowing them the freedom to carry on with their careers during the day.  In this 

context, the authors use the word ‘engage’ to mean students attend at a campus or 

participate in facilitated on-line sessions from a remote location. 

This research paper seeks to explore broadly the validity of this ‘segmentation’ 

approach and its underlying supposition that ‘full-time’ students are in fact available 

to engage on a ‘full-time’ basis.  The paper estimates the degree to which Irish higher 

education students who engage in term time employment (TTE) are participants in 

Ireland’s workforce at a macro level and discusses the consequences (both positive 

and negative) of such participation.  The paper also presents research conducted at the 

authors’ institute which reveals the extent of TTE by full-time business students, the 

industries they work in and the degree to which students believe their work experience 

is helpful to their studies. 

In terms of structure, the paper begins by evaluating the extent of TTE by full-time 

students and the implications arising. This is followed by a presentation and 

discussion of the findings from primary research.  The paper concludes by 

summarising key findings and identifying steps for colleges to consider in supporting 

the working full-time student (with most full-time students fitting this description). 

Keywords  

Student, part-time working, TTE, engagement, attendance, industries, employers, 

learning 
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1. Introduction and Background 

In the Republic of Ireland all higher education students must pay a €3,000 service fee 

annually on top of living and other expenses associated with undertaking a full-time 

course. Student tuition fees are paid by the Government directly to publicly funded 

colleges which primarily comprise1 7 Universities and 14 Institutes of Technology.  In 

the academic year 2015/16, 78% of 108,201 applicants were awarded a grant (83,970) 

by the awarding authority: Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI, n.d.).  According 

to Looney (2016), there were 178,094 full-time students enrolled in higher education 

in Ireland in the academic year 2015/16.  This means that 94,124 students did not 

receive a grant and so they (and/or their parents and family) must meet the costs of 

higher education without direct State support.  Of necessity, many students (including 

those who receive grants) will undertake part-time work to support the acquisition of a 

higher education qualification. 

The authors’ interest in the topic of TTE by full-time students arises from their first-

hand experience of the pressures faced by students who struggle to balance their study 

and part-time work commitments.  Reflecting on this reality of TTE commitments and 

the associated  pressures on students, we set out to explore three key questions: 1) to 

what extent (and where) are ITB full-time business students (aged eighteen and over) 

participating in the workforce 2) to what extent are full-time students in Ireland 

making a contribution to the economy and 3) given current realities, how best could 

higher education institutions support the significant number of students who are 

engaging in TTE.  

Following a literature review, this paper presents the findings of research conducted 

among business students at the authors’ institution. Following the presentation of 

findings and discussion, the paper concludes with a summary of key findings and 

areas for further research. 

2. Literature Review 

In reviewing the relevant literature, the authors sought answers to three questions: 1) 

do Irish full-time higher education students who work part-time make a significant 

                                                
1 Shortly to become 8 Universities and 11 Institutes of Technology (IOTs) with the merger of 3 Dublin-

based Institutes to form the new Technological University Dublin (TU Dublin) 
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contribution to the overall economy? 2) what are the trends for full-time students 

working on a part-time basis? 3) what are the reported advantages and disadvantages 

of full-time students undertaking TTE. 

 Taking each of these questions in turn, it is useful to consider the extent of part-time 

working by full-time students and to set this in a macro context. Fegan (2016), citing 

research from the Irish League of Credit Unions, has asserted that 68% of full-time 

students work an average of 17 hours per week part-time.  In 2016/17, 80% of 

225,628 higher education students in Ireland (180,502) were studying full-time 

(Byrne, 2018).  Applying this value of 68% to the number of full-time students yields 

a figure of 122,742. In January 2017, the total number of part-time workers stood at 

468,900 (Trading Economics, 2018) and in percentage terms therefore 122,742 

represents 26% of 468,900 part-time workers. Citing (Lucas and Ralston 1996, 1997; 

Barke et al. 2000), Darmody & Smyth (2008) have pointed out that employment 

growth has taken place in sectors providing marginal, less skilled and low-paid 

service jobs and that “employers in these sectors require the kind of flexibility which 

may suit the needs of students seeking employment” (p. 350).  This assertion is 

consistent with Robotham’s findings indicating that most of a sample of students 

worked in the retail or service sector (for example, bars, restaurants and hotels) and 

that the jobs were unskilled (2011, p.69). Speculatively therefore in an Irish context 

today, with the economy approaching full employment (Burke-Kennedy, 2018), the 

putative unavailability of higher education students who are currently working part-

time, would likely cause significant operational difficulties for many shops, bars and 

restaurants.  This would arise because as noted by Curtis & Lucas (2001), the 

availability of student employees provides advantages relating to cost control, 

flexibility and the availability of intelligent articulate workers who can communicate. 

In terms of TTE trends among full-time higher education students, Cassells (2016, 

p.19) has suggested that an erosion of the student grant “is leading to an increase in 

part-time work”, however citing the Eurostudent Survey (2005), Robotham (2011, 

p.66) has pointed out that part-time working by full-time students in Ireland is 69% 

(with 20% and 91% participation rates in Portugal and the Netherlands respectively) 

indicating there has been no increase (in percentage terms) in part-time working by 

Irish students from 2005 to 2016. Citing Ryan and O’Kelly (2001), Darmody and 
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Smyth (2008) have highlighted that part-time employment among Irish higher 

education students increased from 54% in 2000 to 61% in 2004.  Darmody and Smyth 

have also pointed to the reasons why students work part-time.  Citing Bewick, 

Bradley, and Barkham (2004), they have asserted that that term-time work is often 

used to “finance entertainment and social activities” (p.352).  This may be somewhat 

unfair. Other studies from abroad suggest students rely on part-time work for basic 

living needs (Curtis & Lucas, 2001; Holmes, 2008; Dennis, Lemon & Louca, 2018). 

Turning now to the impact that TTE has on students which can be both positive and 

negative. In a US study, Nonis and Hudson (2006) found no evidence that time spent 

working impacted academic performance. Instead “motivation and study time 

significantly interact with ability to influence academic performance” (p. 151). In 

another US study, Darolia (2013) found “there is a positive association between 

grades and working up to about five hours worked (more pronounced for part-time 

students)” (p.  44).  In a UK study, Dennis et al. (2018) found that “compared to 

students not undertaking TTE, attainment was significantly better at low levels of 

TTE (1-10 hours), and only significantly worse when TTE was >30 hours/week.” 

(p.28).  Robotham (2012) has asserted that “the possible benefits of working are 

significant and experienced in some instances by the majority rather than the 

minority” (p. 12).  Some of the reported positive effects for students include: 

improved ability to deal with other people, improved self-confidence, time 

management skills, teamworking and communication skill, development of business 

and organisational skills (Darmody & Smyth, 2008; Robotham, 2012). The negative 

effects reported include cutting down on leisure/social activities, reducing the time 

spent reading, failing assignments and handing assignments in late, missing lectures, 

and dropping out (Darmody & Smyth, 2008; Robotham, 2012).   

3. Methodology 

To determine the extent of part-time working among School of Business (SOB) 

students at the authors’ Institute, an online anonymous survey instrument was 

prepared using version 4 of the Jotform software product (Jotform, 2018). The survey 

instrument was reviewed by two experienced colleagues and was pilot tested by 

twelve students. To maximise response rates, the survey was optimised for completion 
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on a smartphone and respondents could optionally submit an e-mail address for 

inclusion in a draw for five €20 vouchers. The research was undertaken in compliance 

with ITB’s ethical policy during April 2018. 

The student survey was distributed electronically to 717 business students across four 

years and 232 valid responses were received from students aged eighteen and over 

representing a 32% response rate. The raw data was downloaded as an Excel file and 

analysed using Excel 2016 functionality.  

4. Findings and Discussion 

The gender profile of respondents is: female 47%; male 52% and not stated 1%. Table 

4.1 sets out the percentage responses by year of study. Response rates ranged from the 

lowest value of 22% for year 4 students to 30% for year 2 students with years 1 and 3 

having response rates of 25% and 24% respectively. 

 Year of Study 

1 2 3 4 

Totals (by year) 57 70 55 50 

% of total by year (n = 232) 25% 30% 24% 22% 
Table 4.1 – % Respondents by Year of Study 

 

The results presented in Table 4.2 overleaf reveal that 68% of respondents (160) are 

working part-time and that the level of part-time working ranges from 58% for year 1 

to 77% for year 2 with year 3 and year 4 having part-time working rates of 71% and 

68% respectively. This 68% figure is consistent with the League of Credit Union 

research cited by Fegan (2016). In terms of number of hours being worked, Table 4.2 

data overleaf reveals that on average 41% of students are working up to 15 hours 

while 67% are working greater than 15 hours.  It can be seen also that 84% of year 3 

students are working greater than 15 hours a week.  The equivalent figure for Year 1 

students is 54%. 
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Year Total No. of 

respondents 

(n=232)  

% of 

Respondents 

who are working 

up to 

10 hrs 

10 – 15 

hrs 

15- 20 

hrs 

>20 

hrs 

1 57 58% (n=33) 18% 27% 36% 18% 

2 70 77% (n=54) 19% 9% 37% 35% 

3 55 71% (n=39) 3% 13% 46% 38% 

4 50 68% (n=34) 26% 15% 29% 29% 

Averages 68% 16% 16% 37% 30% 
Table 4.2 – Work Commitments (weekly hours) reported by working respondents (n=160) 

 

To develop a perspective on the appropriateness (or otherwise) of this level of 

commitment to TTE, it is useful to consider that the maximum average working week 

for employees in Ireland cannot exceed 48 hours measured over 4 months for most 

employees (Organisation of Working Time Act,1997).  Taking 20 hours, the lower 

limit of Ireland’s recommended learning hours per academic credit (European 

Communities 2008), the weekly learning hours effort (assuming a 16 week, 30 credit 

learning timeframe), translates to 37.5 hours ((20 x 30)/16) yielding 11 hours 

‘headroom’ for part-time work to avoid breaching the 48 hour limit (taking full-time 

learning effort and TTE together). The primary research suggests that for a significant 

number of students, their combined study obligations (assuming these are being met) 

and TTE exceeds the 48 hour limit stipulated in the Working Time Act (1997). 

In terms of the type of TTE employment ITB School of Business students are engaged 

in, Table 4.3 overleaf reveals that 65% are employed in the Retail/Sales and 

Bar/Restaurant industries slightly ahead of Robothams’s 54% figure.   Interestingly, 

the figure of 4% working in Fast Food is identical to that identified by Robotham.  

Dennis et al. (2018) have pointed out that student TTE is likely to involve ‘time-

critical’ (p.36) positions i.e. schedules might change suddenly due to sudden 

employee unavailability necessitating students to work unexpectedly at short notice.  

Dennis et al. (2018) have asserted that recognising employment commitments (in 

addition to student illness) to support a case for flexibility around college assignment 

deadlines (will increase the sense of control students feel which is fundamental to 

mental well-being).  The importance of mental well-being and the link with TTE 

among higher education students is underscored by the UK experience. Thorley 

(2017) has pointed out that 25% of UK students identified their job as a main source 
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of stress. Moreover, the suicide rate of UK higher education students increased by 56 

per cent in the 10 years to 2016 to overtake the suicide rate of young people in the 

general population for the first time (Bothwell, 2018).  

Industry % Employed (n=160) 

Retail/Sales 48% 

Bar/Restaurant 17% 

Other 15% 

Fitness 7% 

Hotel 4% 

Fast Food 4% 

Call Centre 3% 

Events 3% 
Table 4.3 – Where students are working 

 

Acknowledging that there are reported benefits associated with TTE, the survey 

results also reveal that 66% of student respondents who are working part-time 

reported their part-time work as being useful or sometimes useful in supporting their 

learning.  In this context, the University of Central Oklahoma (UCO) has successfully 

introduced the idea of the Student Transformation Learning Record (STLR) which 

allows students to achieve credits on a transcript (additional and complementary to 

their academic transcript which they can present to employers) reflecting 

authenticated learning gained from experiences both inside and outside the campus for 

example, authentic work-based assessments, part-time employment experiences and 

volunteering (King, Kilbourne & Walvoord, 2015).  The putative benefits of the 

STLR approach include improvements in both student retention and GPA values.  

While a detailed consideration of the UCO approach is beyond the scope of this paper, 

Dennis et al. (2018) have pointed out that “providing a mechanism for formal 

recognition of the more generic employability skills (e.g. time management, 

interpersonal skills) would allow students to analyse and document the benefits of any 

type of employment” (p.34)   

6. Conclusions and Future Work 

This paper has sought inter alia to estimate the extent of participation by Irish full-

time students at the macro level in the country’s part-time workforce. The authors 

estimate that 26% of all part-time workers in Ireland are full-time students. 
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Specifically, within ITB’s School of Business, 68% of respondents work part-time 

with 67% of that cohort working greater than 15 hours per week.  Moreover, the 

authors have sought to determine if the mix of full-time study and part-time work is 

‘good medicine’ or a ‘poisoned pill’.  The answer we believe is that is it depends.  For 

employers operating in the competitive services sector the mixture is undoubtedly 

‘good medicine’ in that it provides them with a competent pool of workers 

underpinning cost, numeric and functional flexibility capabilities in support of 

competitive advantage.  For students who are working less than 10 hours a week the 

mixture can also be regarded as good medicine because the evidence is that such 

students benefit from participation in the workforce in terms of gaining valuable skills 

(including but not limited to: teamworking, time management, and communications 

skills). Additionally, the evidence is that such students do not suffer any negative 

impact on grades, in fact the opposite is true: grades are enhanced. 

The mixture of part-time work and full-time study may be problematic and is likely to 

be a ‘poisoned pill’ for the cohort of students who engage in part-time work at levels 

beyond 11 hours a week (based on Ireland’s ECTS learning hour commitment per 

credit).  Today’s reality is that (irrespective of the reasons), full-time students have in 

the past worked part-time; are currently working part-time (in large numbers) and will 

(probably) continue to work part-time in the future (irrespective of the nature of future 

higher education funding models in Ireland). It is against this backdrop “that students 

can no longer be considered as full-time students but now must be seen as having dual 

roles, with part-time work playing an increasing important role in their lives” 

(Holmes, p.312).   

We believe higher education institutions can support their students who choose to 

work part-time at two levels: strategically by harnessing (in a formal way) the 

learning gained by students in discharging their part-time employment 

responsibilities. The STLR approach adopted by UCO is a good way of doing this.  

Additionally, by providing guidance to students as to what institutions deem an 

appropriate level of part-time working to be.  This could for example be 

communicated using a traffic light system, whereby working hour commitments less 

than 11 hours are ‘green’ (safe and beneficial);  ‘yellow’ 11- 20 hours (risky as there 
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will be erosion of time for relaxation, social activities and study time possibly leading 

to stress and mental health issues );  ‘red’ greater than 20 hours (not recommended 

given impact on leisure time – essential for good mental health – and on time 

available to study).  Interestingly, Dennis et al. (2018) have reported that the Scottish 

Executive has recommended students work no more than 10 hours per week during 

term time. Additionally, students could be given training on effective time 

management and ways in which to reduce stress for example practising mindfulness. 

Despite the availability of specific guidelines on committing to part-time work, some 

students may choose to ‘break a red’ so ensuring timetables are made available and 

communicated in a timely manner to allow them agree rosters with their employers. 

As a Programme Coordinator, one of the authors is aware that employers are 

generally sensitive to student timetables and will work to roster students at times that 

will minimise impact on college commitments.   Colleges could look at having a 

‘service level’ with students whereby for example timetables are made available a 

minimum of two weeks (or more) before term starts. 

Building on the work of Dennis et al. (2018), colleges could increase the flexibility 

around continuous assessments deadlines allowing part-time work commitments (as 

well as illness) to qualify for deadline extensions.  Colleges could also look at 

increasing the extent of blended learning whereby students can engage from home.  

Allied to this, is providing access to recorded lectures on Virtual Learning 

Environments (VLE).  Dennis et al. (2018) citing a recent review by Karnad (2013) 

have highlighted that “the consensus of contemporary studies is that provision of 

recorded material has little to no effect on student attendance, and negligible to 

positive effects on attainment” (p. 36).  The Open University (Wildavski, 2016) and 

Hibernia College are examples of institutions that successfully make extensive use of 

online delivery.  Indeed, from the world of entertainment, the Netflix model of having 

superb content, delivered seamlessly through a variety of channels to a diverse 

audience that can choose what it wants to watch, and when, may be model worth 

exploring in an educational context. 

Finally, further research may be merited in understanding and describing the value of 

capturing the learning that is potentially available from higher education students’ 

part-time work given the ubiquity of the practice. 
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