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Introduction
The vast majority of undergraduate students use multiple 
resources to help pay for their cost of education. Even though 
most students work while enrolled, earnings from work are 
rarely enough to cover the full cost of attendance. Many 
respondents reported using earnings from their current 
employment or savings to pay for college, but only five percent 
used solely these self-financing methods. While it may have 
once been possible to cover the cost of college only through 
working while enrolled, that has not been a realistic option  
for decades.

Sources Used to Pay for College
Among undergraduate students, more than half reported using 
Pell grants or other grants and almost half reported using 
scholarships and current employment to help pay for college, 
as found in the fall 2024 Student Financial Wellness Survey 
(SFWS). About a third of respondents borrowed student loans 
and a third had financial help from family. Smaller percentages 
of respondents reported putting college costs on credit 
cards, having parents take out loans for their education, or 
using military benefits. This generally matches nationally 
representative data from the National Postsecondary Student 
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Do you use any of the following methods to pay for college?
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Aid Study for 2019-2020 undergraduate students, which 
show that 64 percent of students received a grant from 
any source, 34 percent had a federal student loan, and four 
percent had parents who took out federal loans for their 
education during that year. 

The average undergraduate respondent reported using  
2.9 different resources to pay for college, though there  
were some significant differences between different  
groups. Respondents attending four-year institutions,  
white respondents, respondents under age 25, non-
parenting respondents, respondents who worked while 
enrolled, respondents not in their first year, and full-time 
respondents all reported using a higher number of different 
resources to help pay for college compared to their peers.

Self-Financing College
Across all undergraduate SFWS respondents, only five percent 
reported using only self-pay resources (i.e., current income 
and/or savings) to pay for college, though this varied some 
by sector. Eight percent of two-year respondents used only 
self-pay resources compared to just two percent of four-year 
respondents. 

Self-pay only students tended to be older and more likely to 
be parents compared to their non-self-pay peers. Students 
using only self-pay resources were more likely to work while 
enrolled, and working self-pay students reported working 
longer hours than working students who had used additional 
methods to pay for school, with 58 percent of self-pay 
students working 40 or more hours per week compared to 
42 percent of non-self-pay students. These working self-pay 
students mostly saw themselves as workers who go to school, 
rather than students who work. However, self-pay students 
were much more likely to be attending part-time, extending 
the time needed to earn their degree – 67 percent of self-pay 
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Hours of Minimum Wage Work per Week Needed to Pay for Two Semesters
of an Average Undergraduate Education at a Public University
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students were enrolled part-time compared to 33 percent of 
students who used additional resources to help pay for school. 
Using income from work to fully fund higher education costs is 
not a realistic option for most students to earn their degree in 
a timely way.

The Myth of Working Your Way  
Through College
As shown in the SFWS data, very few students pay for college 
entirely with their savings and work income, though this 
used to be easier. In earlier decades, students could finance 
an undergraduate education by taking a full course load 
while working enough hours to cover living and educational 
expenses, perhaps with the aid of savings from a summer job. 

From 1966 to 1981, a time in which the minimum wage 
increased fairly regularly, an industrious undergraduate could 
have paid for two semesters of education at a public university 
(tuition, food, and housing) by working about 20-25 hours per 
week at a minimum wage job. Starting in the early 1980s and 
through the 1990s, as the cost of education increased and 
minimum wage increases grew infrequent, the number of work 
hours needed to pay for an education began to rise, and rose 
sharply at the turn of the century and again after the 2008 
economic recession. The last federal minimum wage increase 
was in 2009, ushering in the current upward trend.

As of the 2022-2023 school year, an undergraduate attending 
a public four-year institution in the U.S. would have had to 
work 811 hours per week every week of the year to pay for  
the cost of attendance for two semesters. 

Conclusion
Nearly all students reported using resources other than just 
their savings or income from employment to pay for college. 
Those who were able to use only these self-pay resources 
tended to be more financially secure than those who relied 
on other resources, but this represented only five percent 
of respondents. The average respondent reported using 
2.9 different resources, though certain groups of students, 
such as working students and students attending four-year 
institutions, reported using more resources compared to their 
peers. College tuition has risen faster than wages, particularly 
minimum wage, over the past several decades, making it 
nearly impossible for students to afford the cost of college 
through work and savings alone.

1 The average weighted student budget for an undergraduate at a public four-year university in AY 2022-2023 was $28,562. In 2022, the minimum wage 
was $7.25 per hour, with 6.2 percent taken out for Social Security. At a net of $6.80 per hour, a full-time student with no other financial aid or assets would 
have to work 4,200 hours per year, or 81 hours per week, to cover the student budget.



TRELLIS STRATEGIES SPOTLIGHT REPORT BRIEF

Recent Trellis Strategies publications
Fathers in College: Navigating Family, Finances, and Wellbeing
	 Cornett, A. (2025). Fathers in College: Navigating Family, Finances, and Wellbeing. Trellis Strategies.  

https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/fathers-in-college-navigating-family-finances-and-wellbeing/

Pillars of Support: Results from an Evaluation of the Parenting Students Project at Austin Community College 
	 Plumb, M. H. & Wheeler, P. E. (2025). Pillars of support: Results from an evaluation of the Parenting Students Project at Austin Community 

College. Trellis Strategies. https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/pillars-of-support-results-from-an-evaluation-of-the-parenting-
students-project-at-austin-community-college/

Parenting Students: What They Need and What Institutions Can Do
	 Plumb, M. H. (2025). Parenting Students: What They Need and What Institutions Can Do. Trellis Strategies.  

https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/parenting-students-what-they-need-and-what-institutions-can-do/

About Trellis Strategies
Trellis Strategies is an experienced research partner dedicated to advancing education and workforce development. With nearly 40 years  
of expertise, we specialize in qualitative and quantitative research services, including surveys, interviews, focus groups, and case studies.  
Our proficiency in qualitative research and quantitative analyses enables us to extract insights from extensive datasets, guiding strategic 
decision-making in areas such as student success and outcomes.

Our expertise extends to diverse fields including data analysis, market research, policy analysis, and more. We address topics such as  
adult learners, student finances, and institutional effectiveness. Trellis Strategies offers a collaborative approach to data-driven decisions, 
contributing to positive transformations in education and workforce development.

Newsletter Subscription
Interested in receiving our monthly newsletter, Strategies 360, via email?  
Subscribe here: https://www.trellisstrategies.org/insights/newsletter/

www.trellisstrategies.org© 2025 Trellis Strategies
71646

Sources
Fletcher, C., Cornett, A., Plumb, M. H., & Ashton, B. (2025). Student Financial Wellness Survey – Fall 2024 Results. Trellis Strategies.  
https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/student-financial-wellness-survey-fall-2024-results/ 

Postsecondary Education Opportunity “I worked my way through college. You should too.” 2008 update to Research Newsletter, Issue Number 
125, November 2002. Student charges – U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/
d23/tables/dt23_330.10.asp

Minimum Wage (https://www.dol.gov/general/topic/wages/minimumwage). 

OASDI tax rate (http://www.ssa.gov/oact/ProgData/taxRates.html).

https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/fathers-in-college-navigating-family-finances-and___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzoxMGU3OjNkNDZhMjRlZDJkZDE0YWMxZjU4NzQ1NGM1NTliZWQ5MDkwNzYzMTVmZTM3ZTA0NDQyOGRmZWY4Y2E4MTA2OGY6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/pillars-of-support-results-from-an-evaluation-of-___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzowZTk4OmQ1NzRmZTM0N2VkZmMzMjFhMmNjYmQxYjAzZWQ5ZDMwYWUwOTg0N2E2MjVmNDNiZTg2MmRlMjNkZDkyMzA0NTM6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/pillars-of-support-results-from-an-evaluation-of-___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzowZTk4OmQ1NzRmZTM0N2VkZmMzMjFhMmNjYmQxYjAzZWQ5ZDMwYWUwOTg0N2E2MjVmNDNiZTg2MmRlMjNkZDkyMzA0NTM6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/parenting-students-what-they-need-and-what-instit___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6Nzo4ODUzOmMzZTUwNmY0YzI3ZTM2MDI5M2NlNjM2NzBjNmRjOWZjZmZmZGJiYjY1NDY3NWNjZTg4OWFmZGE0ZDU1ZGM3YTI6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/insights/newsletter/___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzplOTFmOmY5ZGQyMTQ3OTI4MTc3NmQwNjFkZTFiMWYxNjVhODA1ZWNmYWRlZDEyN2IyODIzNWRkYTY2ZDRiOTU1ZGNjYjQ6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/student-financial-wellness-survey-fall-2024-resul___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6Nzo1OGQ4OjlkZGIyMmFiOWE2NDlmZTk5MTRlYTQ3NmI2NmNiZmQzMjVlMTViYzUxZjA3ZDA2ZTIzYzQ5Y2RmNTc5M2NkNTA6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_330.10.asp___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzoxMDdhOjM2MzE2ZDJjNmJlOTZjZWVjNDk3MTE3MDFjZTU0N2M5N2QyYTM1ZTE2MmY3Yjg3YTUxZmFkN2RlMGRhNTEyNWU6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_330.10.asp___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzoxMDdhOjM2MzE2ZDJjNmJlOTZjZWVjNDk3MTE3MDFjZTU0N2M5N2QyYTM1ZTE2MmY3Yjg3YTUxZmFkN2RlMGRhNTEyNWU6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___https://www.dol.gov/general/topic/wages/minimumwage___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzplNjc5OjQzN2VjMzg0ZDFlMzBiOTc0YTliZTMzZjk1ZTQwNmVhNTYzZjlmOGYyY2Q4NWZiYzUwMjQ0ZTA2MDRjMmFiNmI6cDpUOk4
https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___http://www.ssa.gov/oact/ProgData/taxRates.html___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzphOm86ZjkyMDQ4NGM1ZmFjZDk3ZmE5MmZmMWJiNGE2ZTIyNTM6NzpiNjI5OjE4MGZlYmZlNmY3NmVjNWI1NjQxM2MzNzkwODIxZTMwY2YwZmQwMjRlNmIwMDRkMTQ0MmQ0MDEyM2I5MmM4Y2E6cDpUOk4

