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 Today in America, employers are increasingly requiring employees to have college 
degrees for consideration for jobs roles. Catherine Rampell explores this idea in her article “The 
College Degree has become the New High School Degree,” stating that a college degree has 
become “the minimum required credential to get even the most basic, entry level job.” Aside 
from entry-level jobs filling at an increasing level by those with a college degree, as was found 
by Burning Glass Technologies in a report that they published, college degree ownership for 25-
29 year olds has increased from 24.7% to 33.6% from 1995 to 2013. With an increasing number 
of students pursuing a college degree in order to maintain a competitive advantage in the job 
market, one can infer that more and more people are exposed to the stressors of college.  
Arguably, the largest and most difficult stressors to grasp and understand is how to measure 
success through ones college career. In educational environments prior to college, i.e. primary 
and secondary school, one measured success based upon the acceptance to a college in most 
scenarios. In college however, success is broadly address and categorized by “academic 
success.” The focus on academic success infers that as long as a student is successful in the 
classroom and maintains a good grade point average (GPA) that they will succeed in their future. 
While academic success is an obvious important piece to the puzzle, it can be found that one 
learns much more through their college career to be successful. In addition to academics, there 
are very important life skills that students need to learn and manage through their collegiate 
development. By actively pursuing personal financial management and healthy extracurricular 
involvement in addition to the academic paths that are laid out by advisors for respective degree 
paths, students will achieve a greater sense of success as a result of their college careers and be 
better equipped for life after.  
 
Personal Financial Management  
 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, around 67% of high school graduates in 
2017 were pursuing a college degree after graduation. For these general groups of young adults, 
and in many cases those older who are returning, their grasp of general financial concepts are 
limited due to lack of experience. Specifically defined many individuals enter college being 
financially illiterate. As the term is defined by DL Remund in his article, “Financial Literacy 
Explicated” as, “a measure of the degree to which one understands key financial concepts and 
possess the ability and confidence to manage personal finances through appropriate short-term 
decision making and sound long-range financial planning, while mindful of life events and 
changing conditions.” The reason for this ignorance seems to be more due to inexperience and 
needed development than a failure prior to college. Most students have had their parents or 
guardians to provide for their needs and up until being on a college campus, many have not fully 
shouldered the responsibility for their financial state.  
 Financial literacy is important for college students because as legal adults the 
responsibility falls upon the individual, in most cases, as opposed to their prior guardians. This 
responsibility takes its first form in the shape of student loans for many students. According to 
the Federal Reserve in 2016, the average student completed their degree with roughly $37,000 in 
student debt (Studentloanhero.com). Fortunately, for University of Arkansas students their 
average sits below the national average at $27,172 of debt after four years. Although this may 
not sound like a lot, but to put it into perspective in an interview with a recent U of A graduate it 
was learned that with her total loan amount of $21,000, it will cost her $255 a month over 10 
years to completely pay off if she is making the minimum payment.  At this payment rate when 
her loan comes to term, she will have paid nearly $31,000 with interest. Given that this is 
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equivalent to the price of a new car or the down payment on a sizable house, it is important for 
students to be conscious of their financial state and to manage their debt in order to maximize 
their personal return upon their investment into a college degree.  
 
Typical Financing Options in College and how to Manage Them  

The first step to financial literacy and learning to make educated financial decisions is 
gaining the knowledge. During their career, college students exposure to both long term and 
short-term debt options that are undertaken to fund their time in college. This overall cost is not 
only limited to the cost of classes but also includes the cost of living and cost of supplies. In 
conjunction with common course topics in most general business classes, in order to increase or 
maximize return on investment we can increase the future return or we can decrease the cost of 
the venture.  In this case minimizing the cost of said venture, a college degree, will be the most 
controllable way to do so. Given that the cost of on a college degree will always be present 
students must learn how to effectively fund their college career with the overall goal of 
minimizing the long-term effects of interest upon debt that is accrued.  Given that the amount 
required to fund a college career, in most cases, upfront cost will not be completely covered, 
summarizing total costs as follows: 
Total Costs= Cost paid upfront (by the student or other) + Cost Financed (cost paid in the 

future) 
The following are ways to cover the total cost of college: 

1. Scholarships  
2. Upfront Personal  
3. Loans 
4. External credit- this includes the many credit card offers that many students receive 

that can frequently be seen used for everyday expenses or even class costs if the 
situation requires it.  

By using one or all of these methods, students provide the school or institution with their fees at 
the time they receive their education. Otherwise, the institution will not release a student’s 
diploma.  
 To reinforce the goals of student financial management in college, the reduction of cost 
will not be the reduction of the total cost of education, but rather the reduction of out of pocket 
cost a student will have to pay. Most importantly the reduction of the amount that is financed and 
repaid over time with interest. Borrowing a dollar today will cost well more than a dollar is 
worth in 5 years due to inflation. This is why lenders charge interest, to make it worth it for them 
to loan a student money. Thus, interest is the extra cost of financing the cost of college. After the 
student receives the loan and disperse the funds to the school for payment, the sum begins to gain 
interest charges add to the total amount of the loan. Subsequently, the new total then gains 
interest, which is compounding interest. Therefore, as one gradually repays the loan the 
payments are not just paying the principal (the original amount) but also the interest that accrues 
over the life of the loan. An example of this is shown in Exhibit 1 (shown below). You can see 
the portion of each payment that actually pays the original debt amount and the total amount paid 
in interest.  
 Of the four, aforementioned, options typical students have available, which are placed in 
order of which they should be pursued due to the fact that Scholarships and upfront payment 
avoid the accrual of interest as a whole. As such, they will be discussed in such order. 
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Scholarships 
Scholarships are arguably the best option to minimize overall cost because the student is 

not responsible for the amount or responsible to repay it over time. However, scholarships are 
typically merit or need based, so they require the recipients to either meet a set of qualifications 
and or maintain a level of performance through their career. Scholarships and grants are also 
rather numerous. According to bigfuture.collegeboard.org, about two thirds of college students 
receive some type of scholarship or grant.  Students can also find scholarships through outside 
community programs like church, community centers, and even online databases. These amounts 
will vary but it is possible to receive enough to cover the full costs of a college degree. Now, this 
is not new information to the majority. Most graduating high school students understand that 
their standardized tests grades as well as with their high school GPA will play a role in receiving 
scholarships. However, fewer students are aware that there are still more scholarship and grants 
available for upperclassmen as well. So if a student does not receive a full ride as a freshman 
there is still a chance to receive more awards later in their college career. 
 
Upfront Payment 
 In some instances, students may be fortunate enough that they or their parents are 
financially capable of paying for all of the education costs upfront. In such cases, these 
individuals would avoid paying any interest, but would have the drawback of incurring the 
current costs. Additionally, many students have the capacity to work part or full time jobs while 
they complete their degree. This pursuit of employment alongside of a degree is the most 
straightforward option when it comes to finding a way to pay for the costs of a degree.  

Maintaining a job of any kind while being a student is a difficult time commitment, for 
most students, and for others like international students it may not be legal. However, for those 
who are able and willing to commit to a job while being a student the benefits are numerous. As 
previously mentioned, the experience that working while pursuing a college degree can help 
offset the costs and further limit the amount of funds needed to be taken in loans. In addition, it 
provides an opportunity to learn about work interactions before looking for a career specific job 
after graduation. This learning can provide invaluable practice in areas like conflict management, 
work-life balance, and leadership. In many cases, you will be able to learn about what you really 
want in a future employer and further what to look for in your career. 

While working during college, students have the chance to develop many soft skills like, 
leadership, teamwork, and work ethic, to name a few, that many employers look for in potential 
job candidates. Kyle Massey explored what skills employers looked for in his article, “Some 
Skills can Aid Success in Any Job.” Massey found that there was an increased trend of  
companies asking for group project work to be done so that students can be prepared for 
professional team work. Since many group projects in class can end up being trivial due to the 
forced nature of the activity, a work environment is a great alternative can give students early 
practice and will benefit them after they graduate in addition to providing funds for their overall 
cost of college.  

All of this being said it would seem that “everyone should work during college.” This is 
not the case necessarily. Some students work because they have to and it is the only way to make 
ends meet. Others work as a form of social involvement (the effects of which will be discussed 
later). Regardless of the reason, the important thing to remember is that students should have the 
primary goal of receiving their degree and a secondary goal could be maintaining some form of 
employment for the various benefits. One should not place priority on any side job over 
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academic success. Essentially, this means that classes should take the priority over work. The 
fact of the matter stands that not all employers will adjust schedules if their employee is a 
student. So, the responsibility falls on the student to know how much they can work while 
maintaining academic success. This will take trial and error. The learning curve on applying 
oneself to studies, a job, and the people you meet will take many shapes but being attentive to it 
will be the first step in the right direction.  

 
Loans 

Student loans can take on a few different forms. The most popular are federal student 
loans that can be subsidized, meaning the government pays the interest until after the student 
graduates or unsubsidized where the interest begins to accrue from the receipt of the funds. In 
some instances, individuals are required to take on personal loans to pay for the expenses of their 
degree. Whether subsidized or unsubsidized government loans, or a private loans all loans have 
the advantage of covering the bills that need to be covered. The drawback of eventually being 
charged interest on the borrowed sum over the course of the loans repayment period. This is 
where the concept of the time value of money is applied and associated amortization schedules 
come in to make it worthwhile for lenders to let students borrow the money to fund their 
education. The student in this case is agreeing to pay the lender more money than they borrow in 
order to have it now and pay back later (see Exhibit 1 for example of amortization schedule).\ 

 
External Credit  

External credit can take the form of car loans or other sources of funding that might be 
required to cover other living costs. Car loans and other large loans function similarly to student 
loans just with different term lengths and interest rates. The more complicated side of external 
credit comes in the form of credit cards. Most students receive offers shortly after high school 
graduation. Credit cards offer many benefits, but they come at a risk. When used correctly one 
can gain some nice benefits, but one can easily lose control. The majority of advisors will tell 
students “Do not get a credit card.” More accurately, this should be stated “Do not be unwise 
with a credit card.” One of the most beneficial effects that intelligent usage of a credit card can 
offer is building of a credit score. Credit score is the factor by which banks and creditors check 
when you need to receive a loan. The catch is that no credit or the lack of lines of credit can be 
just as detrimental as having poor credit.  
 There are many factors that are involved in calculating a credit score. Credit Karma does 
a wonderful job explaining the five major factors: Payment history, credit usage, length of credit 
history, credit mix and types, and recent credit. Companies that extend credit want to see a 
borrower that has history of on time payments, does not max out their credit lines, has long 
history of responsible use, different types of credit (i.e. car payments, school loans, credit cards), 
and good recent activity. When one applies these factors to your average college student, the 
biggest issue arises with the time required to gain history with these types of credit. This is why 
it is important to get a credit card and begin to develop credit history and a good credit score 
during a student’s college career. That way upon graduation, it will be easier to transition into the 
professional world. Specifically, it will be easier to get an apartment, or a new car, or even open 
an account for a cable bill with an established credit score. The one warning to offer as a caution 
is to understand that intelligent credit management includes wise spending habits and not getting 
trapped into the “minimum payment” as the method to pay off a card. 
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 Managing personal finances can be a daunting task to a young adult beginning their 
college career. However, by being educated and aware on what it actually costs and how to set 
up the future to have less debt and to be a better candidate to borrow in the instances where it is 
necessary for the average person. By staying on top of financed funds and building a good credit 
score, a student will set themselves up for success upon graduation as opposed to getting a 
handle on the situation only when the payments start piling up. This will reduce stress and allow 
more enjoyment from your extracurricular life, which is the next piece to the overarching goal of 
success.  
 
Extracurricular Activities 
 As recent high school graduates set foot on a college campus for their new student 
orientation it does not take long to be overwhelmed by options on activities and groups with 
which to spend one’s time. Students have options to join registered student organizations 
(RSOs), Greek life fraternities and sororities, academic organizations, club sports, religious 
organizations, or even student leadership positions. There is always an abundance of people to 
meet and activities to try as a college student. Many students use this opportunity to redefine 
themselves as a young adult.  Student’s ability to redefine themselves as individuals in college is 
an opportunity to forge friendships and decide for oneself with what they want to associate 
themselves.  
 These extensive social opportunities present themselves to young adults at a very 
important time in their development. In 2006, a group of psychologists did a study with 2000 
college aged students and found that a large portion of their personality development happens 
during the college career (Ludtke et. all). If students were to focus solely on academic pursuits 
during this developmental period of their lives and their activities were relatively devoid of 
social interaction, the likelihood of developing the necessary social skills to function properly in 
the social areas of the workplace and society as a whole would be arguably limited. If the goal of 
higher education is to form young adults into contributing parts of society then one of the most 
important things to learn would be how to interact with said society. In order to be able to use the 
majority of the skills learned or taught in college, a student must be able to apply them to a real 
world scenario in which the individual can learn to practice some of the soft skills that 
companies look for as was mentioned previously.   
 Another benefit of the increased social interaction is the development of networking 
skills. In 2014, a group of researchers studied the effects of student’s social interactions both in 
and out of class and observed how their behaviors changed in both arenas as they learned to use 
their peers as mutual resources (Thompson et all). These networking skills will be crucial to 
furthering professional careers after graduation. Students who are able to interact effectively and 
build relationships with peers and in the future coworkers will become employees that are more 
efficient as they will have a better grasp of the interpersonal skills and thus will be able to 
manage professional relationships.  
 
Extracurricular Activities vs Academic Success 
 Just like in managing finances and paying for the cost of higher education, time is the 
biggest enemy. Pertaining to finances it appears in the form of interest accrued over time. With 
extracurricular activities (ECAs), students are limited on the number of hours available to devote 
to classes and extracurricular activities combined. With this obvious limitation, one could raise 
the question as to what the effect extracurricular activities have on academic success. In 2014, a 
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study conducted to explore if there was a positive or negative effect on academic performance 
from ECAs. The researchers to no surprise found that no ECA activity negatively affected 
academic performance, while students that participated in ECAs up to a certain point 
experienced positive results that improved their academic performance. There was a point to 
which ECAs consumed more time than classes, which made it impossible for students to 
maintain their study habits and experienced a decline in performance greater than those who did 
not participate in ECAs (Seow et all). The correlations found could possibly attributed to 
increased group study behavior or it could also be argued that the time away from the stringent 
class type learning environment and study sessions lead to better absorption of the material. 
Further evidence states, “recent studies find that extracurricular involvement within the college 
environment has a positive relationship to the academic performance of under-represented 
college students” (Davalos et al. 1999; Fischer 2007).  Proving that extracurricular activities are 
beneficial for all students regardless of ethnicity or background.  Another viewpoint held for 
ECAs is that, “students engage in ECAs to perform something valuable, to better manage and 
organize their academic studies, to promote the development of employability skills, and to 
compensate for low grades” (Thompson 2013). Regardless of the actual root, it can be seen that 
involvement in ECAs can offer multifaceted benefits to students including better academic 
performance, the establishment of personal networks, and the development of other soft skills 
that are attractive to future employers.  
 
The Direct Effect of Extracurricular upon Employability after College 
 Although there is inherent risk, dividing student time between classes and ECA’s there is 
a direct affect upon student employability after college. In 2017, a study published in the Journal 
of Vocational Behavior in which the researchers tested fictitious resumes with different 
variations of good GPA and extensive ECA activity. They found that it was indeed a 
combination of the two that leads to students having more attractive resumes (Pinto et all). 
Having a more attractive resume provides confidence to students as they begin to apply for roles 
following their college career. These roles could include graduate programs or employment.  

Employers find many benefits in seeing ECAs on a candidates resume. Cole et al. (2007) 
found that US recruiters looked more positively at students who complemented academic 
accomplishments (GPA) with the involvement in extracurricular activities, while Chia (2005) 
showed that the combination of ECAs, GPA and emotional intelligence was important to get an 
initial job interview.  All of which makes a candidate more desirable and gives them an edge 
above while interviewing in this saturated market of entry-level roles. 

Additionally, as students receive interview invitations for employment one thing that is 
not coached often is how little academic resumes are addressed during those interviews. In most 
cases, employers take the students GPA and class ranking as a prerequisite for further screening. 
However, the questions addressed in many interviews are more closely related to the students 
experience dealing with classmates and how they handle certain problems or situations. Without 
having experiences outside of the classroom, a student would have a difficult time finding 
examples to show how they would be capable of using the skills they may have learned in the 
classroom.   
 Most students however do not fully grasp the importance of gaining vast experiences 
until asked to provide examples for prospective employers. A recent management student at the 
University Arkansas was exposed to over fifteen interviews in her pursuit of a job during 2017 
and she said that during all of these interviews, which spanned multiple disciplines and industries 
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there was not a single one that covered her academic achievements in depth. Instead, the 
majority of the time was spent applying experiences to the potential job environment. 
Fundamentally, concluding that behavioral experience was a much stronger factor during an 
interview as opposed to raw academic performance (Petrusa). While this information is by no 
means secret in some circles, many students are unaware that they need to be able to actively 
apply their knowledge until they are in an interview. With a lack of knowledge going into an 
interview, the experience can be negative thus leading to students feeling less successful early in 
their job search.   
 
The Great Balancing Act 
 There is a lot to consider while pursuing the next chapter, with 67% of high school 
graduates now pursuing a college education (College Enrollment and Work Activity), there is an 
increasing number of students in search of greater success than they have already achieved. 
Offering an image of what else is actually involved in experiencing success after college will 
continue to be detrimental in supporting students through their next life transition. Students must 
come to realize more quickly that academic success is not the only component in a successful 
college career. Instead, college success is a longer lasting and farther-reaching achievement that 
will manifest as students pursue additional education or a career. If students are able to balance 
their financial situation by making educated decisions and sacrifices in order to limit the long 
lasting effect of the costs of college, they will find financial success in minimized debt. In 
tandem, if students can select extracurricular activities to not only allow an escape from the 
stress of rigorous tests schedules and also provide experiences that they can apply to future jobs 
or requirements they will find success in being adequately equipped and prepared for future 
positions. Financial, extracurricular, and academic success combined in a delicate balance are the 
key factors allowing college students to experience a greater sense of success from their efforts 
during their college career. 
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Exhibit 1 

 



10 
 

 
Works Cited 

 
“Answers to Your Frequently Asked Questions About Financial Aid.” Financial Aid: FAQs,  

bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/financial-aid-101/financial-aid-faqs. 
Cole, M. S., Rubin, R. S., Feild, H. S., & Giles, W. F. (2007). Recruiters' perceptions and use of 

applicant résumé information: Screening the recent graduate. Applied Psychology, 56(2), 
319–343. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.2007.00288. 

Chia, Y. M. (2005). Job offers of multi-national accounting firms: The effects of emotional 
intelligence, extra-curricular activities, and academic performance. Accounting 
Education, 14(1), 75–93. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0693928042000229707. 

“College Enrollment and Work Activity of Recent High School and College Graduates  
Summary.” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 26 Apr.  
2018, www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm. 

“Credentials Gap.” Burning Glass Technologies, Burning Glass Technologies14, 14 Mar. 2018, 
www.burning-glass.com/research-project/credentials-gap/. 

Davalos, D. B., Chavez, E. L., & Guardiola, R. J. (1999). The effects of extracurricular activity, 
ethnic identification, and perception of school on student dropout rates. Hispanic Journal 
of Behavioral Sciences, 21, 61–77 

 “Digest of Education Statistics, 2013.” National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Home 
Page, a Part of the U.S. Department of Education, US Department of Education, 2013, 
nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_104.20.asp. 

Fischer, M. J. (2007). Settling into campus life: Differences by Race/Ethnicity in college 
involvement and outcomes. Journal of Higher Education, 78, 125–161 

Massey, Kyle. "Some Skills can Aid Success in any Job." Arkansas Business 33.43 (2016): 14-
5. ProQuest. Web. 29 Apr. 2018. 

Petrusa, Ashley. “You’re Post College Experience.” 5 Jan. 2018. 
Pinto, Luisa H., and Diogo C. Ramalheira. "Perceived Employability of Business Graduates: The 

Effect of Academic Performance and Extracurricular Activities." Journal of Vocational 
Behavior, vol. 99, 2017, pp. 165-178. 

Rampell, Catherine. “The College Degree Has Become the New High School Degree.” The 
Washington Post, WP Company, 9 Sept. 2014, 
www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/catherine-rampell-the-college-degree-has-become-
the-new-high-school-degree/2014/09/08/e935b68c-378a-11e4-8601-
97ba88884ffd_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.c40d66678841. 

Remund, DL. “Financial Literacy explicated: the case for a clearer definition in an increasingly 
complex economy.” Consumer Affairs. Vol 44, 2010, pp. 276-295, Print. 

Thompson, Jennifer Jo, Evan Conaway, and Erin L. Dolan. "Undergraduate Students' 
Development of Social, Cultural, and Human Capital in a Networked Research 
Experience." Cultural Studies of Science Education 11.4 (2016): 959-90. ProQuest. Web. 
30 Apr. 2018. 

Thompson, L. J., Clark, G., Walker, M., & Whyatt, J. D. (2013). ‘It's just like an extra string to 
your bow’: Exploring higher education students' perceptions and experiences of 
extracurricular activity and employability. Active Learning in Higher Education, 14(2), 
135–147. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1469787413481129. 

 


	University of Arkansas, Fayetteville
	ScholarWorks@UARK
	5-2018

	A Seniors Guide to Finding Success in College
	Gabriel Munson
	Recommended Citation


	Final Thesis Submission_Gabriel_Munson

