“I Know What It’s Like to Struggle™:
The Working Lives of Young Students in an Urban
Community College by Stuart Tannock and Sara Flocks

“It’s ironic that you go to school to better yourself, but while you’re in school, you’re at the bottom of
the bottom with bad jobs, [you have] no benefits and no help to get through.”

- Antonia Paradela, community college student
and video store clerk, age 24

Working youth over the age of seventeen are the forgotten workers of twenty-first
century America. Of course, we are all aware of the existence of working youth — they are the
workers we see almost every day of our lives. They pour us coffees at the local Starbucks. They
serve us meals at Denny’s and Chevy’s, and countless other chain restaurants, local eateries and
fastfood outlets. They are the faces that greet us in bars and night clubs, hotels and theme parks,
sporting arenas and other tourist locations. They are the cashiers and counterhands, stockboys
and security guards at Office Depot and Office Max, at Walmart and Walgreen’s, in Big Box
retail, shopping mall chain stores, and sidestreet boutiques.

Despite such visibility, we lack an understanding of who working youth really are. Many
think of the typical youth worker as being a fifteen or sixteen-year-old, still living at home,
getting his or her first experience in the workforce, earning some extra pocket money, and
having no great concern with what we typically view as “adult” workplace issues — wages,
benefits, and working conditions. Most of the young workers we see in our daily lives, however,
are actually in their late teens and early twenties. These youth are often working to pay rent,

cover personal expenses, help out their parents or support their children, all the while trying to



get ahead in the world. These workers — along with their younger high-school-age colleagues —
are also among the most marginalized groups of workers in our country, with lower wages, fewer
benefits, less job security, lower status jobs and lower rates of unionization than any other age
group in the workforce.

When thinking of youth in their late teens and early twenties, many imagine a world
neatly divided between youth who are working and not in school (so-called “non-college youth™)
and youth who are in school and not working (“college youth”). In actuality, in the years
following high school, the majority of youth both work and pursue some kind of formal or non-
formal education, whether in GED programs; private technology, arts, or media academies;
trade or vocational institutes; or two-year or four-year colleges. In the years after high school,
most young students work, whether during school semesters or school holidays; and most young
workers either are simultaneously pursuing studies, are in between being enrolled in programs of
study, or are planning to return imminently to further study. Failure to recognize this mix of
education and work in the lives of post-high-school youth distorts our views of students: we
forget the enormous impact that rising tuition costs have had on the lives of young people and
ignore the struggles of post-high-school students as they try to combine schooling and
employment. Such failure also distorts our views of young workers out of high school — many of
whom see themselves as temporary or “stopgap” workers, and are strongly oriented to student
identities and education pathways, even if they are not currently enrolled in formal schooling
institutions. Indeed, to a large degree, it is their prolonged orientation to and participation in
further education that essentially defines workers in their late teens and twenties as “youth”

workers (Tannock 2001).

11t is surprisingly difficult to determine the exact number of youth who combine work and education in
the United States, for at least two reasons. First, data is often collected separately for “traditional



Because they are so commonly misunderstood, working youth over the age of seventeen
have been almost completely ignored in national social policy and advocacy agendas. Other
groups of marginalized workers — women, minorities, immigrants, the elderly — have all been the
focus of legislative activity, community and union organizing, media publicity and academic
research. Young workers under the age of eighteen have been able, periodically, to win public
and media attention and concern by virtue of their being seen as minors, dependents, or children.

Child labor laws, whatever their effectiveness, offer at least nominal protection to working

students” and “traditional workers”, in line with the dominant college/non-college model. Second, data
is often collected synchronically - asking, for example, whether a student is working during the current
academic semester or month - and thus fails to capture the increasingly fluid cycling back and forth
between work and schooling that characterizes the lives of many contemporary post-high school youth.
A rough picture can begin to be sketched out, however, by juxtaposing different data sets:

e (1) What proportion of the population we traditionally think of as young students are employed in
the labor force? In October 2001, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2002) reports that 54% of the
population aged 16-24 was enrolled in high school or college, and of these, 43% were employed.
Employment figures can be further broken down by enrollment status: 37% of high school students
were employed, as were 47% of full-time college students and 84.5% of part-time college students.
These figures would increase considerably if given a longitudinal dimension: for example, over 80%
of youth in the United States now work at some point during their high school career (National
Research Council 1998).

e (2) What proportion of the population we traditionally think of as young workers participate in
educational activities (other than formal, full-time schooling)? In 1999, the National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES 2002) reports that 50% of the population aged 16-24 participated in adult
education, where adult education is defined as including basic adult ed and ESL courses,
apprenticeship programs, part-time college and work-related courses, but excluding continuous
pursuit of formal education. NCES and BLS education enrollment data overlap by both including
part-time college students; it is also the case that some individuals combine formal full-time
schooling with adult education classes. Nevertheless, the NCES and BLS data together suggest
extraordinarily high education participation rates among 16-24 year old youth. While the NCES data
do not provide employment rates for youth participating in adult ed, it seems reasonable to assume
that the majority of these youth are not traditional students (i.e., are not simultaneously enrolled in
full-time, formal education). BLS data (2002) show relatively high employment rates for youth not
enrolled in either high school or college: in October 2001, 60% of this group of 16-19 year olds and
76% of this group of 20-24 year olds were working in the labor force.

The rise of the working student/student worker, as documented by these kinds of statistics, is, it should
be noted, a relatively recent phenomenon in American history. In earlier times, youth and young adults
in this country were more likely either to work or go to school, but not both. For discussion of the history
of youth employment in the United States, and of the factors leading to the rise of the student worker, see
Greenberger and Steinberg 1986, and Tannock, forthcoming.



minors from overwork, disruptive scheduling and dangerous working conditions. These laws,
moreover, enshrine the principle that the healthy education and development of working minors
should take precedence over the needs and interests of their employers. Working youth who are
eighteen and older — legally considered to be adults — have enjoyed no such special legislative
protection, no extended media or public attention, and no substantial interest groups advocating
or organizing on their behalf.

In order to draw attention to and recenter common (mis)representations of working
youth, we report here on a study we have been conducting on the work experiences of a group of
young students (most between the ages of 18 and 25) who are enrolled at an urban community
college in the Bay Area of northern California that we call “Gateway College” (a pseudonym).
We focus our discussion on working community college students because we believe that these
students are emblematic of post-high-school working youth. By this we mean that working
community college students are particularly likely to face challenges in their working lives that
all post-high-school working youth confront to a greater or lesser degree. Community college
students are more likely to be employed and work for more hours per week than four-year
college students (Horn 1998; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2001). They are also more likely to
come from poor and working class family backgrounds, to be people of color, immigrants and
children of immigrants; and they are less likely to receive parental financial assistance while
going to school than four-year college students (Shaw, Valadez and Rhoads 1999; Schneider
and Stevenson 1999). Most community college students work, often for long hours; and many
have long histories of cycling back and forth between work and study, enrolling in classes,
dropping out of school, transferring units, switching between programs and colleges, and re-

enrolling in classes once again.



All of the students we spoke with had tales to tell of their workplace difficulties: of
having to handle abusive managers and customers; sexual harassment and race discrimination;
low pay and no benefits; scheduling and job insecurities; and the stresses of pulling the double
shift of paid work and school work. “I know what it’s like to struggle,” one twenty-two year old
student told us, as she reflected on years of bouncing around from job to job, all the while trying
to pay bills, handle family and personal crises, and continue with her education. In the following
pages, we describe some of the dilemmas and difficulties that young working students at
Gateway College face. We report the workplace demands and desires of the students we
interviewed. And we call on educators, unionists, policy makers, community and youth
organizers to address and improve the conditions of working youth.

Some may feel that the best way to help working youth is to help them get a good
education. Indeed, most working youth themselves tend to focus on further schooling as the way
up and out of unpleasant and difficult working and living situations. We agree that it is
imperative to make higher education as accessible, affordable, supportive, relevant, and effective
as possible for all students. But we also believe that social policies and programs that address
only the needs of young people as students but not as workers are insufficient and short-sighted —
for three reasons:

e (1) Poor working conditions can act as an obstacle to further education. Some youth
delay entry into further education because they feel they cannot afford to be students when
they are earning wages that are at or only slightly above the legal minimum. Some youth
drop out of school because of scheduling or other conflicts caused by their employers. And
many youth find it difficult to excel in their classes while simultaneously trying to handle
workplace stresses and impositions.

e (2) Asyouth are spending extended periods of time pursuing further education, they are
simultaneously spending more of their lives in exploitative low-end, low-wage jobs. It now

takes the average community college student considerably longer than two years to complete
a two-year associate’s degree — most often because he or she is combining and/or alternating



work and study. Working youth may see themselves as and may be “temporary” workers,
but such “temporariness” is becoming increasingly prolonged. Even if youth find that their
investments in further education eventually pay off in the form of higher paying, more
rewarding and stable employment, they may nevertheless spend years of their lives in
marginal work settings. In this regard, improving the working conditions of post-high-school
youth is not only in the interests of youth, but of other workers toiling in low-end service
sector jobs. For the easy access of low-end service employers to a large, cheap and
disposable pool of student workers is likely to exert industry-wide downward pressure on
wages and working conditions.

e (3) While further education can help some youth, it will not help all youth. Many youth
do not see their educational plans through — they end up dropping out before they complete
their degrees or certificates. Others complete their programs in further education, but are still
unable to find higher paying, more rewarding and stable employment. There are simply not
enough good jobs in our economy to go around: maost jobs still require little more than a high
school diploma. While working youth may spend years identifying themselves as being

students, learners, and temporary workers, some may find themselves ending up in jobs little
different to their places of youth employment.

For these reasons and others, we believe that addressing the needs of working youth constitutes
one of the most important and unrecognized labor and social justice issues in contemporary U.S.

society.

Young Working Students at Gateway College

Gateway College is an urban community college in the Bay Area of northern California.
Founded originally as a trade and technical institute, Gateway has for decades been functioning
as a comprehensive college. In addition to its general education program, Gateway offers ESL
instruction, basic skills training, and a wide variety of vocational courses in fields from
cosmetology to carpentry, communications to culinary arts. Gateway’s student body is one-third
African American, one-third Asian American, one-sixth Latino and one-sixth white. Students
come predominantly from working class, middle to low income families. Some students are on
public assistance and CalWorks runs an on-campus training and support program under the

restrictions of federal TANF (welfare) legislation. While Gateway does not collect data on the



work status of its students, staff and students say that the vast majority of students work while at
Gateway: over four-fifths of the student body are part-time, and full-time students are often
likely to be employed as well.?

Like many community colleges, Gateway is notable for the great age range of its
students. About a third of the student body is under 25 years old; a third is between 25 and 35;
and a third is over 35 years old. In our study, we were interested in the work experiences of
young community college students — on students between the ages of 18 and 25. The work
experiences of older students are, of course, also important to document and analyze. However,
for many of these older, “adult” students, work and education identities, pathways, and issues are
distinct from students who see themselves (and are seen) as “youth.”

Who are the young students of Gateway College? The typical young Gateway student is
a person of color who grew up in the Bay Area or Central Valley of California. He or she
graduated from high school or has obtained a high school equivalency diploma and now attends
college as a day student on a part-time basis. While at college, this student is likely to work in
one of the region’s numerous low-end service sector jobs. Indeed, this student may well spend
considerably more time on the job, as a worker, than he or she does at school. More often than
not, past and present employment experience have little to do with our student’s current studies
or future ambitions. To realize these ambitions, the typical young student at Gateway hopes to

complete an AA degree and/or transfer to a four-year college — hopefully, this will happen

2 Surveys by the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) provide a sense of the scope of
community college student employment nationally. In 1994, NCES found that over 90% of the 1989-1990
community college student cohort reported working while being enrolled in college at some point over
the previous five years (NCES 1998a). During the single 1992-1993 academic year, 79% of community
college students worked; when employed, these students worked for an average of 33.8 hours per week
(NCES 1998b). By way of comparison, about 68% of four-year college students worked for an average of
26 hours per week during the same academic year (NCES 1998b).



sooner rather than later, and ideally, transfer will be to a four-year college not too far from home.
Transfers and degrees are expected to be tickets to a middle class level of living.

Our typical young student might take some hope if he or she were to see the transfer and
completion rates that Gateway College reports publicly, as it is required to do under federal
Student-Right-to-Know legislation. The most recent data announce a 25% completion rate and
41% transfer rate for students three years after they first enter Gateway. A closer look at such
figures, however, would tell our student a less promising story: the Student-Right-to-Know rates
are for full-time students only, a group that makes up a minority (29%) of young (aged 19-24)
Gateway students. Moreover, the reported transfer rates include students who switch to other
community colleges, not just those who have managed to move on to four-year universities.

Other statistics collected by Gateway are likely to be closer to the experience of our
typical young student. Only 58% of students ages 19 to 24 complete the courses they enroll in at
Gateway. A little more than 30% of students in this age range drop out of Gateway altogether
during a semester in which they have registered. Only 57% of students ages 19 to 24 who
register at Gateway for the fall semester are likely to still be there for the following spring
semester. As our student could probably point out, while some of these devastating statistics
have to do with young students not being fully “ready” to commit to their further education, or
with problems in the services (or lack thereof) that Gateway College has to offer, many of these
statistics have to do quite simply with life and work getting in the way. It is not uncommon for
students to go to school for a semester, drop school to work for a semester, come back to school,
and so forth; life and work can also impinge on schooling in more unplanned ways. The end
result is that many young students at Gateway spend lengthening periods of their lives toiling in

the basements of both the local labor market and the state’s public system of higher education.



Our Study

In our study, we focused not on the schooling experiences of young working community
college students but on their work experiences. Our goal was to develop a picture of where
young community college students work, of the issues they confront in the workplace, and of
how work fits in with the rest of their lives, at school and elsewhere. This chapter is based
primarily on interviews we conducted with staff, faculty and students at Gateway College during
the fall of 2001. Over a period of three months, we interviewed 45 young working students at
Gateway. These interviews were open-ended and conversational, and typically ran about an
hour. We recruited for our interviews by approaching students around campus, on the main
quad, in the cafeteria, student union building and library. Several sympathetic faculty members
invited us into their classrooms to introduce our study to their students, and offered extra class
credit to students who were willing to talk with us. Overall, the students we interviewed were
reflective of the diverse racial and ethnic, as well as the gender make-up (a slight majority of
women) of the Gateway student body (see Appendix A for a breakdown of our interview sample

by ethnicity and race).

A Throw-Away Workforce
Carter Jones is a twenty-one-year old, African-American, part-time student studying
computer programming at Gateway College. In his non-school hours, Carter works as a security
guard for a local Big Box retailer — rather, he actually works for a national temporary agency that
places him with a regional security company that subcontracts guard work for the retail owner.

Carter is happy with the way his Gateway programming classes are going, but his experiences



working as a security guard are another story. Pay checks from the temp agency are routinely
wrong, late or missing altogether. Carter’s nominal “employer”, Capital Security, provides him
with only nominal “training.” Capital Security regularly understaffs assignments, so that James
is forced — contrary to the company’s own stated guidelines — to work in dangerous situations
without backup. Carter also feels that retail managers, for whom he works indirectly, hold
unrealistic and unfair expectations:
Stores expect security guards to do more than they’re really told to do.... If they see
somebody stealing and all, and they run out of there, they want that security guard to run
down there, chase ‘em down the block, tackle ‘em, arrest ‘em, hold ‘em.... They expect
nothing to come up missing, and if something happens, they look at you like [Carter
makes a disapproving face]. | mean, all we can do is [say]. ‘I seen that person and this is
what he looks like,” and just tell somebody.... So they expect a whole lot out of a security

guard.... [But] if something happens, they’re not going to pay your hospital bill.... To get
[health] benefits, you would have to work there for like seven years.

In his first two months as a guard, Carter had two threatening incidents. In one, a suspected
shoplifter took a swing at Carter when he asked the individual to come back inside the store. In
the other, a man whom Carter had seen slip peaches into his coat pocket responded with verbal
threats when approached: “[He said], “You’d rather lose your life for the white man?’ ... *“What
if 1 had a gun right now? What if I just shot you?”” “I saw him in public after that,” Carter says
of the peach thief. “I was leery, | didn’t want to provoke anything. It can be really dangerous.”
Young Gateway students work predominantly in the San Francisco Bay Area’s low-wage
mass of service sector jobs — in food service, retail and wholesale, security, and clerical work

(see Appendix B for a breakdown of our interview sample’s employment by industry).® No

3 These findings are comparable to those reported in survey research on community college students. A
1990 study by NCES (1994) found that community college students nationally worked predominantly in
clerical jobs (24.3%), service jobs (19.7%) and retail (12.5%). Similarly, a 1998 survey in Washington state
found that 24% of community college students in the state worked in retail, 19% worked in education,
health and business services, 16% worked in food service, and 6% were in entertainment, tourism and
hospitality services (Harding and Harmon 1999).
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matter what their particular job title may be, the dominant impression Gateway students convey,
when talking about their work experiences, is of the fundamental cheapness of life in the low-end
service sector. Student workers are, for the most part, treated by employers as being a disposable
or throw-away workforce. Employers tend to commit and invest little in their student
employees, whom they see as being basically unskilled, non-essential and easy to replace.
Students are typically hired on a contingent and part-time basis, to cover for seasonal increases in
business, or to fill in irregular and undesirable shift and work assignments that regular (adult and
non-student) workers don’t want to have to do. Many young Gateway students are, like Carter
Jones, hired explicitly as temp workers.* As temps, these students find themselves set apart in
the workplace from a permanent core of older workers through differentials in pay, benefits,
promotion opportunities, job security, work status and working conditions. Adding insult and
injury, while permanent workers may have access to company-provided safety boots, protective
aprons and back braces, temps are often required to supply their own equipment and clothing
while at work.

Wages are low (often close to or at the legal minimum) for all young Gateway working
students. Benefits are all but unheard of. Raises and promotions are irregular and minimally
significant. Like Carter Jones, many students complain that workplace training is inadequate or
altogether absent; work equipment is broken, missing or inappropriate; work shifts are regularly
understaffed; and work speed-up is an ever-present reality. “We bust our asses for $6.25 an
hour,” says one student worker. “I’m a slave to the retail environment,” says another. “It’s too
much work,” says a third. “[My manager] acts like I’m a machine or something.” One

consequence of never-ending employer cost-cutting measures is that many young Gateway

4 Nationwide, youth have been found to make up a disproportionate number of the country’s temporary
workforce (Jorgensen 1999).
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workers toil in unsafe working conditions, at risk of injury and accident, as well as robbery and
customer violence. Fears such as those articulated by Carter Jones are in no way abstract or
arbitrary, as low-wage retail workers are widely reported to be victimized by some of the highest
rates of injury and assault of all occupational categories (DeLaurier 2001; National Research
Council 1998). The nightmare for community college students and other youth who come into
low-end service sector workplaces is that what are supposed to be temporary, meaningless places
of employment will end up having permanent, destructive and even fatal impacts on their lives,
futures and bodies.

Despite these extensive material limitations of their employment, young Gateway
students” workplace complaints, like those of adult service sector workers, center, first and
foremost, on the fundamental lack of respect they receive at work.” Working students are yelled
at, cussed out, insulted and falsely accused of workplace wrongdoing by managers and
employers. Indeed, many feel that their young age puts them at increased exposure to such
verbal badgering. Customer abuse, meanwhile, is widely sanctioned by employer “customer-is-
always-right” service policies.

Young female student workers, especially, are forced daily to deal with the demeaning
consequences of retail and food service employers who routinely and often blatantly exploit their
sexuality in order to attract customers and increase sales. One Gateway student describes
management attitudes at a deli where she used to work:

They’d say, ‘Oh, you’re really cute, so that’s why we want to make sure you’re up front
at the counter.” They wanted the girls to wear low cut shirts so that when we leaned over,

5In general, we found that Gateway students” descriptions of their workplace experiences and concerns
closely parallelled accounts of low-end service work that have appeared in previous academic and
popular reports on this industry sector. For recent examples, see Cheever 2001; Ehrenreich 2001; Klein
1999; Leidner 1993; Reiter 1991; Schlosser 2001; Tannock 2001.
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people could, you know [Motions to her breasts].... They were really straightforward
about it. They thought it attracted customers. They told me and this other woman there,
we were only sixteen. This other girl had this really nice belly, so they said, ‘Just wear
your apron down around your waist, you can show that.’

Managers do not always have to be so explicit to get young women to dress or act “sexy” on the
job. Since much service work is structured in such a way that workers earn the bulk of their
income from tips rather than base salaries, it becomes economically advantageous for women in
the service industry to dress “seductively” and flirt with customers in exchange for tips, as the
principal means they have to increase their income.

Working students of color — who comprise the majority of young Gateway working
students — find that racism permeates the very core of their workplaces. Students whom we
interviewed told us of employers who segregate workers of color in back-end kitchens and
stockrooms, while reserving higher paid and higher status front-end jobs for white workers; of
managers who refer to their workers as “my little black girls” or “my wet-backs”; and of
employers who discipline black employees more harshly than white employees, or who forbid
Latino workers from speaking Spanish to one another on the job (even though these same
workers are often expected to serve non-English-speaking Latino customers in Spanish).
Perhaps one of the most blatantly discriminatory and degrading workplace policies young
Gateway workers have to deal with is what has become known as “retail racial profiling”
(Knickerbocker 2000). “We had black and Mexican customers,” says a young record store
employee, “and she [the manager] would tell us to watch them all the time. She told us that
everyone could be a criminal. But if older white people came in, she’d tell us to go help them
and she didn’t suspect them of anything.” Other young Gateway workers likewise tell of being
put in situations of having to watch and follow customers of their own age, peer and/or racial

group as a requirement of their jobs.
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While young Gateway workers chafe under such onerous and unjust employer policies,
many feel that they do not have the liberty or security they need to challenge their employers
directly. Those few young workers who do try to speak out are apt to find themselves labelled as
trouble-makers and bad workers. Consider, for example, the story told by a young Gateway
restaurant worker who sought to do no more than claim the rest breaks at work to which he was
legally entitled:

It was really intense. They never sat us down and told us about breaks or lunches. | guess

they assumed we’d take care of ourselves somehow. | usually worked eight hours

straight, with no breaks. | could get a glass of water, but there wasn’t any structured
breaks. After a while, I was thinking it didn’t seem too healthy to be working without
lunch on an eight-hour shift.... | read into the Industrial Workers Commission, or
something, for the regulations on breaks. So | presented that to the management. It wasn’t
too well taken at first. It was a totally different atmosphere. They were more aware of
what | was doing. My job duties changed, not just waiting tables, but other job duties as
well. I was singled out cause everyone else was falling in line, they were quiet and in
agreement. | was the one sticking out. | got jobs like sweeping outside. | was more
expected to be on time, | got less leeway. They’d say | was late, when it was only a few

minutes. |1 don’t know if they were afraid of their business practices being called into
question.

Indeed, the basic lack of employer accountability or answerability in the low-end service sector
workplace constitutes the most critical concern for addressing and improving young students’
working situations.

Poor working conditions affect young Gateway College students not just on the job, but
in the rest of their lives as well — in particular, as we explore in the following section, in
students’ lives at school. When outside observers see the difficulties that young community
college students get into because of their working lives, they sometimes ask why these students
don’t just do a better job of managing and keeping their work lives under control. Why don’t
they just find jobs that don’t interfere with school? Why don’t they prioritize school over work?

Why don’t they just tell management ahead of time when they can work and when they cannot
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work? What our Gateway interviews overwhelmingly suggest is that such questions betray a
basic lack of understanding of the pressures, pitfalls and problems that young community college
students typically confront on the job. No matter how careful a student may be in selecting a
school-term job, all too often he or she will later find out the hard way that his or her employers’
initial promises and guarantees are little more than empty rhetoric — and that what he or she can
do, as an individual worker, in the way of effective response, is highly limited. Simply knowing
one’s rights and interests in the low-end service sector workplace is not enough to safeguard

those rights and interests.

The Double Shift of Paid Work and School Work

The first time Angela Alvarez enrolled in Gateway College, she ended up dropping out.
Angela had found a job as a part-time bank teller to help pay her way through school. But her
“part-time” job ended up taking up between forty and forty-five hours per week. School started
to fall by the wayside:

I missed one class, then two. Then | was missing class two times a week. They [the

management] said they supported my education, but they didn’t. They said, ‘Please, we

need you to stay, please stay!” Customers would get upset when you were balancing and

not taking customers. They’d yell from the line, ‘Get mo