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Investing in education 
Overall, today’s undergraduates value their education. In 
Trellis Strategies’ Fall 2023 Student Financial Wellness Survey 
(SFWS), 72 percent of respondents agreed that the cost of 
college is a good investment for their financial future, and  
83 percent indicated that their family believes a college  
degree is worth the investment.1 These attitudes are in  
alignment with the research-backed benefits to earning  
a postsecondary award.2 

However, perceptions about the value of postsecondary  
education, especially students’ perceptions of familial support, 
are not uniform across all learners. Understanding the  
variance in financial challenges and perspectives can help  
institutions better support all their learners as they pursue 
their educational goals. This report highlights three key  
demographic groups—first-generation students, parenting  
students, and students who work while enrolled—and  
discusses findings from the SFWS that relate to students’ 
perceptions of the financial value of college. 

First-generation students
Over a third (36 percent) of SFWS respondents were identified  
as first-generation college students, a group that can face unique 
challenges while navigating the higher education landscape.3 
For example, 80 percent of first-generation respondents  
reported experiencing financial difficulties while in college, 
compared to 67 percent of their non-first-generation peers. 
They were also more likely to worry about having enough  
money to pay for school (68 percent vs. 56 percent). 

Despite their financial challenges, first-generation students value 
their education: 74 percent of first-generation respondents 
agreed that the cost of college is a good investment. However, 
they were less likely to indicate that their family believed a  
college degree is worth the investment (78 percent) as 

compared to their non-first-generation peers (87 percent). 
Furthermore, first-generation students often juggle other 
responsibilities while pursuing their education. Over half of 
first-generation respondents (57 percent) agreed that it is 
important to support their family while in college, compared  
to 40 percent of non-first-generation students. 

Parenting students 
Twenty-one percent of SFWS respondents identified as a  
parent, primary caregiver, or legal guardian to one or more 
children.4 Students who are parents were more likely to  
believe that college is a good investment (78 percent) in  
comparison to their non-parenting peers (71 percent).  
However, student parents were less likely to report that  
their family believed in the value of college compared to 
non-parents (79 percent vs. 85 percent), and it may be  
hard for these learners to balance family expectations and 
academic commitments. 
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Eighty-five percent of parenting students agreed that it is  
important for them to support their family financially while 
in college, compared to just 36 percent of non-parenting 
students. Furthermore, 72 percent of student parents worked 
while enrolled, and these working student parents were much 
more likely to identify as a “worker who goes to school”  
compared to their non-parenting peers (64 percent vs.  
30 percent). 

Students who work while enrolled
The majority of undergraduate respondents to the SFWS—68 
percent—reported working for pay while enrolled in college. 
These working students placed a high value on the college 
experience, with 72 percent agreeing that the cost of college 
is a good investment.

The SFWS asked learners who worked while enrolled whether 
they identify primarily as a “student who works” or a “worker 
who goes to school.”5 Thirty-eight percent of respondents 
identified primarily as a worker; this group of learners were 
less likely to say that their family believed in the value of a 
college degree (77 percent) as compared to their peers who 
identified as students first (86 percent). Furthermore, nearly 
two thirds of workers who go to school (65 percent) reported 
that it was important to support their family financially while in 
college, compared to just 40 percent of students who work.

Conclusion
While learners across these demographic groups view the 
cost of college as a worthwhile investment in their financial 
future, they are less likely to report that their family shares 
that value. First-generation students, parenting students,  
and learners who identify primarily as workers all place  
importance on supporting their family financially while  
enrolled in college. As learners juggle commitments to work 
and family and the student persona becomes lower in priority, 
they may struggle with their sense of belonging at college, 
challenging their ability to persist to graduation. 

As learners juggle commitments to work and family and 
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challenging their ability to persist to graduation.
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