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Today’s Session
• Background: Exploring first-in- family
students –Who ? Why? and What?
• What is it like to attend university as the
‘first’? A brief overview
• What is already available to assist first-infamily learners?
• What can this network do?
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Why are we here?
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Background: Who are first in family
students?

51%
26%
34%
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Summary Literature Review:
First-in-Family students
Educational
Memory

5

ge
rs in
t tab^

Why first-in-family? Why now?
•

Difficult to identify – no one clear definition

•

Within Australia, higher rates of attrition have been
recorded for students whose parents have not
completed high school (19%) compared to those who
had a parent with a diploma qualification or higher
(12%) (McMillan, 2005).

•

Deficit thinking - a ‘group at risk’ (Spiegler &
Bednarek, 2013, p329)
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Attending as the ‘first’
Overwhelmingly, FiF Students are:
•

Seeking to ‘better their lives’ and that of their
families (children/partners); for younger
students this return is tied up in family
biographies

•

Likely to feel ‘out of place’ at first - ‘imposter’.
Lack confidence. Feel lucky and grateful to be
‘allowed’ to be at university

•

Concerned about impact on family,
particularly finances and time
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Attending as the ‘first’
Overwhelmingly, FiF Students are:
• Unfamiliar with university – myths and
stereotypes. Need time to adjust and understand
expectations, language, systems
• Needing and valuing support that reaches out to
them – less likely to seek it by themselves due
to lack of confidence and of knowledge
• Appreciative of family support and interest; but
sharing about uni is limited by family’s lack of
experience
.
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Findings are detailed in: O’Shea,
S., Stone, C., May, J., &
Delahunty, J (2017). First-inFamily Students, University
Experience and Family Life:
Motivations, Transitions and
Participation. London: Palgrave
Macmillan
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Lets hear from the students….
• Lachlan and Marlee
Both came to university directly from school
Both first in their family to come to
university
Narratives are richly descriptive revealing the hidden
tensions and considerations around their HE
participation
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LACHLAN’S STORY: “I’m the first person I think in my entire
bloodline to set foot in a university”

“It’s put on a pedestal”: the privileging of university
“Dad always tells me the story, back in his day you
didn’t get to choose, you did what you were told…”:
Lachlan’s story is embedded within his parent’s
biographies
“…they saw university as the ticket to a successful life”:
As he nears the end of his university career, his success
is assured in his family’s view
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MARLEE’S STORY: “Wow, you must be really smart if
you’re going to uni”

“I am sort of the first person that’s gone to uni in our
family so it does seem like I am being put on the
spotlight quite a bit” : Additional invisible pressure
“I’ve always been the carer in the family…” : Degree
choice rooted in family biography
“…my little eight year old brother … he, no joke, goes
around to his friends at school and goes “My sister’s
a nurse” and it’s so sweet..” Intergenerational
implications
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Reflection
• How do Lachlan and Marlee’s stories reflect the
experiences of first in family students that you have
encountered ?
• How might we better support students such as
Lachlan and Maree during their transition into
university?
• What is happening in your institution that could be
shared?
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Blue Sky Thinking
• Definition: “creative ideas that are not limited by
current thinking or beliefs” 1
–
–
–
–
–
–

Out-of-the-box thinking
Brainstorming
Unfettered thinking
No judgement
All possibilities considered – creative, crazy or controversial!
Don’t be limited by what you consider feasible

1. http://www.dictionary.com/browse/blue-sky-thinking: My thanks to Kate Wadwell for
letting me use this slide
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Blue Sky Thinking
• What do we (as university practitioners) need to
do / consider / lobby for (etc) in order to improve
the engagement and retention of first in family
students?
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What next?
• Brainstorm at your tables
• Choose three ‘ideas’ and write these on the
whiteboard
• Consider the following:
Is it positive?
Is it possible?
How/ Who /What?
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What’s already available?
• Foregrounding the first-in-family voice
• Celebrating first-in-family status
• Resources for the student and their families
• Strategies for engaging with family and community
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Foregrounding first in family student
experience
https://www.nytimes.com/video/education/
100000003605706/ivy-league-trailblazers.html?
action=click&gtype=vhs&version=vhsheading&module=vhs&region=title-area
What’s it like to be the first
in your family to go to
university?
https://youtu.be/
6jAzWQyD8UY
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Introducing the First in Family
Website: firstinfamily.com.au
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National Principles and Strategies for
supporting FiF students and their
families.
Available from:
http://
www.firstinfamily.com.au/
OLT-1.php
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Additional resources:
• Tips for Engaging with Family and Community
of Learners
• Online tool box for equity practitioners
• Family Quizzes / Uni Lingo:
• Website that bring together the Seed Grant
and OLT resources
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Key Points from research
- The importance of bringing the family along with the
students in this journey
- Recognition of the powerful intergenerational impacts of
this decision
- Everybody’s business – not just the students
- Identifying the intersectionality of the student which can
lead to a more complex transition to university
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What do parents/ caregivers
appreciate or need?
• Authentic and context based information about university
“It was great to see the connection and relevance depicted in
the welcome video of current students both in the
backgrounds of the people in the video and their choices”
(#45, father of prospective student)
• Demystification of the university and its environment
…realised it is not a school system set up. A lot more
activities, NOT just lectures. Library, gym, sports events,
programs for school aged children uni connected services etc23
(#10, mother of prospective student)
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What do parents/ caregivers
appreciate or need?
• Highlight the roles that parents and family members can
adopt in this educational journey
For example: 1) Practical / Emotional Support; 2) Asking questions; 3)
Being available! 4)Notice change

• Reassurance in relation to possible fears and concerns
Finances / Moving to a new location / Ability to cope with the rigours of
study /A sense of ‘loss’
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What do parents/ caregivers
appreciate or need?
• Deconstruction of the ‘inner workings’ of university – the
insider view!

(eg the extreme highs/lows of university semester;
attendance patterns; learning styles etc)
• Actively dispelling myths!

The types of myths encountered included:
Ø The inflexible nature of lecturers and / lectures: this includes
being forbidden to ask questions in lectures; being told to leave
the lecture if late etc
Ø The idea that university was simply a series of parties
Ø University as a ‘bludge’ with little attendance required
Ø Expectations related to American campuses (such as sorority
clubs etc.)
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Where to from here?
• What one thing have you taken from today’s
session that you could implement?
• How could this network assist in this endeavour ?
• What are the gaps or needs that you perceive as
being important?
26
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First in Family as an equity
category?

27
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Thank you for your attention!

QUESTIONS / FEEDBACK
If you are interested in receiving updates about this research, please email:
first-in-family@uow.edu.au or saraho@uow.edu.au
For more details of the research featured in this presentation please see:

O’Shea, S., (2016). Avoiding the manufacture of “sameness”: First-in-family students, cultural capital and
the higher education environment. Higher Education. 72(1), 59-78.
O’Shea, S., (2015) “I generally say I am a Mum first… but I’m studying at uni”: The narratives of first in
family, female caregivers moving into an Australian university. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education.
8(4), 243-257
O’ Shea, S. (2014). Filling up silences –first in family students, capital and university talk in the home.
International Journal of Lifelong Education. 34(2), 139-155.
O’Shea, S., Stone, C., Delahunty, J. & May, J. (2016). Discourses of betterment and opportunity: Exploring
the privileging of university attendance for first-in-family learners. Studies in Higher Education.
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