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Today’s presentation

A little about me…

OLT Citation for Outstanding Contributions to
Student Learning

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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Why First-in-Family students?
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(John, 15 years, Adelaide – Harwood, Hickey-Moody, McMahon & O’Shea, 2017

A Question of Social Mobility?

Parental educational levels and
university attendance
Internationally
“Measures of the qualification level of adults, especially
whether or not they hold a HE qualification, are
important predictors of young participation rates for
areas”. (HEFCE, 2010, p25)
Within Australia, parental educational achievement
has had a statistical significant relationship to students’
attrition and completion ratios within Australian higher
education systems. (Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, 2014).
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Why Family?
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So why explore Family in First-inFamily?
Wainwright and Marandet (2010) argue that when learning
is brought into a household, there is potential to alter the
‘tactile fabric’ of this environment (p. 461).
BUT
Further research is required that provides space for the
‘voices’ of family members and learners to reflect on the
impact of this learning within the household (Feinstein,
Duckworth & Sabates , 2008).
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The Research Data
Various projects that span 2013-2017
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Exploring the family* in first-infamily student experience
Key Questions:
• How does undertaking university studies as a first-in-family
student impact upon the family and community of the
learner?
• How does transitioning into this environment and enacting a
student role or identity, translate into the household?
• How do family members react to students’ decisions to begin
university?
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*The term family is being used in a very broad sense as referring to anyone significant to the learner

Reconsidering the family….
• These families are exceptional , as the most
common pattern is for children whose parents
did not go to college to also have low levels of
education. (Gofen, 2009, p.105)
• Consider the family capital of learners rather
than regard this as a deficit – this capital is
constituted by ‘non-material resources’ (p.
104) that include familial/community ‘habits,
priorities, belief systems and values’ (p.106).

Enacting success: The importance of
‘family’ capital
What did the younger students say?
‘My family did support me, in various ways. Not directly with the course content,
but being patient and understanding’.
(Respondent#118, Male, 21-25 years)
Yes, I guess they’re all very proud. It’s just hard because they don't really
understand or they don't understand at all obviously because they’ve never been
through uni education or anything like that but yes, they’re proud of me, you
know “Good on you” – they’re happy for me.
(Ahmad, 19, B Business, 1st year)
‘My mother convinces me to go on with my studies and complete them on time I
spoke to student support services last semester when difficulties arose, they felt I
should cease my studies which just spurred me on more to keep going’.
(Respondent# 170, Female, 21-25 years)
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Enacting success: What the older
students reflected upon
Expanding the educational futures of others in the family
“….getting divorced, or separated. … I thought I deserved better than being a
single mum, wanting more for myself and growing up in housing commission
and seeing how some kids can go so, I thought if I set the path for my kids
then fingers crossed, they’ll be able to go to uni and get a good job
themselves.” (Elle, 33 year old single mother of three (aged 5, 9, 11) (B. Arts)
“I want something better for my children”. (Ally, 39 year old single mother of
2 (3, 9) (B. Psychology)
“I definitely think it’s [university] showing them [children] if you want
something you’ve just got to do it; not everything is fun – you’ve just got to
do the hard yards and get it done”. (Hannah, 33 year old mother of 5 (3, 5, 8,
12, 13) (B. Nursing)
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Ripples throughout the family
“ well I’m an uncle of 11 nieces and nephews there and
my two eldest nieces … one’s 11 and 10 …and they’re
arguing now over like ‘I’m gonna study nursing’ ‘Nah,
I’m doing that’ [all laugh] … or ‘where you going to go
to study?’ ‘oh I’m going to XXXX like uncle’ ‘Nah I wanna
do that – you go to Sydney’ – they’ll argue and it kinda
brings a tear to my eye when I see that – it’s kinda
funny but it’s good.”
(Evan, 2nd year, Bachelor of Social Work)
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Family and university
• Family members provide key elements of support
• BUT
• There exists a disconnect between the home and the
university, resulting in:
• Lack of shared understandings about university and what it
entails
• Impacts upon family conversations
(O’Shea, May, Stone & Delahunty, 2017)
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Conversations in the home
Constrained and a degree of self censorship
Yeah, he [Dad] doesn’t really talk about it because he doesn’t know what to
ask and I don't really know what to say. There’s kind of like this unspoken
thing, it’s difficult to explain but I think they feel a bit scared of me being at
uni and of my lifestyle and of the fact that I’m studying law and if one day I
might be a lawyer
(Nelson, 22 years, B.Law/B.Arts, 4th year)
I think the conversations are different. Their conversations tend to bore me
a little bit now…Even at home, you know, something will be on, they’ll be
watching something and I’ll make a comment and the room goes silent and
they look at me as if to say “Who are you?”
(Asha, 34, Divorced with 3 children, u/g)
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Conversations in the home
…my dad calls it “big school”. Yes, my family, we don't really
make a big deal about it in a sense. When I get home
they’ll be like “How was uni or big school today”. I’ll just say
“It was good” or “It was a pain in the neck” or something
like that but we don't really go into too much detail about
it. I think it is because a lot of my family either didn’t
graduate high school or only just graduated high school and
they haven’t really done anything further. I think on some
on levels, they don't really want to… you know, I think in my
parents in particular don't want to put me on a pedestal
over my sisters.
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(Anthea, 21 years, B. Science, 1st year)

Conversations in the home
BUT also a means to teach others
It's exciting to have conversations about my study with my
family - because I'm learning things that they really don't
understand, I have to go straight to the basics and talk to
them from the ground up. This is exciting because not only
are they learning something new about my life and what I
do, I'm also learning more about what I'm doing as talking
to other people about it helps reinforce it in my mind.
(Female Survey Respondent, 21-25, on campus u/g)
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Conversations in the home
• A means to teach others:
Like I believe if for example my brother was to go to university tomorrow …
I could prepare him for things that are sort of not prepared and one of
them being, you know, “You will get there on Monday and you will be in a
room full of people – that’s called a “lecture”, that person is your lecturer.
You will get a subject outline. In that subject outline will be this, this, this
and this and this and this. Then you have a tutorial. A tutorial’s where
you go and if you have any questions, you take your questions to your
tutor, which is where they check your homework” – that type of a thing.

(Sam, 19 years, B. Business, 2nd year)
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We know that strong social network
within the university are needed for
success (Tinto, 1995, 2002; Wilcox,
Winn & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005) but how do
the social and familial networks that
exist outside the higher education
environment assist first in family
students?
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Intrinsic importance of family capital
• Previous research reflects on the family as being a
deficit to the student or as Gofen (2007) explains
portraying first-in-family students ‘as succeeding
despite their family background’ (author’s emphasis,
n/p).
• This research indicates how the capitals these
students drew upon were derived from a ‘broader
relational wealth’ (O’Shea, 2014)
• Characterised by a ‘duality’ - familial capital is both
enriched by, and enriches, the HE experience.
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Key Points
- The importance of bringing the family
along with
the students in
journey
“Active
engagement
ofthis
Indigenous
- Recognition
the powerful is critical to
families
and of
communities
intergenerational impacts of this decision
addressing Indigenous education
- Everybody’s business – not just the
disadvantage.
That’s
the
central
students
message
of athe
new
Australian Education
- Identifying
intersectionality
of the
Review”
student which can
lead to a more complex
The Case for Urgency: Advocating for Indigenous voice in education (Gillan, Mellor &
transition to university
Krakouer, 2017)
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The important role of Family Capital
A need to recognise that:
Family members can be a great source of both emotional
and also, embodied support - a rich source of capital, often
overlooked.
First-in-family students are possible “cultural change
agents” within the household, actively creating the space
for alternative perspectives on educational participation.
BUT ALSO…
Remain mindful of the invisible constraints and structures
that these individuals also operate within.
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How might Family Capital assist?
As a motivator : Kids / parents’ biography / family biography
Oh, getting divorced, or separated. … I thought I deserved
better than being a single mum, wanting more for myself
and growing up in housing commission and seeing how
some kids can go so, I thought if I set the path for my kids
then fingers crossed, they’ll be able to go to uni and get a
good job themselves.
(Elle (with Mum), 33, Single parent with 3 children, Second
Year)
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How might Family Capital assist?
As a source of resilience
I learnt that family pressure only made me stronger. (Female
Survey respondent, 21-25, Single, 4th year)
I also had a marriage breakdown which attributed to my desire
to gain a degree. ((Female Survey respondent, 25-30, Single, 1st
year)
I missed home and study was hard. But I stuck it out because I
knew that my family would want me to keep going and make
something of myself. I wanted to make them proud. ((Female
Survey respondent, 21-25, Single, 5+ years)
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How might Family Capital assist?
Witnessing of changes and transformations:
…now I see my wife as a role model for our children.
(Partner, Survey respondent, 40 – Trade qualifications)
My parents regularly talk about the positive changes it has
had on my brother. I have also noted a very distinct shift in
the way other, less close, family members and friends speak
about my brother, as if they now have more respect for
him.
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(Sister, Survey Respondent, 38, High School Cert )

The “ripple” effect

Want to know more? Eight Quick Tips
for Engaging with Family
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Want to know more? Teaching and
supporting FiF students

http://www.firstinfamily.com.au/teaching.php

Additional resources: firstinfamily.com.au
• Tips for Engaging with Family
and Community of Learners
• Online tool box for equity
practitioners
• Family Quizzes / Uni Lingo:
• Website
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Thank you for your attention!

QUESTIONS
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