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Today’s Session

• An Australian context

• Background to the project: Exploring first-in-
family students – the who, the why and what 
participants said? 

• Capitals and Capabilities 

• Family Capital and Student Capabilities

• First-in-Family website and resources

• Where next…
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Setting the context
Within Australia (and beyond!)

• Equity* groups are entering university at unprecedented levels 
(Universities Australia, 2016)

• However attrition rates remain high (18-25%) (Department of 
Industry, 2012) 

• Certain groups are more at-risk of attrition (Edwards & McMillan, 
2015) with multiple disadvantage being an indicator of risk

• The term ‘first-in-family’ is gaining currency and allows students to be 
identified in a very positive sense. (O’Shea, May, Stone & Delahunty, 
2015)

*There are currently six targeted equity groups in Australia, including people from i) low socioeconomic backgrounds, 2) rural and isolated areas, 3) non-English 
speaking backgrounds as well as 4) women in non-traditional areas of study, 5) Indigenous peoples and 6) those with a disability.

3



Background: Who are first in family 
students?

1. Approximately 51% of university students in Australia can be 
defined as first-in-family backgrounds (based on parental 
educational levels) which is close to the OECD mean average 
of 53% (OECD, 2012)

2. This student cohort reported as not achieving to the same 
level academically compared to peers

1. Within Australia,  26% of first in family students are reported 
as considering leaving university in the first year of university 
study, a figure that increases to 34% for later year students 
(Coates & Ransom, 2011).
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Background: Who are first in family 
students?

4. Difficult to identify – no one clear definition

5. 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). 

6. Deficit thinking - a ‘group at risk’ (Spiegler
& Bednarek, 2013, p329) 5



Capability Theory

• Focus on the individual and the ‘substantive freedoms’ (or 
capabilities) that enable individuals to achieve what they 
value (Sen, 1999, p87). 

• Applied to WP, the Capability Approach looks beyond ‘access’ 
to university forcing us to consider each person’s capability to 
function equally in this environment, in other words their 
ability to not only access but also participate and succeed. 

“It is important to give simultaneous recognition to the centrality 
of individual freedom and to the force of social influences on the 

extent and reach of individual freedom.” (Sen, 1999, pxii) 
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Combining Cultural Capitals and 
Capabilities 

Broadly, these can be regarded as complementary:
- Sen’s capability approach recognises individuals as 

diverse and complex entities rather than making 
generalized assumptions about access to resources 
or ability to act on these.

- But it has been suggested that the role of culture 
has been overlooked (Bowman, 2010) in this 
enactment of life choices and actions 7



So…

Combining Capabilities with understandings from 
Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field 
enables a much richer understanding of how 
individuals activate ‘conversion factors’ that provide the 
capability to both aspire and also succeed at university. 
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Dual Focus: Exploring both what individuals ‘actually 
do’ (the capabilities and freedoms they are able to 
access) but also recognise how access is impacted  by 
other fundamental but often invisible factors (social, 
economic and cultural structures)



This  research – what is different?
• Gaps in understanding about how 

this group enact success in this 
environment 

• A focus on the cultural strengths and 
capabilities of students

• Expanding the lens of analysis to 
include those close to the students as 
well
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The data 

• Survey and interview methodology

• Interviews with students combined with a family / student survey

• This data was derived from three related studies (ESDF, 2013; URC 2014-

2015; OLT 2015)

• For the purposes of this research, first in family status was defined as: 

no-one in the immediate family of origin including siblings or parents 
having previously attended a higher education institution or having 

completed a university degree.

• Inclusion of family members – looking at this return from the perspective 

of the student and their family members
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Who Participated: Mature Age Student 
Data

Total Interviews 31 
Total females interviewed 23
Total males interviewed 8

Total Surveys
82

Total students* 42
Total family members 40

* Completed by older (^21) on-campus students
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Who Participated: Family Data
Of the 31 interviewees, 17 had children (54%)
Of the 42 student surveys, 15 had children (36%)

Family Surveys: Total respondents: 40

• Children 9 (The student is my mother)
• Parents 18 (The student is my son/daughter)
• Partners 7 (The student is my partner)
• Siblings 5 (The student is my sister / 

brother)
• Grandparent 1 (The student is my grandchild)
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Summary Literature Review: 
Perceptions of family…

• First-in-Family learners lack access to an ‘educational memory’ within the 
family

• No ‘other’ to guide and advise

• Ball, Davies, David and Reay (2002) refer to the lack of ‘transgenerational 
family scripts or “inheritance codes”’ (p57) 

• Family as limiting / constraining with the educational aspirations of young 
people reflecting ‘…the influence of parents and siblings (cultural capital) and 
the local environment (social capital) especially in the last two years of 
primary and the first two years of secondary school’ (Wilks & Wilson, 2012, 
p83)

• Such gaps in understanding can contribute to individuals having a ‘lack of 
entitlement to be there, which may have a negative impact on […] self-
confidence’ (Thomas & Quinn, 2007, p77). 
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Summary Literature Review: 

Perceptions of family…

Above all this cohort is expected to do additional and 

often invisible ‘work’, such as the need to:

…perfect themselves as educated and employable; 
reassure the family that they have ‘invested wisely’; 
open up the aspirations and horizons of the family and 
its community; represent a triumph of social 
egalitarianism and ‘prove that everyone can make it’
(Thomas & Quinn, 2007.  p59 – emphasis added). 14



Perceptions of university 
attendance: What students said 

• University as not being for ‘people like us’ the ‘us’ being variously described as a 
‘blue-collar family’ (Nigel, 26) and ‘low income families and families that are not 
high achievers’ (Ann, 36).

• Sense of ‘gratitude’ or ‘feeling  lucky’ to have been able to attend

• Little sense of belonging – often belonging was signified by grades on assignments:

I was like “Maybe I shouldn’t be here, maybe I’m just a fraud”.  I was like “Oh my 
God”…My second assignment.  When I got my marks back I think that’s when I was like 
“Okay, I deserve to be here just like anyone else” and I finally just went “Okay, you can 

do this.  It’s all good”. (Rose, 28, partnered with 2 children, B.Arts, First Year

The High Distinction, that was a big thing for me; that was a big milestone – I was like 
“Yes, I’m capable.  Ha ha.” (Nigel, 26, Single, B Education, First Year)



Positive:

I felt fine when mum 
decided to start 
university 
(14 year old – survey)

I thought it was good … I 
thought that she was going to 
be very busy (15 year old -
survey

Mixed reactions:

A little sad to have 
her move away ... but 
happy that she was 
doing something she 
wanted to do (sister -
survey)

I am proud that she is trying to 
further her education, however I do 
worry about her supporting herself 
(Mum – survey)

Influential:

it made me want 
to follow in her 
footsteps (sister -
survey)

it made me 
consider 
furthering my 
education (sister 
-survey)

Perceptions of university attendance: 
What family said … 

Oh very proud of her, 
very proud and give 
her all the support 
she needs and yes, 
just very proud of 
her.
(Mum - interview)

16



Family and university: What the 
students reflected upon

• My family did support me, in various ways. Not directly with the course 
content, but being patient and understanding. (Male Survey Respondent, 
21-25, 4th Year)

• Family and friends are great support but it really comes down to yourself 
to work things out it's not just a personality thing but how you were raised 
to not expect handouts and to be resilient. (Female Survey Respondent, 
21-25, 3rd 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. (Female Survey Respondent, 21-25, 5th Year)
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Family and university: What the 
students reflected upon

Overall family was not necessarily negative but instead family 
members could provide key elements of support 

BUT

There was a ‘disconnect’ between the home and the university, 
resulting in:

• Lack of shared understandings about university and what it entails

• Impacts upon family conversations
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Conversations in the home
Constrained
• I don't discuss uni much with my family because they do not 

understand what I say. Sometimes we will be watching the news and 
I will comment on the state of health policy for example and often 
they just stare at me. (Female survey respondent, 30-40, partnered, 
on campus  u/g)

Self-censorship
• 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) 19



Conversations in the home

A means to teach others
• I talk frequently with my mother and grandmother about 

university, they have a keen interest in what I'm doing. I 
describe the things I have learnt and how I might use them. 
(Male Survey Respondent, 21-25, on campus, Fourth Year)

• My mother now uses me as an example for my little brother 
…I tell them everything so they can see that it’s not the scary, 
unknown thing anymore, it’s known and it’s not scary, it’s 
wonderful.  It’s really changed the dynamics of the household. 
(Nigel, 26, Single, First 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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Thoughts of “giving up”…
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Survey data: 
At moments of crisis: Who/what helps? (n=42)
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What this cohort indicated:

• Yes, there was discord in conversations but also 
opportunity to bring new learning into the family

• Yes, they considered giving up but in times of distress 
it was often the family they turned to 

So perhaps family capital should be conceptualised as a 
possible ‘conversion factor’ for achieving at university?
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The important role of Family Capital 

• Bourdieu refers to the fundamental role of social and 
cultural capital in the enactment of educational success, 
the interviews with students undertaken in this study 
point to the important role of family capital in this 
endeavour.

• The term family capital is being used to refer to the 
networks of social capital that exist both within the 
internal dynamics of the household and also, in relation 
to family structure
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How might Family Capital assist?
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?
Literature portrays FiF succeeding despite rather than because of their 
families (Gofen, 2007). Yet family can provide a form of resilience as 
well:

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) 27



How might Family Capital assist?
Awareness: Acute recognition of the transformations that 
HE engendered 

…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. 
(Sister, Survey Respondent, 38, High School Cert )
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Capabilities of home and HE

The ripples of learning  flow both from and between the 
university and the home. 

A number of the older students in this study indicated that 
their attendance at university provided a new capital within 
the home; new discourses around learning emerged and the 
intergenerational impacts of these conversations herald 
benefits for all. 

The cultural baggage that first in family students arrive with is 
not necessarily a deficit but also an asset



Where next…?
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OLT National Teaching Fellowship: “Engaging Families to 
Engage Learners”: Forging Productive Partnerships with 
Families to assist First-in-Family Learners.

Objective is to work with higher education practitioners 
across Australia and implement outreach activities 
designed to engage with first-in-family learners and 
their families.

Offering: Mentoring; Staff workshops; Advice and 
opportunities to collaborate (E: saraho@uow.edu.au)



Key Recommendations
Ø The skills and knowledges of older first in family students need 

to be acknowledged and celebrated instead of remaining 
invisible or under-valued. 

Ø For first in family students, particularly older learners, the very 
act of enrolling is worthy of celebration and yet institutionally, 
there remains little recognition of the ‘journeys’ that these 
students take prior to their arrival.

Ø Rather than focus on what people lack, better understanding 
is gained from focusing on strengths in order to develop 
epistemologies that challenge traditional notions of access and 
participation. 



Key Recommendations 
Ø Never underestimate the powerful intergenerational implications coming 

to university has on those around the learner – these learners are possible 
cultural change agents within the household and community 

Ø The need to engage early and often with the family of learners – ensuring 
this engagement is meaningful and movable

Ø Universities as institutions have to work more actively to dispel the 
perceptions that these are scared spaces and instead provide 
opportunities for parents, children, siblings and partners to engage with 
the organisation in a meaningful way

Ø Recognise the holistic nature of learners – see the ‘whole’ rather than just 
‘parts’
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A website for students, family members and also practitioners in the field:
http://www.firstinfamily.com.au/index.php

This website was developed as part of an OLT Grant (O’Shea, May & Stone, 2014)
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Further Resources

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


QUESTIONS
Thank you for your attention!
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