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Widening participation initiatives have 
sought to encourage the enrolment In 
Higher Education (HE) of students from 
groups which have previously been 
underrepresented. In many cases these 
students are the first in their family (FiF) 
to attend university (O’Shea, 2015), and 
may not know many other university 
students before enrolling. FiF students 
often juggle studies with paid work and 
familial responsibilities, and may struggle 
to adapt to the unfamiliar field of HE. 
Their families are unable to provide first-
hand knowledge about university (Reay, 
1998, 2001), and may not know how to 
support their student children. Despite 
this, many FiF students are successful in 
HE. This study investigates the ways that 
families can provide support for FiF 
students. 
 
 

 

  
Active Support 
 
Family members and partners provided active support 
through various means. Simone liked to have someone sit 
with her while she studied, and her mother would also quiz 
her on course content.  

‘I got my mum to sit there, and 

she'd ask me all the terms and 

things like that. I'd have to tell 

her what they were back, until I 

had them all down pat.’ 
One student’s boyfriend would find information on the 
internet and an aunt would proofread assignments. Family 
members would take on extra chores around the home, so 
students study. Some parents provided additional financial 
support at crucial times. Lauren’s parents helped out when 
she had practicum commitments so was unable to work, 
and Simone’s father paid fees for a summer course, 
allowing her to complete her degree more easily. 
 
Passive Support 
In many cases families seemed to have little connection to 
students’ university studies, and were only mentioned 
when asked directly about them. At a minimum, these 
families provided for the students’ daily needs such as food 
and shelter. In some cases they made study easier in other 
ways too, providing space and an environment conducive 
to study. Jane’s family 
 

‘ would purposely make the house 

quiet or leave the house for a couple 

of hours so I could get things done’ 
 
 
Distant support 
Two students moved out of home to study, but received 
strong emotional support from family. Another two 
students made the decision to leave home during their 
studies because of disruptions at home which made study 
difficult. 

  
There is no single way for FiF students to 
be supported by family. In this study FiF 
students utilised various combinations and 
levels of practical and emotional support 
from family to help them succeed at 
university. It may be that resourceful FiF 
students can accumulate small amounts of 
various forms of capital which, combined, 
provide sufficient support for their studies. 
Families of non-traditional students need 
not feel unprepared to provide support, as 
there are a range of strategies which are 
useful and do not require university 
backgrounds. 
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Methodology 

 
This study draws on qualitative data 
collected from nine FiF students enrolled 
at a regional university. Interviews were 
conducted with each student at the 
beginning of their first year in an 
education degree, then at the end of that 
year and the following three years as they 
progressed through HE or onto alternate 
paths. Data were analysed for aspects of 
family involvement in the students’ HE 
journeys, as well as the influence of 
fellow students. Yosso’s (2005) concepts 
of social and family capital, influenced by 
Bourdieu’s (1990) cultural capital, inform 
this analysis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   


