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Abstract
For more than three decades, Australian higher education policy has been guided 
by a national equity framework focussed on six underrepresented target groups: 
Indigenous Australians, people from low socioeconomic status backgrounds, people 
from regional and remote areas, people with disabilities, people from non-English 
speaking backgrounds, and women in non-traditional areas of study. Despite bring-
ing equitable access to the forefront of university agendas, this policy framework 
has fostered a somewhat narrow conceptualisation of how educational disadvantage 
should be addressed. Responding to calls for reform, this paper draws on survey data 
from 6492 students in NSW government schools to examine the extent to which 
a new category warrants inclusion in the national framework: first-generation sta-
tus. We illustrate how being the first in a family to attend university brings distinct 
equity status and argue for a revision of the national equity framework to recognise 
and support students who are ‘first’.

Keywords First-generation · First-in-family status · Equity · Higher education · 
University · Widening participation

Introduction

In recent decades, student equity in Australian higher education has been framed 
by a discourse of underrepresentation. Located within the broader policy agenda of 
‘widening participation’, this discourse first emerged alongside the federal govern-
ment’s positioning of higher education as an important driver of economic prosper-
ity and a critical mechanism in enhancing social justice (Department of Employ-
ment, Education and Training 1990). Framed within this context, the premise behind 
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this discourse has been twofold. First, ‘underrepresentation’ reflects an interest in 
identifying and supporting socio-demographic groups that have historically low 
rates of university enrolment (Pitman 2017), as well as being socially, economically, 
and/or educationally disadvantaged (Coates and Krause 2005). Second, ‘underrepre-
sentation’ foregrounds government objectives to reduce inequality in higher educa-
tion access and participation for marginalised groups, with policy and practice built 
around a belief that equity will be achieved once proportional representation is met 
(Harvey et al. 2016).

This discourse is particularly evident in the national equity framework, which 
has long focussed on six disadvantaged groups underrepresented in higher educa-
tion: people from low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds, Indigenous Aus-
tralians, people from regional and remote areas, people with disabilities, people 
from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB), and women in non-traditional 
areas of study. Originally released in 1990 as part of a landmark federal government 
discussion paper, A Fair Chance for All (Department of Employment, Education 
and Training 1990), this framework continues to shape how equity is understood, 
funded, and addressed in the present day. Performance data for each group are col-
lected and reported annually at various levels of granularity. The vast majority of 
equity interventions are directed at these groups in the name of improving access 
(Bennett et  al. 2015), although some universities do target other equity groups 
through institutional-level initiatives. And, most research on equity in higher educa-
tion focusses on students who belong to one or more of these groups, helping to pro-
vide an evidence base for policy and practice (see, for example, Bok 2010; Harwood 
et al. 2015; Hawkins 2014). In this way, ‘underrepresentation’ names a problem in 
need of fixing but, in general, only the participation of these six groups is recognised 
as problematic.

Arguably, such a focussed approach to addressing equity has many advantages. 
In particular, the longevity of the national equity framework (30 years at the time of 
writing) has generated longitudinal data for tracking access, participation, success, 
and retention rates across time for each group (Coates and Krause 2005). For exam-
ple, almost 20 years after A Fair Chance for All, a major review of the higher educa-
tion sector used these data to pinpoint three disadvantaged groups as still ‘seriously 
under-represented’: Indigenous Australians, people from low SES backgrounds, and 
Australians living in regional and remote areas (Bradley et  al. 2008)—disparities 
that persist in the present day (Koshy 2019). In comparison, the participation rates 
of people from NESB have actually increased (Bradley et  al. 2008). The national 
equity framework has, therefore, provided a robust foundation on which to continu-
ally shape higher education policy and practice (Harvey et al. 2016) although, as yet, 
no major changes have been made to the framework informed by such findings.

Conversely, there are several shortcomings to this approach. In particular, long-
standing issues with the operational definition of the equity groups has produced 
debate about how to quantify SES (Gale and Parker 2013) and who to include in 
the NESB category (James et  al. 2004). Indeed, the federal government admits 
that defining and labelling equity groups was a difficult task in developing A Fair 
Chance for All (Department of Employment, Education and Training 1990), but 
essential given that measuring disadvantage—in its various forms—is the essence of 
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any equity agenda (Coates and Krause 2005). Questions have also been raised about 
the six groups chosen for inclusion in the framework, given that the enduring preoc-
cupation with these categories means that other groups have been ignored and over-
looked (Harvey et al. 2016; Pitman 2017). As Harvey et al. (2016) succinctly put it, 
the designation of the six equity target groups was based on enrolment patterns in 
the late 1980s and, while the university sector has since changed dramatically, the 
way equity is conceptualised at a national level has essentially not changed at all.

In this paper, we enter this ongoing conversation by exploring a new category 
for inclusion in the national equity framework: first-generation status. While there 
are nuances in the definition of this category, the label is commonly used to refer 
to individuals who do not have a parent/carer with a university-level qualification 
(Spiegler and Bednarek 2013). As such, this category represents a mechanism by 
which to identify people without a family history of higher education—those who 
are ‘newcomers’ to university (Jehangir 2010). In recent years, first-generation sta-
tus has been gaining traction among equity researchers and practitioners in Australia 
(Patfield et al. 2020a). However, local research examining this population is sparse 
(see, for example, Luzeckyj et al. 2017; O’Shea 2015; O’Shsea et al. 2017), particu-
larly when compared to the volume of research from the United States (US), where 
the category originates and has underpinned higher education equity policy for dec-
ades. Given significant differences between Australia and the US, rigorous analysis 
is warranted if a compelling case is to be made for including this category in the 
Australian equity framework.

In order to evaluate the viability of first-generation status as an official equity 
target group, we systematically used Coates and Krause’s (2005) three proposed 
approaches to ascertaining whether any new groups warrant inclusion:

First, an exploratory empirical approach could be used to identify groups of 
students which fall outside the current framework yet are under-represented in 
higher education. Second, new groups may arise as composites of the current 
groups, as a consequence of students belonging to more than one group and 
having overlapping or multiple memberships. Third, it is possible that there 
are entirely new ways of defining disadvantaged individuals and groups sug-
gested by insights from research or practice. (p. 37)

In this paper, we utilise each of these approaches to interrogate first-generation status 
as a possible equity category. We begin by addressing the first approach described 
above, which establishes a rationale for even considering first-generation status and 
sets the scene for the empirical research to follow.

Why consider first‑generation status as an equity category?

At face value, levels of enrolment for first-generation students in Australian higher 
education do not appear to be particularly problematic. According to data from the 
OECD (2012), 51% of young people enrolled in Australian universities are first-gen-
eration students, a figure that has led some scholars to argue that we are now in the 
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‘era’ of the first-generation student (O’Shea et al. 2015). Internationally, first-gener-
ation students have similarly been described as ‘the new majority’ in higher educa-
tion (Jehangir 2010), with the OECD mean of first-generation enrolment share simi-
larly being around 52%. Arguably, these data reflect both the expansionist agenda 
and social justice motives of many higher education systems around the world, 
which have played a major role in opening a university pathway to ‘newcomers’.

However, a fine-grained analysis of enrolment data suggests a much more worry-
ing picture of first-generation entry, with higher education participation continuing 
to be dominated by those with a family history of university. The same dataset from 
the OECD (2012) shows that while 49% of university attendees (aged 20–34 years) 
in Australia have at least one parent with a bachelor-level degree or higher, only 27% 
of the wider adult population hold a university qualification. If we had population 
parity, the enrolment share for first-generation students should stand around 73%, 
not 51%. At present, then, the odds of being enrolled in higher education are almost 
two times greater for individuals with a parent who holds at least a bachelor-level 
qualification (OECD 2012), starkly demonstrating the underrepresentation of first-
generation students in the Australian higher education sector.

Beyond this quantitative measure of underrepresentation, first-generation stu-
dents also experience educational disadvantage associated with ‘being first’. While 
continuing-generation students—those with parental experience of university—have 
access to valuable cultural and social ‘know-how’ derived from their family histo-
ries, first-generation students often experience profound silences surrounding higher 
education—not only within their families, but within their communities (O’Shea 
2015; Patfield et al. 2020a). What lies at the heart of first-generation status is there-
fore the relatively new and uncharted territory that pursuing higher education repre-
sents. Indeed, some first-generation students can initially see themselves as unsuita-
ble for university (O’Shea et al. 2017) and, even after they enrol, feel that they are in 
another world (Meuleman et al. 2014). It is not surprising, then, that it can be more 
conceivable for first-generation students to follow in their parents’ footsteps (O’Shea 
2014). As such, when they do aspire—and go—to university, they are essentially 
disrupting their family history, an experience which can engender an intense emo-
tional burden, particularly when family members see this pathway as threatening the 
anticipated life course (O’Shea et al. 2017). However, in this light, first-generation 
students can also be thought of as educational trailblazers (O’Shea et  al. 2017), 
breaking down barriers so that others can follow in their footsteps (King et al. 2015).

Collectively, these quantitative and qualitative components of equity start to 
paint a picture of why first-generation status constitutes an important equity cate-
gory outside the focus of the current national framework. Based on this evidence, 
we contend that the first of the three approaches from Coates and Krause (2005) 
is satisfied: not only are first-generation students underrepresented in Australian 
higher education, but they experience a form of educational disadvantage that 
currently falls outside of the national equity framework. However, additional evi-
dence is required in order to advocate for first-generation status being included 
in the national equity framework, and so we turned our attention to teasing out 
this evidence by specifically focussing on the second and third approaches. 
We did so by drawing on our own empirical research investigating prospective 
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first-generation students; young people enrolled in primary and secondary school 
who would be of the first generation in their families to attend university. This 
methodological approach makes a unique contribution to the literature, provid-
ing early insight into how educational disadvantage can manifest well before the 
point of entry into higher education, when young people begin to imagine and 
navigate their post-school futures.

Methods

We drew on survey data from a large-scale project examining the formation of 
post-school aspirations among students enrolled in government schools in the 
state of New South Wales (NSW), Australia. Funded by the Australian Research 
Council and the NSW Department of Education (DoE), this four-year project 
ran from 2012 to 2015 and used a cohort-sequential or accelerated longitudinal 
design to purposively sample four cohorts of students annually. In 2012, students 
were enrolled in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9—forming Cohorts 1–4 respectively—and 
were followed until they were in Years 6, 8, 10 and 12 in 2015.

Overall, 10,543 survey responses were received from 6492 students over the 
four waves. Surveys were administered online via SurveyMonkey, utilising stand-
ing consent for student participation. This means that each school had consent 
arrangements in place for students to participate in low-risk research, with par-
ents/carers able to withdraw their children from the study at any time. Students 
and parents/carers were informed of the research via information packs, posters, 
and newsletters. In addition, the DoE provided enrolment data for each student, as 
well as their most recent results from the National Assessment Program Literacy 
and Numeracy (NAPLAN).

At the school level, the sample involved 64 government schools. Based on the 
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA), publicly available on 
the MySchool website, these schools are fairly representative of socio-educational 
advantage, with the mean ICSEA being 954 (with a standard deviation of 116). This 
is in comparison to the mean ICSEA of all Australian schools being 1000 (standard 
deviation 100).

At the student level, we used school enrolment data to categorise students as 
either ‘first-generation’ or ‘continuing-generation’, based on the highest level of 
education recorded for their parents/carers. First-generation status was assigned to 
students who did not have a parent/carer with a bachelor-level degree or higher, 
while continuing-generation status was assigned to students with at least one parent/
carer with a bachelor-level degree or higher. This approach aligns with the preva-
lent definitions in the literature, although we note that variations exist (Spiegler and 
Bednarek 2013). Based on this categorisation, 6704 survey responses were received 
from students who were classified as prospective first-generation, and 2911 received 
from continuing-generation students. Parental education was missing from 928 sur-
vey responses, which meant that these responses could not be used in the analysis.
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Measures for analysis

An overview of each measure included in the analysis is provided in Table  1, 
together with the operationalisation of each measure and its source.

In order to examine how first-generation status intersects with the current 
equity target groups, we compared the socio-demographic profile of prospec-
tive first-generation students in our sample to that of their continuing-generation 
peers. The socio-demographic measures of interest here were: sex, Indigenous 
status, language background, location, and ICSEA. Three of these variables—
Indigenous status, language background, and location—directly align with the 
respective categories from the current national equity framework. The remain-
ing two variables require further explanation. First, given that we do not have 
access to students’ residential addresses, school ICSEA was used as a proxy for 
SES. Notably, ICSEA reflects the communities where students live aggregated 
to the school level and so captures (dis)advantage at an area—rather than indi-
vidual level—similar to the national higher education equity framework. Second, 
because the equity category of ‘women in non-traditional areas of study’ relies, 
in part, on actual course enrolment data, our analysis of young people well before 
the point of access to university is restricted to examining sex. It is also important 
to point out here that the NSW DoE was not able to provide information on dis-
ability status, so this aspect of equity was unable to be investigated for this paper.

To test whether first-generation status represents an entirely new way to define 
educational disadvantage, we examined first-generation status as a predictor of 
university aspirations. Here, we construct aspirations as an indicator of how 
young people develop and construct a sense of their futures, or future selves 
(Archer et al. 2013), and thus whether they might see themselves as a university 
student (or not). Educational aspirations were derived from the student survey, 
which asked respondents to indicate the highest level of education they planned 
to complete. Responses were categorised as high school, Technical and Further 
Education (TAFE), university, or ‘I don’t know yet’. Independent explanatory 
variables were aligned with the current equity categories, and also incorporated 
other markers of (dis)advantage included in similar studies of young people’s 
aspirations (Gore et al. 2017, 2018).

Analysis

A generalised estimating equation (GEE) approach was employed for all inferen-
tial analyses. GEEs are a robust analytical technique extending upon generalised 
linear models and quasi-likelihood methods, estimating consistent and unbiased 
regression parameters accounting for data being collected within subjects, across 
time (Ballinger 2004; Zeger et  al. 1988). For this analysis, GEEs are appropri-
ate given the: (1) clustering of observations, (2) varying number of observations 
over the four waves of data collection (for students who did not complete all four 
surveys or did not complete a survey each year), and (3) correlation of outcomes 
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within students due to repeated measures for participants who responded to the 
survey on more than one occasion.

For the socio-demographic profile of first-generation students, the univariate 
association between the variables of interest and the dependent variable of first-gen-
eration status was examined using a GEE approach. Descriptively, we also mapped 
the intersection between first-generation status and the four measures most closely 
aligned with the existing equity categories: identifying as Indigenous; NESB; liv-
ing in a provincial area; and, being from a lower SES background, as represented 
by the lower two ICSEA quartiles. We used Venn diagrams to visually illustrate the 
relationships between each of these four socio-demographic measures, separately for 
prospective first-generation students and continuing-generation students.

Next, to analyse educational disadvantage, independent variables were examined 
in relation to the binary outcome of university aspirations (yes/no). First-generation 
status was initially analysed separately from other independent measures through 
univariate logistic regression, and subsequently examined in the presence of other 
independent variables within a logistic regression model fitted within a GEE frame-
work. All analyses were undertaken using SAS software version 9.4 and statistical 
significance was set at p < 0.05.

Results

A profile of prospective first‑generation students

We found evidence to suggest that prospective first-generation students are more 
likely to belong to one of the existing equity categories compared to their contin-
uing-generation peers. As shown in Table  2, the significant socio-demographic 
variables were: Indigenous status, language background, and ICSEA. Specifically, 
prospective first-generation students were more likely to: identify as Indigenous 
(p = .001), come from an English-speaking background (p = .002), and come from 
a lower SES background, represented by school ICSEA (p = .018). No statistically 
significant differences were found for sex or geographic location, although a much 
higher proportion of prospective first-generation students came from a regional or 
remote area.

When examining the raw survey responses, we also found that many prospective 
first-generation students had overlapping, or multiple memberships, with the exist-
ing equity categories. The two Venn diagrams visually illustrate the relationship 
between first-generation status (Fig. 1) or continuing-generation status (Fig. 2) with 
the socio-demographic variables of interest: Indigeneity; NESB; living in a provin-
cial area; and, being from a lower SES background. These analyses used only the 
survey responses where all four measures were known.

To help interpret these diagrams, each ellipse represents one equity category as 
labelled: Indigeneity, low SES, provincial, NESB. Overlapping regions between 
ellipses denote intersections between two or more equity categories, while the single 
regions denote junctures between first/continuing-generation status and one equity cat-
egory only. Each of the regions within an ellipse indicates the raw number of survey 
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responses, and accompanying percentage, for each intersection; for example, for pro-
spective first-generation students, low SES ⋂ Indigenous = {2.8%}; and low SES 
⋂ Indigenous ⋂ provincial = {4.9%}. The Venn diagrams demonstrate all possible 
relationships between first/continuing-generation status and the equity categories of 
interest.

Overall, these descriptive results show that the vast majority of survey responses 
received from prospective first-generation students intersected with at least one of 
the existing equity categories (88%), in comparison to continuing-generation students 
(55%). Similarly, a higher proportion of responses from prospective first-generation 
students intersected with two or more of the equity categories. For instance, low SES 
⋂ provincial = {39.7%} for prospective first-generation students, while the same inter-
section for continuing-generation students is low SES ⋂ provincial = {18.6%}.

First‑generation status and educational aspirations

Descriptively, the most popular educational aspiration for prospective first-gen-
eration students was ‘university’ (42.5%), followed by ‘don’t know’ (24.3%), 

Table 2  Characteristics of first-generation and continuing-generation students

a Survey responses
b Percentages rounded to one decimal place. Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding
c Adjusted for repeated measures on Student Registration Number

Variable First-Gen
(n = 6704)

Continuing-Gen 
(n = 2911)

Adjusted p-valuec

na (%)b na (%)b

Sex 0.359
 Male 3388 (50.5) 1477 (50.7)
 Female 3316 (49.5) 1434 (49.3)

Indigenous status 0.001
 Non-Indigenous 6131 (91.6) 2843 (97.9)
 Indigenous 561 (8.4) 61 (2.1)

Language background 0.002
 English 6290 (93.8) 2279 (78.3)
 Non-English speaking 

background
414 (6.2) 632 (21.7)

Location 0.507
 Metropolitan 3484 (52.0) 2207 (75.8)
 Provincial 3220 (48.0) 704 (24.2)

ICSEA 0.018
 Quartile 1 2027 (30.2) 251 (8.6)
 Quartile 2 3328 (49.6) 645 (22.2)
 Quartile 3 661 (9.9) 257 (8.8)
 Quartile 4 688 (10.3) 1758 (60.4)
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‘TAFE’ (17.6%), and ‘high school’ (15.7%). For continuing-generation students, 
the most popular educational aspiration was ‘university’ (69.3%), followed by 
‘don’t know’ (20.1%), ‘TAFE’ (5.7%), and ‘high school’ (4.9%).

To take into account the cohort-sequential, or accelerated longitudinal, design 
of the data, Fig.  3 illustrates the proportion of prospective first-generation and 
continuing-generation students who aspire to university across each year level. 
This diagram combines data for the four cohorts of students into an overall per-
centage of first-generation and continuing-generation university aspirants per 
Year level.

These data show that prospective first-generation students were less likely to 
aspire to university at all time points captured, from Year 3 to Year 12 inclusive. 
Year 3 represented the time point when the overall proportion of students aspiring 
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to university was most similar. The overall proportion of continuing-generation 
students aspiring to university increased steadily in the subsequent years of pri-
mary school, while the proportion of first-generation students aspiring to univer-
sity remained at a similar percentage to that seen among Year 3 students. There 
was a decline in the proportion of both continuing-generation and first-generation 
students aspiring to university between the time points of Year 6 and Year 7, the 
first year of secondary school in NSW. Year 10 represented the time point where 
the overall proportion of students aspiring to university was at its second closest 
point between first-generation and continuing-generation students.

Logistic regression analyses

To more fully interrogate differences between prospective first-generation and con-
tinuing-generation students in terms of their educational aspirations, first-generation 
status was examined as a predictor of university aspirations (yes/no) through logistic 
regression models. Univariate logistic regression analyses were initially undertaken 
to examine the association between each variable of interest (including first-genera-
tion status) and the outcome separate from other independent variables; these results 
are reported in Table 3 as unadjusted odds ratios (OR) and associated p-values. Sec-
ond, a logistic regression model fitted within a GEE framework examined first-gen-
eration status in the presence of other independent variables as potential predictors, 
reported in Table 3 as adjusted odds ratios and adjusted p-values.

Table 3  Logistic regression results

Characteristic University  aspirationsa Univariate models Full model

Yes, n (%) No, n (%) Unadjusted OR 95% CI Adjusted OR 95% CI

First generation status
 Yesb 2798 (42.5) 3788 (57.5)
 No 1998 (69.3) 885 (30.7) 3.04*** [2.73–3.38] 1.61*** [1.41–1.85]

Sex
 Maleb 2355 (47.2) 2637 (52.8)
 Female 2659 (53.9) 2276 (46.1) 1.30*** [1.19–1.43] 1.32*** [1.18–1.48]

Indigenous status
 Non-Indige-

nousb
4720 (51.4) 4471 (48.6)

 Indigenous 250 (38.6) 397 (61.4) 0.62*** [0.51–0.75] 1.09 [0.87–1.37]
Language background
 Englishb 4285 (48.4) 4561 (51.6)
 Non-English 

speaking back-
ground

729 (67.4) 352 (32.6) 2.24*** [1.92–2.60] 1.28* [1.03–1.59]
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Table 3  (continued)

Characteristic University  aspirationsa Univariate models Full model

Yes, n (%) No, n (%) Unadjusted OR 95% CI Adjusted OR 95% CI

Location
 Metropolitanb 3191 (53.4) 2790 (46.6)
 Provincial 2019 (46.1) 2363 (53.9) 0.73*** [0.67–0.80] 1.21** [1.06–1.38]

ICSEA
 Quartile  1b 1073 (42.5) 1453 (57.5)
 Quartile 2 1742 (41.5) 2459 (58.5) 0.92 [0.82–1.03] 0.92 [0.79–1.06]
 Quartile 3 610 (57.0) 460 (43.0) 1.64*** [1.39–1.93] 1.57*** [1.25–1.96]
 Quartile 4 1785 (69.6) 781 (30.4) 2.99*** [2.63–3.40] 1.65*** [1.33–2.03]

Cultural capital
 Quartile  1b 902 (36.1) 1594 (63.9)
 Quartile 2 1140 (46.5) 1313 (53.5) 1.43*** [1.28–1.60] 1.11 [0.97–1.27]
 Quartile 3 1426 (55.7) 1133 (44.3) 1.97*** [1.77–2.21] 1.36*** [1.18–1.57]
 Quartile 4 1606 (64.9) 869 (35.1) 2.84*** [2.53–3.19] 1.77*** [1.53–2.06]

Prior academic achievement
 Quartile  1b 549 (28.4) 1383 (71.6)
 Quartile 2 960 (39.4) 1475 (60.6) 1.66*** [1.45–1.90] 1.50*** [1.27–1.76]
 Quartile 3 1503 (56.6) 1152 (43.4) 3.16*** [2.75–3.62] 2.21*** [1.86–2.61]
 Quartile 4 1908 (71.3) 768 (28.7) 5.81*** [5.04–6.70] 2.68*** [2.21–3.24]

Self-perception of relative academic performance
 Well below 

 averageb
50 (25.9) 143 (74.1)

 Below average 175 (29.0) 429 (71.0) 1.10 [0.77–1.57] 1.18 [0.78–1.81]
 Average 1599 (40.6) 2335 (59.4) 1.83*** [1.33–2.52] 1.41 [0.97–2.06]
 Above average 2062 (66.6) 1034 (33.4) 4.58*** [3.32–6.32] 2.76*** [1.88–4.06]
 Well above 

average
892 (71.0) 365 (29.0) 5.23*** [3.74–7.31] 2.86*** [1.91–4.28]

Survey year
 2012b 1250 (49.0) 1299 (51.0)
 2013 2041 (52.2) 1872 (47.8) 1.17*** [1.08–1.27] 1.27*** [1.12–1.43]
 2014 903 (48.0) 980 (52.0) 1.08 [0.97–1.20] 1.23** [1.06–1.42]
 2015 1016 (50.3) 1002 (49.7) 1.17** [1.05–1.30] 1.39*** [1.20–1.61]

Cohort
 Cohort  1b 1696 (58.9) 1183 (41.1)
 Cohort 2 1529 (53.3) 1339 (46.7) 0.84** [0.75–0.95] 0.95 [0.81–1.11]
 Cohort 3 1167 (41.3) 1657 (58.7) 0.51*** [0.45–0.58] 0.70*** [0.59–0.83]
 Cohort 4 787 (45.7) 934 (54.3) 0.61*** [0.53–0.70] 0.90 [0.74–1.09]

OR odds ratio, CI confidence interval
a Based on the number of valid survey responses over the four waves of data collection
b Reference category. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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In the univariate analyses, the following variables were significantly related to 
university aspirations: first-generation status; sex; Indigenous status; language back-
ground; location; ICSEA; cultural capital; self-perception of relative academic per-
formance; survey year; and, cohort. Of particular relevance to this paper, continu-
ing-generation students had just over three times the odds of aspiring to university 
than their prospective first-generation peers (OR 3.04).

In the presence of the other variables in the full model, the variables significantly 
related to university aspirations were: first-generation status; sex; location, ICSEA; 
cultural capital; prior academic achievement; self-perception of relative academic 
performance; survey year; and, cohort. Specifically, we found that continuing-gen-
eration students were significantly more likely to aspire to university than first-gen-
eration students; continuing-generation students had just over 1.6 times the odds of 
aspiring to university than their prospective first-generation peers (OR 1.61).

Discussion

With six equity target groups dominating the Australian higher education policy 
landscape for thirty years, this paper is a timely investigation of the need for a new 
group being incorporated into the national equity framework. On the one hand, the 
current framework has provided a sound grounding for Australian equity policy and 
practice; a breadth and depth that is unique on the international stage (Coates and 
Krause 2005). On the other hand, new approaches to addressing equity are needed 
to ensure funding and other resources are appropriately targeted, and any new inter-
ventions take account of emerging insights about educational disadvantage (Harvey 
et al. 2016). Complementing previous research which has proposed that care leav-
ers (Harvey et al. 2015) and students from refugee backgrounds (Terry et al. 2016) 
should be added to the framework, we have provided strong evidence that first-gen-
eration status warrants inclusion as an official equity target group in future policy 
reform.

We make our argument in support of first-generation status by returning to Coates 
and Krause’s (2005) three approaches in detail. Drawing on data from the OECD 
(2012), we began by illustrating the extent to which first-generation students are 
underrepresented in Australian higher education, showing that enrolment share is far 
from population parity. Given that equity is understood as ‘proportional representa-
tion’ in Australian higher education policy, these figures provide an important foun-
dation for including first-generation status as a targeted equity group, with university 
access continuing to be strongly associated with parental education despite the move 
to mass higher education.

Analysis of our own empirical data built on this evidence by demonstrating that 
first-generation status intersects with the existing equity categories—addressing the 
second approach from Coates and Krause (2005). It has long been acknowledged 
that disadvantaged social groups often overlap (Department of Employment, Edu-
cation and Training 1990) and that it is this ‘multiple membership’ that can be the 
locus of greater disadvantage (James et al. 2004). Our findings signal the immense 
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potential of first-generation status in capturing this locus of disadvantage. In par-
ticular, we found that prospective first-generation students are significantly more 
likely to identify as Indigenous and come from a lower SES background than their 
continuing-generation peers. Indeed, students from lower SES backgrounds often 
have limited family experience of higher education (Bok 2010), while the experi-
ences of Indigenous students are compounded by the historical exclusions placed 
on Indigenous Australians in the education system. However, first-generation status 
is not synonymous with these groups, which means that a constrained focus on the 
current equity framework has potentially disregarded another form of educational 
disadvantage—the fact that so many young people do not have access to parents/car-
ers with firsthand experience of university. This point is even more important given 
that we also found that some first-generation students do not fit into any of existing 
equity categories at all; students who are likely to face challenges associated with 
‘being first’ but who will be overlooked in interventions based on the current target 
groupings.

Our Venn diagrams further illustrate a matrix of overlapping equity factors for 
first-generation students, more so than their continuing-generation peers. How-
ever, there are two important caveats to point out from this analysis. First, although 
people from non-English speaking backgrounds prevail as an equity target group, 
we found that prospective first-generation students are more likely to come from 
English-speaking backgrounds than their continuing-generation peers. This finding 
is particularly unique to the Australian context, diverging from US research which 
has shown that first-generation students are more likely to belong to racial or ethnic 
minority groups (Engle and Tinto 2008). In addition, while our descriptive analy-
ses showed that many first-generation students live in regional and remote areas, 
we found no significant differences in relation to the geographic profile of first-gen-
eration and continuing-generation students. While this finding could be interpreted 
to mean that first-generation status does not overlap with rurality, it must be inter-
preted in light of the geographic location of schools in our sample, which are situ-
ated mainly in coastal regions. Population data from the Australian Bureau of Sta-
tistics (2008) already point to the fact that there is a lower proportion of Australian 
adults with a tertiary-level qualification in rural and remote areas, which means that 
we would expect to see this pattern reflected among young people if our sample 
included more geographically diverse schools.

We specifically addressed the educational disadvantage of students—the third 
approach from Coates and Krause (2005)—by examining young people’s educa-
tional aspirations. Starkly, we found that across every stage of schooling covered 
in our research (Year 3–12), prospective first-generation students were less likely to 
aspire to university than their continuing-generation peers. To our knowledge, such 
a wide age-range has not been examined in previous international studies (Bui and 
Rush 2016) or in Australia. Our findings therefore provide unique insight into edu-
cational disparities associated with first-generation status from a very young age. 
Indeed, the extent of influence of first-generation status on educational aspirations 
was illustrated in the regression models, which showed a significant positive asso-
ciation between parental education and aspirations for higher education—a relation-
ship that held even after taking into account the effect of other factors closely tied to 
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the existing equity target groups and other markers of (dis)advantage. Of particular 
note, the effect of first-generation status on educational aspirations was as large as 
the effect of socio-economic status, represented in this paper by school ICSEA.

Collectively, our findings provide a strong case for first-generation status being 
recognised within the national equity framework as discrete from the existing equity 
categories. While first-generation status cuts across many of the existing target 
groups, its intersection with these groups is both partial and complex. Moreover, 
given clear differences between the educational aspirations of first-generation stu-
dents and their continuing-generation peers, first-generation status functions as a 
form of disadvantage not currently captured in policy. As such, in the context of a 
university sector that has shifted from ‘elite’ participation to one ‘for the masses’, 
first-generation status can be seen as representing a different struggle for access to 
higher education (Patfield et al. 2020b); the struggle associated with being a ‘new-
comer’ and the challenges involved in disrupting one’s family’s educational history 
(King et al. 2015). This requires additional work that those with university-educated 
parents are unlikely to experience.

Borrowing from the work of Ahmed (2012), first-generation status can there-
fore be viewed as a new ‘mode of thought’ about equity in Australian higher edu-
cation, outside the confines of what has traditionally been valued in institutional-
ised, bureaucratic or performance terms. With research into first-generation status 
growing in Australia (King et al. 2015; O’Shea 2015; O’Shea et al. 2017), and uni-
versities beginning to implement ‘first-gen’ events for incoming students (Patfield 
et al. 2020a), our study provides rigorous empirical evidence that this relatively new 
approach to equity in Australia is headed in the right direction. However, greater 
recognition of this population must not only occur once students have arrived at uni-
versity, but also during the period of early aspiration formation, over the course of 
primary and secondary schooling. A critical task for policymakers and practitioners 
is to ensure that prospective first-generation students are supported to access uni-
versity (Patfield et al. 2020a, b); an important first step in supporting the success of 
first-generation university students during their enrolment.

While currently sitting outside the confines of the national equity framework, our 
analysis demonstrates that first-generation status represents an important aspect of 
equitable access to higher education. While our research does not provide evidence 
to argue for the removal of any of the existing equity categories from the national 
framework, we implore policymakers to consider how the category of first-gener-
ation status might be used to identify and target educational disadvantage in a new 
light to achieve equitable access for more students. Recognising and supporting 
young people who are taking the momentous step in ‘being first’, we argue, is a criti-
cal component of addressing equity in contemporary higher education.
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