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Abstract

This study explores the experiences of first-generation students at Warwick
University, focusing on academic preparedness, financial barriers, social
integration and mentorship support. The research specifically compares the
experiences of students who were and were not part of the Warwick Scholars
Programme, revealing that both groups faced similar challenges. Existing
literature highlights challenges faced by first-generation students, including
deficiencies in academic preparation, financial constraints and social
isolation. Using a mixed-methods approach, this paper combines survey data
(N = 24) with in-depth interviews (N = 4) to provide a comprehensive
understanding of these issues. The findings reveal that both Warwick Scholars
and non-Scholars experience similar levels of under-preparedness, despite
pre-university interventions. Financial pressures significantly influence
educational choices and contribute to family-driven stress. Social integration
varies, with some students feeling isolated while others find community
through extracurricular activities. Mentorship support is inconsistent, with
some students benefitting from personal tutors and peer networks while
others struggle to access adequate guidance. The study underscores the
necessity for more inclusive and targeted support systems to address the
multifaceted challenges faced by first-generation students. While the paper

provides valuable insights, limitations include a small sample size, suggesting



the need for broader studies. Key recommendations include increasing
counselling and skill-building workshops, expanding financial aid, and
enhancing mentorship, guidance and career support to better support first-
generation students.
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preparedness of first-generation university students, Financial pressures on
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support for first-generation students, Warwick Scholars Programme.

Introduction

First-generation or ‘First in Family’ (FiF) students - typically defined as those
whose parents or guardians have not attained a university-level degree
(BA/BSc or higher) — represent a growing and important demographic in UK
higher education (Adamecz-Volgyi et al., 2020; Henderson et al., 2020). More
precisely, a young person is considered FiF if neither parent nor guardian had
achieved a university degree by the time the student was aged 17 — namely,
before their university application (Adamecz-Volgyi et al., 2020). Much of the
literature on first-generation experiences is US-centric, and UK-based research
remains limited, particularly in terms of quantitative and institution-specific
studies (Henderson et al., 2020).

This study addresses that gap by examining the academic, financial and social
experiences of first-generation students at a UK Russell Group university.

It is situated at the University of Warwick and contributes to the growing body
of UK-focused research on Widening Participation (WP). While grounded in

Warwick’s context, the findings and recommendations are relevant to other

selective institutions with similar WP responsibilities.

The aim of this paper is to explore the lived experiences of first-generation
students and offers actionable insights to enhance access to institutional
support networks. A central focus of this research is the comparison between
Warwick Scholars and non-Scholars. The Warwick Scholars Programme is a
targeted WP initiative that supports students from underrepresented



backgrounds - including those from lower-income households, care-
experienced or estranged backgrounds, and priority neighbourhoods
(University of Warwick, 2025). In contrast, the non-Scholars in this study are
also first-generation students but they did not receive support through this
programme. Comparing these two groups allows for an evaluation of whether
structured pre-university interventions translate into improved student

outcomes and experiences.

First-generation students, regardless of programme participation, often face
overlapping challenges such as financial constraints, unfamiliarity with
university culture and limited access to guidance or resources (Pascarella et
al., 2004; Thomas, 2006). While institutional support services — such as
academic advising and financial aid guidance — can improve outcomes
(Wainwright and Watts, 2019), access to and effectiveness of such support vary
significantly across student populations.

To investigate these issues, this study is guided by two overarching research
questions:
1. How do first-generation students at the University of Warwick navigate academic,
financial and social challenges in their university experience?
2. What roles do institutional support and mentorship programmes play in the
academic success and well-being of first-generation students?
A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining quantitative survey
data from 24 first-generation WP students (12 Warwick Scholars and 12 non-
Scholars) and qualitative insights from semi-structured interviews (N = 4) to
capture both breadth and depth. The survey included an additional six
respondents who were not classified as WP students, but they are excluded
from this comparative analysis. Participants were recruited through student
networks, academic departments and WP initiatives, with eligibility based on
self-identification as first-generation and confirmation of participation (or
not) in the Warwick Scholars Programme. These research questions were

further broken down into sub questions (see Table 1).

Table 1: Research questions



Research questions

Sub-questions

Data source




How do first-
generation students at
the University of
Warwick navigate
academic, financial and
social challenges in
their university

experience?

1.1 How do first-
generation Warwick
Scholars perceive their
academic
preparedness
compared to non-

Scholars?

Survey (Likert scale): I
felt academically

prepared for university.

Interview: Can you
describe the academic
skills and knowledge you
acquired before starting

university?

How did this preparation
affect your confidence in
your academic abilities?

1.2 What are the
specific challenges
faced by first-
generation students in
transitioning to
university-level

studies?

Survey (Likert scale): I
have faced significant
challenges as a first-

generation student.

Interview: What, if any,
challenges have you
faced that you feel are
related to being a first-
generation student?
Which are the biggest
challenges?




1.3 To what extent do
financial
considerations
influence education
choices among first-

generation students?

Survey (Likert scale):
Financial considerations
have significantly
impacted my educational

choices.

Interview: How have
financial considerations
impacted your

educational choices?

1.4 How do family
financial dynamics
affect academic
experiences of first-
generation students at

Warwick?

Survey (Likert scale): My
family has provided
substantial support for
my higher education

journey.

Interview: In what ways
has your family
supported or influenced
your journey in higher

education?




1.5 How do first-
generation students
perceive their sense of
belonging at Warwick
University?

Survey (Likert scale): I
feel a strong sense of
belonging within the

university community.

Interview: Can you share
your experiences with
social integration at

university?

Have you felt a sense of
belonging within the
academic community?

1.6 What roles does
cultural background
play in shaping
university experiences
of first-generation

students?

Survey: My cultural
background has
significantly influenced
my university
experience.

Interviews: In what ways
has your cultural
background shaped your
experiences at
university?




What roles do
institutional support
and mentorship
programmes play in
the academic success
and well-being of first-

generation students?

2.1 How effective are
mentorship
programmes in
supporting academic
success among first-

generation students?

Survey: I have had access
to effective mentorship
or peer support

networks.

Interview: Have you had
access to mentorship or
peer support networks?
How have these
influenced your

academic journey?

2.2 What are the
perceptions of
Warwick Scholars and
non-Scholars
regarding access to

support services?

Survey: The academic
support services at the
university have met my

needs.

Interview: What types of
academic support
services have you
utilised, and how
effective have they been

for you?

How well do you think
the university supports
first-generation

students?

The structure of this paper begins with a literature review on first-generation

student experiences, followed by the presentation and analysis of the survey

and interview findings. Through this research, I highlight both the barriers and

opportunities encountered by first-generation students at Warwick,




contributing to the development of more inclusive and effective institutional

support systems.

Literature review

This literature review explores the barriers faced by first-generation or ‘First in
Family’ (FiF) students in higher education and examines how these challenges
shape their academic engagement, social integration and access to
institutional support. The review is organised into thematic subheadings, each
providing a focused discussion on key issues identified in the literature and
forming the basis upon which this study builds.

Academic preparedness and transition challenges

First-generation students often arrive at university with limited academic
preparation and are more likely to be non-native English speakers, immigrants
and financially independent (Bui, 2002; Jehangir, 2010, cited in Stebleton and
Soria, 2013). This under-preparedness contributes to lower confidence and
hesitancy in seeking help from faculty (Katrevich and Aruguete, 2017,
Pascarella et al., 2004), particularly when navigating academic expectations
such as assignment requirements, academic writing structures and exam
standards — areas that reflect a lack of cultural capital (Thomas, 2006).
Consequently, the transition to university can be overwhelming, especially
when institutional resources feel unfamiliar or inaccessible (Forsyth and
Furlong, 2003, cited in Thomas, 2006; Stebleton and Soria, 2013). These
challenges are further intensified for students who must work — often full-
time — to meet living or tuition costs, limiting the time they can devote to
study and academic engagement (Jehangir, 2010, cited in Stebleton and Soria,
2013).

Financial barriers and family dynamics

Financial pressures are a recurring barrier in the literature, with many first-

generation students balancing academic demands with full-time employment



(Bui, 2002; Thomas, 2006). Family responsibilities can further constrain their
engagement, particularly for those expected to support relatives or serve as
role models for younger siblings (Jehangir, 2010, cited in Stebleton and Soria,
2013; Wainwright and Watts, 2019). Additionally, living off campus and time
constraints from work or caregiving reduce opportunities for peer interaction
and on-campus involvement (Pascarella et al., 2004, cited in Stebleton and
Soria, 2013). These factors collectively undermine academic focus and

emotional support systems essential for student persistence (Thomas, 2006).

Social and cultural background

Beyond financial and academic barriers, first-generation students often face
cultural dissonance as they navigate between home and university
environments. The contrast between familial expectations and institutional
norms can lead to identity fragmentation and a weakened sense of belonging
(Oldfield, 2007; Rend6n, 1992, cited in Stebleton and Soria, 2013). London
(1989, cited in Stebleton and Soria, 2013) emphasises that these transitions are
not only academic but also deeply social and cultural, often resulting in
feelings of isolation, depression and loneliness (Lippincott and German, 2007,
cited in Stebleton and Soria, 2013).

Peer support and integration are critical to student retention (Thomas, 2006),
yet first-generation students — particularly those living at home or from
diverse socio-cultural backgrounds — frequently struggle to integrate into
university life. A mismatch between their home culture and university norms
can hinder both academic engagement and social participation (Adamecz-
Volgyi et al., 2020; Forsyth and Furlong, 2003, cited in Thomas, 2006). These
integration barriers highlight the limited social and cultural capital many
first-generation students possess (Wainwright and Watts, 2019; Thomas,

2006), compounding their sense of disconnection in both settings.

Persistence and retention challenges



These combined challenges — academic under-preparation, financial strain
and social isolation — contribute to lower persistence and graduation rates
among first-generation students (Engle and Tinto, 2008, cited in Stebleton and
Soria, 2013; Stebleton and Soria, 2013). Despite being well-positioned to
benefit from high-impact educational practices such as learning communities
and study abroad programmes, these students are less likely to participate due
to limited awareness, time or access (Jehangir, 2010 cited in Stebleton and
Soria, 2013; Kuh, 2008).

Institutional support and interventions

To counteract these disadvantages, targeted institutional interventions are
vital. Academic bridging programmes, mentorship schemes, financial aid
guidance and inclusive community-building efforts have shown promise in
enhancing student engagement and retention (Bui, 2002; Katrevich and
Aruguete, 2017). Increasing access to tailored support services and addressing
practical barriers such as financial aid accessibility can further improve
outcomes (Wainwright and Watts, 2019). These initiatives not only address
structural inequalities but also foster a more supportive academic

environment.

The literature illustrates that first-generation students face multifaceted
challenges — academic, financial, cultural and emotional — that intersect and
influence their higher-education experience. While much of the evidence
comes from US-based research (e.g. Stebleton and Soria, 2013), the core
themes resonate globally. However, there remains a notable gap in UK-specific
studies exploring how these barriers manifest within British higher-education
contexts. Addressing this gap is crucial for developing more inclusive support

systems tailored to the needs of first-generation students in the UK.
Methodology and methods

Research approach and participants



This study adopted a concurrent mixed-methods design within a case-study
framework, underpinned by an interpretivist paradigm. The interpretivist lens
enabled an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of first-generation
students, and recognised the socially constructed nature of their academic
transitions and challenges. The case-study approach provided a contextualised
focus on a specific institution — the University of Warwick — allowing for a

holistic examination of student experiences within this setting.

A total of 34 participants were involved: 14 Warwick Scholars and 20 non-
Scholars, primarily undergraduates. Of these, 25 identified as female and 9 as
male, leading to a gender imbalance; hence, gender-specific analysis was not

pursued to preserve the integrity of comparative outcomes.

Students enrolled in the Warwick Scholars Programme meet eligibility criteria
that reflect socio-economic disadvantage, making them an appropriate group
for this study’s focus on equity and access in higher education. The dual-
method approach allowed the study to capture both broad trends and

individual narratives across the two cohorts.

Qualitative component

Structured one-on-one face-to-face interviews were conducted with first-
generation students, including Warwick Scholars and non-Scholars from
diverse gender, ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Interview questions explored
academic transitions, family dynamics, financial pressures and future
aspirations. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. A
summary of interviewee demographics, including gender, Warwick Scholar

status, education level and interview dates, is provided in Appendix A.

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. Four key narratives were
reviewed closely, and recurrent themes were identified and descriptive codes
assigned (e.g., ‘Financial Impact’ or ‘Academic Preparedness and Confidence’).
This coding process supported the generation of a thematic matrix which

summarised key findings (see Appendix B).



Quantitative component

Quantitative data was collected via an online Qualtrics survey distributed to
eligible participants. It included multiple-choice demographic questions,
Likert-scale items assessing academic and social experiences, and an optional
open-ended question for further insights. Survey data was anonymised and

analysed using Qualtrics’ descriptive statistics function.

Key demographic findings and patterns in the experiences of first-generation

student are summarised in Appendices C and D.

Data collection and storage

Interview recordings were securely stored in a password-protected OneDrive
folder, accessible only to the research team. After transcription and
anonymisation, original recordings were deleted to protect participant

confidentiality.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. They were briefed on the
study’s aims and assured of anonymity and secure data handling. Ethical
approval was granted by the University of Warwick’s Ethics Committee,
confirming adherence to protocols involving human participants.

Findings

This section integrates quantitative survey data (see Appendix D: Comparative
survey results — Warwick Scholars vs non-Scholars) with qualitative interview
insights (see Appendix B: Summary of interview findings) to explore the lived
experiences of first-generation students at the University of Warwick. While
the survey highlights broad patterns, interviews provide rich, contextual depth

that reveals how these trends play out in individual lives.

Figure 1: Clustered bar chart regarding experiences of first-generation
Warwick Scholars



Figure 2: Clustered bar chart regarding experiences of first-generation non-
scholars

Academic preparation and confidence

Survey results (Appendix D) suggest comparable levels of perceived academic
readiness between Warwick Scholars (36 per cent) and non-Scholars (42 per
cent), indicating that scholarship status alone may not significantly influence
preparedness. However, interview data (Appendix B, Table B1) uncovers
important nuances. Some students described feeling underprepared due to
limited support at school: ‘My A-level experiences were challenging due to
inadequate preparation from school.” Others credited their schools with
fostering independent learning: My teachers encouraged me to explore topics on

my own, which helped me adapt to university study.

These contrasting perspectives suggest that confidence in navigating
academic demands at university stems more from pre-university experiences
than post-entry support. While Warwick Scholars receive additional academic

resources, these alone do not always translate into higher self-assurance.
Challenges faced and financial impact

Over 80 per cent of both Scholars and non-Scholars reported facing significant
challenges, including financial pressures, navigating university systems and

juggling competing responsibilities (Appendix D). These findings were echoed
in the interviews (Appendix B, Table B2), where students spoke candidly about
the strain of managing work and study: ‘T worked part-time, and it does interfere

with my studies because it’s difficult to manage my time well’.

Financial constraints not only impacted daily life but also influenced course
selection and long-term goals. For example, 64 per cent of Scholars and 50 per
cent of non-Scholars reported that financial considerations shaped their
academic decisions (Appendix D). Interviewees elaborated on how this
impacted career planning: ‘T chose my course partly because it leads to stable,
well-paying jobs.” Budgeting and financial management emerged as consistent



themes across both groups (Appendix B, Table B4): ‘I plan and cook my meals
each week to make sure I have enough for essentials.’

Successes and achievements

Despite these challenges, students across both groups shared stories of
resilience and accomplishment. Success was viewed not only through
measurable outcomes — such as securing internships or scholarships — but also
through personal growth and adaptation to university life (Appendix B, Table
B3).

For instance, one student shared: ‘I used to be very introverted, but joining
societies really helped me come out of my shell, illustrating how engagement in
extracurricular activities supported personal development. Others highlighted
more tangible milestones: ‘Securing a scholarship boosted my confidence and
made me feel recognised.’ These varied definitions of success underline the
importance of supporting both academic and personal development in holistic
student experiences.

Family and social dynamics

Family played a dual role — providing emotional motivation but limited
practical guidance. All participants reported a lack of social capital in their
families, which hindered their ability to navigate university life effectively
(Appendix B, Table B5). While family obligations sometimes conflicted with
academic priorities, family support remained a powerful motivator: ‘My
parents had a big influence on me to pursue higher education as they have low-

wage jobs and moved here to give me a better future.’

However, the absence of cultural capital often left students feeling unprepared
for the social and institutional norms of university, reinforcing the need for

external support mechanisms.

Social and cultural integration



Experiences of social integration varied markedly. Only 18 per cent of Warwick
Scholars reported a strong sense of belonging, compared to 50 per cent of non-
Scholars (Appendix D), suggesting that institutional support systems may not
fully meet the inclusion needs of all first-generation students.

Interview responses (Appendix B, Table B6) revealed how participation in
extracurricular activities often promoted belonging: ‘Joining societies fostered a
sense of community.” Cultural background also played a role. For some,
multicultural exposure aided social connection: ‘Coming from a multicultural
background, I found it easy to relate to people from different cultures.” Others,
however, experienced a cultural disconnect that led to isolation: ‘Coming from
a small, non-diverse town, I sometimes feel like I can’t fully fit in with certain
groups because of cultural differences, which makes me feel a bit isolated.” These
findings underscore how both individual identity and institutional culture
influence students’ sense of inclusion.

Mentorship and academic support

Access to academic support services varied across groups. Around 50 per cent
of both Scholars and non-Scholars expressed satisfaction with available
support, with Scholars slightly lower at 45% (Appendix D). However, Warwick
Scholars were more likely to benefit from structured mentorship programmes,
while non-scholars often relied on peer networks or personal tutors (Appendix
B, Table B7). One student explained: ‘I didn’t use the mentorship programme
much because I found enough support among my peers.’ Yet several students
noted barriers to access, such as low awareness or stigma around seeking help:
‘I had a personal tutor, but it would have helped to have a peer mentor I could go
to for advice.” These insights suggest that increasing visibility and normalising
the use of support resources could widen their reach, particularly for first-

generation students unfamiliar with institutional systems.

Barriers and recommendations



Table 2: Descriptive statistics of support services access and perceived barriers
(N=12)

Sought Needs met )
Barriers
support (Agree/ ]
Group . to access | Suggested improvements
services Strongly %)

(%) agree %)

+ Make support services
. more available and
ML 50 60 33 easier to access.
Scholars  Advertise types of
support service.

¢ Increase the visibility of
support services through
personal tutors. Online

Non- communications are

17 50 50 often missed.

Scholars » Make support services

more aware and open,

advertise them more.

Only 17 per cent of non-Scholars reported seeking formal support, compared
to 50 per cent of Scholars, despite similar levels of satisfaction. This disparity
indicates possible systemic barriers — such as lack of awareness, accessibility

issues or stigma — that disproportionately affect non-Scholars. Even among

Scholars, support was not universally sufficient.

To address these gaps, both groups recommended greater visibility, more
proactive outreach and tailored resources. Scholars sought more structured
guidance and skill-building opportunities, while non-Scholars emphasised the

need for personal tutors to actively promote support services.

Student suggestions
Figure 3: Warwick Scholars’ key suggestions in keywords

Figure 4: Non-Scholars’ key suggestions in keywords



Across both groups, students made targeted recommendations for
improvement, particularly in mentorship, financial support and career

guidance.

Warwick Scholars highlighted the need for:

additional counselling and skill-building workshops

enhanced career support and outreach programmes

greater recognition and awareness of social mobility initiatives
increased financial support to ease educational and personal pressures.

Non-Scholars prioritised:

better visibility of services, especially via personal tutors

more inclusive academic, placement and extracurricular opportunities
mentorship and clearer guidance from the first year onward

a dedicated support group or online platform (e.g. LinkedIn) for job sharing.

These suggestions, illustrated in Figures 3 and 4, reflect a shared desire for
more inclusive, visible and personalised support systems. Both Scholars and
non-Scholars value mentorship, financial clarity and accessible career
pathways. Incorporating these insights into future policy and programme
development is essential for fostering a supportive environment for all first-

generation students at the University of Warwick.

Future aspirations and resource needs

Students from both groups expressed aspirations for meaningful careers and
upward mobility. However, unequal access to internships, networks and
development opportunities was a persistent concern. As one student observed:
‘More recognition for first-generation students and greater awareness of social

mobility programmes would help’ (Appendix B, Table B9).

Students consistently called for structured, inclusive resources that target the
distinct barriers they face. Career guidance, mentorship and community-
building efforts were all highlighted as areas requiring focused investment. As
one interviewee explained: ‘Having access to peer mentoring programmes, like
the Buddy Scheme, gave me direction and reassurance — more initiatives like this

would make a real difference.’



Discussion

In discussing the triangulation of data from interviews, surveys and literature
reviews regarding first-generation students, we observe consistent themes
across different types of data collection methods. These findings collectively
highlight the challenges and needs of this student demographic, providing a
richer understanding than any single method could offer. The findings are

discussed thematically and interpreted in relation to the existing literature.

Academic preparation and confidence
1.1 Perceptions of academic preparedness

Participants’ reflections revealed varying levels of academic readiness. While
many first-generation students reported difficulties adjusting to university-
level expectations, their perceptions of preparedness were shaped not only by
academic skills but also by their confidence and access to prior information.
This aligns with Bui (2002) and Jehangir (2010, cited in Stebleton and Soria,
2013), who noted that many first-generation students enter university less
academically prepared due to systemic disadvantages. The internalisation of
these gaps often results in hesitation to seek academic support, echoing
Pascarella et al. (2004) and Katrevich and Aruguete (2017). In line with
Thomas (2006), the unfamiliarity with academic structures highlights the
influence of limited cultural capital.

1.2 Specific transition challenges

The transition to university was frequently described as overwhelming,
particularly in the first year. This finding supports Forsyth and Furlong (2003,
cited in Thomas, 2006) and Stebleton and Soria (2013), who argue that
institutional processes can feel alienating for first-generation students
unfamiliar with academic norms. The intensity of independent study, time
management demands and academic writing standards often created a steep

learning curve, especially for those balancing other responsibilities.



Financial barriers and family dynamics
1.3 Influence of financial considerations on educational choices

Financial pressures influenced many participants’ academic decisions, such as
module selection, commuting versus living on campus, and part-time work.
This supports Thomas (2006) and Bui (2002), who emphasised the significant
role of financial barriers in shaping student engagement. Consistent with
Jehangir (2010, cited in Stebleton and Soria, 2013), several students reported
working alongside studies, which reduced their ability to participate fully in
academic and extracurricular opportunities.

1.4 Impact of family financial dynamics on academic experiences

Family financial circumstances often placed implicit or explicit pressure on
students, influencing their emotional well-being and time management. Some
students felt obligated to support their families financially or prioritise cost-
saving decisions. These experiences align with Wainwright and Watts (2019)
and Jehangir (2010, cited in Stebleton and Soria, 2013), who found that first-
generation students often feel responsible for family well-being. Living off
campus due to cost constraints also reduced access to peer networks, a
dynamic highlighted by Pascarella et al. (2004, cited in Stebleton and Soria,
2013).

Social and cultural integration

1.5 Perceptions of belonging at Warwick University

Students’ sense of belonging varied, with many reporting initial isolation
followed by increased integration through societies or academic groups.
Interestingly, non-Scholar participants often reported greater ease in forming
peer connections, suggesting that structured support schemes may not always
equate to stronger social integration. This partially contradicts assumptions in

the literature that institutional support programmes directly improve



belonging (Kuh, 2008; Thomas, 2006). Instead, peer relationships and organic

social encounters may play a more influential role.
1.6 Role of cultural background in university experiences

Cultural background played a significant role in shaping university
experiences. Students from diverse or working-class families often described a
sense of disconnection between home life and university culture. This cultural
mismatch aligns with Rendo6n (1992, cited in Stebleton and Soria, 2013) and
Oldfield (2007), who observed identity fragmentation among first-generation
students. The literature suggests that this dissonance can lead to loneliness
and affect persistence (Lippincott and German, 2007, cited in Stebleton and
Soria, 2013), a trend reflected in the accounts of students who struggled to

reconcile personal identity with institutional expectations.

Institutional support and mentorship

2.1 Effectiveness of mentorship programmes

Experiences with formal mentorship schemes were mixed. While some
Warwick Scholars appreciated structured guidance, others found the
programmes too generalised or disconnected from their specific needs. This
echoes Katrevich and Aruguete (2017), who found that while interventions can
improve engagement, their effectiveness depends on personalisation and
relevance. Peer support and informal networks emerged as particularly
impactful, supporting Thomas (2006), who emphasised the role of community

in student retention.
2.2 Perceptions of access to support services

Accessing university support services was seen as inconsistent. Some students
were unaware of available resources or felt intimidated by the process. This
mirrors findings by Wainwright and Watts (2019), who noted that institutional
support is often under-utilised due to visibility and accessibility issues.

Despite positive feedback from users of these services, the findings suggest a



need for more proactive outreach and clearer signposting, particularly by

personal tutors and academic departments.

Conclusion

This study explored the experiences of first-generation students at the
University of Warwick, with a focus on both Warwick Scholars and non-
Scholars. Drawing on both survey data and interviews, the research identified
key challenges related to academic preparation, financial pressures, social and
cultural integration, access to support services and career readiness. While
Warwick Scholars generally reported greater engagement with structured
services, both groups highlighted the need for more personalised and

accessible support systems.

These findings reinforce existing literature, which highlights that first-
generation students often experience educational disadvantage due to
structural and cultural barriers (e.g. Bui, 2002; Jehangir, 2010). The results
suggest that addressing these challenges requires a holistic, equity-focused
approach that recognises the diversity and resilience of first-generation
students. Universities must not only offer resources but also ensure these are
visible, approachable and relevant to students’ lived experiences.

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed to

enhance support for first-generation students:
e Enhance counselling and skill-building workshops

Expand access to counselling and practical workshops focused on academic
skills, financial literacy and transitioning to university life.

 Improve financial aid

Increase the availability of scholarships, bursaries and emergency funds.
Ensure transparent and proactive communication about financial aid to ease

student stress and widen access.

» Strengthen mentorship and career support



Develop peer and alumni mentorship schemes tailored to first-generation
needs. Introduce targeted career development opportunities, including

networking events and job preparation workshops.
« Increase visibility and personalisation of support services

Train academic departments and personal tutors to better signpost services
using accessible, student-friendly language. Offer more tailored support

aligned with individual circumstances.
o Expand academic, social and extracurricular opportunities

Create more accessible placements, society involvement and inclusive events
to help first-generation students build peer networks and a stronger sense of
identity and belonging.

Future research should explore the intersectionality of students’ identities
(e.g. ethnicity, socio-economic background and religion, as well as the
effectiveness of these recommendations once implemented. Further
investigation into the role of digital tools in supporting first-generation
students may also prove valuable.

Importantly, first-generation students are not a homogenous group. Their
experiences are shaped by a range of intersecting identities and personal
circumstances. By acknowledging this diversity and building on the unique
strengths that first-generation students bring to higher education - such as
resilience, adaptability and fresh perspectives — universities can create a more

inclusive and dynamic academic community.

By implementing these strategies, universities can better support first-
generation students and cultivate a more inclusive, supportive and socially

mobile academic community.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Table of interviewees

Table Al: Interviewees

Warwick
. Level of Date of
Interviewee | Gender | Scholar? . . .
education interview
(YES/NO)
Student 1 F YES UG 08/05/2024
Student 2 M NO UG 17/05/2024
Student 3 F YES UG 27/05/2024
Student 4 F NO UG 10/06/2024

Appendix B: Summary of interview findings with first-generation

students

Table B1: Academic preparedness and confidence




Students

Summary

The individual’s preparation for university was insufficient
and affected their confidence in their academic abilities. The
school they attended did not provide the necessary skills or
knowledge required for university-level work, which made
them feel unprepared and anxious about starting university.
This lack of preparation also led to feelings of self-doubt and
imposter syndrome as they felt out of place among their peers
who seemed better prepared. However, their determination to
succeed and the emotional support from their family helped
them navigate these challenges and build their confidence

over time.

The individual’s preparation for university was adequate but
not entirely sufficient, which affected their confidence in their
academic abilities. They attended a state comprehensive
school where they focused on their A-levels in mathematics,
biology and chemistry. Despite having dedicated teachers who
pushed them to aim high, they still felt underprepared for the
independent learning and extensive reading required at
university. The teaching style and level of academic rigour at
university were significantly different from what they were
used to, which initially led to a dip in their confidence.
However, over time, they adjusted by seeking support from
tutors, joining study groups and improving their study
techniques, which gradually improved their confidence as they

adapted to the new academic environment.




The individual’s preparation for university was somewhat
adequate, which positively affected their confidence in their
academic abilities. Before starting university, they had
acquired some academic skills such as referencing and essay
writing from their history A-levels. These skills provided them
with a solid foundation and boosted their confidence when
handling university-level assignments that required similar

3 skills. However, they still felt underprepared for the
independent learning and extensive reading required at
university. The teaching style and level of academic rigour at
university were significantly different from what they were
used to, which initially led to a dip in their confidence. Despite
this, they gradually adjusted to the new academic
environment and continued to develop their skills and

knowledge throughout their time at university.

The individual’s preparation for university primarily consisted
of developing skills in time management and effective
revision strategies through their A-level studies. These skills
helped them manage the pressure of deadlines and exam
preparation at university. However, they found that the

4 method of revision at university differed from A-levels, as
there were fewer past papers to practice with and lecturers
often created their own questions. This difference initially
posed a challenge, but the skills they acquired during their A-
levels allowed them to adapt and continue to perform well

academically.

Table B2: Challenges faced



Students

Summary

The individual faced several challenges as a first-generation
student, including academic, financial, social and emotional
difficulties. Academically: adapting to a rigorous academic
environment was tough without prior experience or guidance,
and writing essays required more time and effort than it
seemed to take others. Financially: supporting themselves
financially was challenging, and they were unable to secure a
grant despite eligibility, adding to the financial burden.
Additionally, commuting home every weekend to help their
parents with work took up significant time, impacting their
study schedule and social life. Socially: finding a sense of
belonging was difficult, and while they attended events and
joined societies, they often felt out of place. However, forming

a close bond with a flatmate provided some social support.

The individual faced several challenges as a first-generation
student, including navigating the university system without
prior guidance, financial pressures and feeling out of place
among peers with more familiarity with university culture and
resources. The biggest challenge was managing the financial
strain of university life, as balancing part-time work with
academic commitments often left them exhausted and
impacted their study time. Another major challenge was
understanding and accessing available resources and support
services, as they had to figure out everything on their own

without a family background in higher education.




The individual faced several challenges as a first-generation
student, including dealing with complex student finance
forms, staying motivated to attend university despite not
living on campus, and navigating the bureaucratic aspects of
higher education without prior family experience. The biggest
challenge was navigating the bureaucratic aspects of higher
education, as it required them to figure out everything on

their own without any prior guidance or experience.

The individual faced several challenges as a first-generation
student, including a lack of support from their family within
the university system, limited knowledge and advice compared
to their peers, and fewer networking opportunities. They also
mentioned that future career prospects might be more

4 challenging for first-generation students due to a lack of
parental understanding and networking. One of the biggest
challenges they faced was the amount of content they had to
remember and understand, and a personal challenge was
asking for help, which they have struggled with throughout
their academic career.

Table B3: Success and achievements



Students

Summary

The individual had several positive experiences at university,
including being part of the Warwick Scholars Programme,
which provided financial support and enhanced their skills in
problem-solving, communication and organisational
awareness. They also found success in undertaking their
current research project, which aligned with their interests
and provided valuable academic experience. Additionally,
having a nice accommodation and friendly flatmates was a

positive aspect of their university life.

The individual’s significant successes at university include
being awarded a scholarship, which boosted their confidence
and relieved financial pressure, and participating in a summer
internship programme, which provided practical experience
and helped them build a professional network. These
opportunities affirmed their academic and career aspirations

and showed them that hard work and perseverance pay off.

The individual’s significant successes at university include
making friends, achieving good grades in their modules,
becoming more independent and maintaining a healthy work-
life balance. These accomplishments have helped them feel
more confident in their abilities and more integrated into

university life.

The individual’s positive experience at university includes
being able to come out of their shell and meet new people,
which can be challenging for them as an introvert. By being
more outgoing, they have been able to meet people from all

walks of life.

Table B4: Financial impact




Students | Summary

Financial considerations have significantly impacted the
individual’s educational choices, as they accepted expensive
university accommodation that consumed most of their
maintenance loan, limiting their financial flexibility. They
opted for accounting and finance courses with the aim of
securing a stable job after graduation. Despite the high cost,
they used their scholarship to study abroad, prioritising
personal growth. Commuting home every weekend

1 constrained their time on campus, reducing opportunities to

engage in social activities.

Financial stress is a constant presence for the individual at
university, often distracting them from their studies. The time
spent commuting home every weekend limits their ability to
participate in weekend campus events and social activities.
Cooking their meals is a budgeting strategy they employ to

manage expenses.




Financial considerations have played a crucial role in the
individual’s educational choices, as they chose to attend a
university that offers financial aid and scholarships. To
manage costs, they opted to live in university accommodation
with lower rent. Additionally, they often had to choose
between part-time work and extracurricular activities,
sometimes missing out on valuable experiences to ensure they

could support themselves financially.

Financial stress has always been present during their
university experience, making it challenging to balance work
and studies and sometimes affecting their academic
performance. Limited funds also meant they had to be very
careful with their budget, often missing out on social events
and activities. However, financial aid and scholarships have
been a lifeline, allowing them to focus more on their studies
and less on financial worries.

Financial considerations have not significantly impacted the
individual’s educational choices yet because their chosen
course is paid for by the university. Since they do not live on
campus, they do not have to worry about accommodation
costs, which has reduced financial stress. This has allowed
them to focus more on their studies without the added

pressure of financial burdens.




The individual has made financial considerations a priority in
their educational choices by using a budget tracker to ensure
they have enough money for food each week. They also
decided to stay local for university, living close to home, which
allows them to stock up on food from home. However, they
regret joining a sports society due to the expenses associated
with it. Overall, financial considerations have impacted their
experiences at university by making them more mindful of
their spending and limiting their participation in certain

activities.

Table B5: Family and social dynamics



Students

Summary

The individual’s family has been emotionally supportive,
always encouraging them to pursue higher education.
However, they are unable to provide financial support, making
scholarships and student loans essential for the individual’s
education.

As the eldest child, the individual has significant family
responsibilities, including helping their parents with their
work and caring for younger siblings. This often conflicts with
their academic responsibilities, particularly during exam

periods when they need to focus on their studies.

The individual’s family has been incredibly supportive
emotionally, always encouraging them to pursue their
education and achieve their goals. Although the family
couldn’t provide financial support or academic advice, their
belief in the individual’s potential has been a constant source
of motivation. They celebrate the individual’s successes and
provide a strong support system, reminding them of the
importance of education and perseverance.

As the eldest child, the individual has responsibilities at home,
including helping with household chores and supporting their
younger siblings with their schoolwork. These obligations
sometimes make it challenging to focus entirely on their
studies, especially during exam periods. However, the
individual has learnt to manage their time effectively and
prioritise their responsibilities to balance both family duties

and academic commitments.




The individual’s family has been very supportive throughout
their higher-education journey, ensuring they are not too
stressed and encouraging them to take breaks when needed.
They also offer advice on various matters concerning
university, such as maintaining a good work-life balance and
planning their career. Their emotional support has been

3 invaluable in helping the individual navigate the challenges of

university life.

The individual has no family obligations that may limit or
hinder their academic career. This has allowed them to focus
entirely on their studies and personal development without

the added responsibilities that some students might face.

The individual’s parents have had a significant influence on
their pursuit of higher education, as they have low-wage jobs
and moved to a new country to provide their child with a
better education. They want their child to obtain a good,

stable job, so they encouraged them to attend university.

Family obligations impact the individual’s academic life, as
they come from an immigrant family and their parents often
need their help, adding stress and extra tasks to their
university work. Having to assist with the family’s business
sometimes means they cannot commit to social activities with

friends in the late afternoon or evening.

Table B6: Social and cultural integration



Students

Summary

Social integration has been challenging for the individual, as
they are placed among students from more privileged
backgrounds. Their ethnic and cultural background sometimes
makes it difficult to fit in, leaving them feeling stuck in the
middle.

Initially, the individual didn’t feel a sense of belonging within
the academic community. However, support from professors,
their personal tutor and peers has gradually helped them feel
more included, especially through group projects and
discussions. While they still struggle with feelings of not fully

belonging, they have found a supportive network on campus.




Social integration was challenging at first for the individual,
particularly because they felt different from many of their
peers who had more affluent backgrounds and familiarity with
university life. Joining societies and clubs related to their
interests helped them build a network of friends and feel more
connected to the university community. Participating in group
projects and study sessions also helped them integrate socially

and academically.

Initially, the individual struggled to feel a sense of belonging
within the academic community. However, over time, they
built relationships with lecturers and peers through group
projects and class discussions. Joining academic societies and
attending departmental events also helped them feel more
connected. Now, they feel more confident in their place within
the academic community and appreciate the diverse
perspectives their peers bring.

The individual’s cultural background has significantly shaped
their experiences at university. Coming from a working-class
background has given them a unique perspective on many
issues and made them more empathetic towards others facing
similar challenges. Their cultural background has instilled a
strong work ethic and resilience, which have been crucial in
navigating the demands of university life. Additionally, being
part of a minority group has made them more aware of the
importance of diversity and inclusion, and they actively
contribute to these conversations on campus.




Social integration has been somewhat limited for the
individual because they do not live on campus. However, they
have made friends and joined some societies, which has
helped them feel part of the university community. They feel a
sense of belonging within the academic community, especially
through these social connections and participation in

university activities.

The individual’s cultural background has made them seek out
people from similar backgrounds more actively. They have
joined South Asian societies and befriended people from their
own culture to immerse themselves more in their cultural
background. This has helped them feel more connected and
supported at university, providing a sense of community and
belonging.

As an introvert, the individual was initially terrified about
going to university without knowing anyone. However, they
decided to put themselves out there and joined societies,
which helped them find good friends and feel a sense of
belonging within the academic community. They believe that
even if someone doesn’t find their people in the first few
weeks, they will eventually find them later.

The individual’s cultural background has expanded
significantly since coming to university from a small, non-
diverse town. They have met many people with different
cultures due to the university’s diversity, which has been
interesting and unique. However, they still sometimes feel like
they cannot fully merge into certain scenarios due to cultural

differences.

Table B7: Mentorship and academic support



Students

Summary

The individual has had access to mentorship and peer support
networks, which have significantly influenced their academic
journey. They have a personal tutor who listens to their
concerns and provides valuable advice and support.
Additionally, they have participated in peer mentoring
programmes such as the CoOoACH mentoring programme and
the Buddy Scheme programme, where they were paired with
an MBA mentor and a third-year student in their course,
respectively. These experiences have been insightful and
helpful, offering guidance and resources relevant to their

academic journey.

The support from their personal tutor has been crucial in
staying motivated and seeking necessary resources. The peer
support networks have been beneficial in terms of interacting
with peers at different stages and gaining useful resources and
feedback, helping them navigate university life more

effectively.

In terms of academic support services, the individual has
utilised the following:
e Math resilience workshop: Support in overcoming maths anxiety.
o Essay writing support: Provided valuable feedback on essay
structure and content, which was particularly effective during
their foundation year.
These academic support services have been effective for the

individual.




The individual has been assigned a personal tutor for
academic guidance and support. However, they feel that the
mentorship could have been better if there was a peer to go to

for assistance.

In terms of academic support services, the individual has not
had access to any. They believe that having access to such

services could have been beneficial for their academic journey.

The individual has been assigned a personal tutor who checks
up on them throughout the year. Having a personal tutor has
been beneficial academically as their tutor offers guidance
about current and upcoming years at university, such as what
to expect in terms of workloads and how to spend their time
effectively. This mentorship has provided valuable support
and direction, helping them navigate university more

successfully.

In terms of academic support services, the individual has not
attended any academic support sessions as they do not feel
the need to. However, they are aware that these services are

available and knowing that has been reassuring.

The individual has had access to mentorship through a
personal tutor who is available to help and can be contacted
via email. This has been comforting for them, knowing that
they always have someone to support them throughout their
university career. Additionally, lecturers are very willing to

help if contacted via email.

In terms of academic support services, there are many
different programmes in place for struggling students.
However, the individual has personally not needed to use

these services.




Table B8: University support and resources



Students

Summary

The individual believes that while the university offers a range
of support services, specific initiatives targeting first-
generation students could be improved. They suggest that
more targeted outreach and financial aid would be beneficial
for this group.

To better support first-generation students, the individual
recommends expanding mentorship programmes to include
more peer and alumni mentors who can share their
experiences and advice. They also suggest implementing
workshops on financial literacy, time management and mental
health tailored for first-generation students. Increasing
funding for scholarships and grants specifically for first-
generation students would also alleviate financial stress.

The individual believes that the university offers support
services that indirectly benefit first-generation students, such
as the Warwick Scholars Programme. However, they feel that
the awareness and accessibility of these resources could be
improved. They suggest that more targeted outreach and
communication about available resources would ensure that
first-generation students can fully benefit from the support
offered.

To better support first-generation students, the individual
recommends implementing more targeted outreach
programmes to ensure that first-generation students are
aware of available resources. They also suggest creating a
dedicated support centre for first-generation students, which
would provide a centralised location for resources and
community building.




The individual believes that the university does a good job in
supporting first-generation students. They mention that the
university offers Widening Participation initiatives to provide
extra support and guidance to first-generation students who
are more likely to need assistance. Additionally, programmes
like Realising Opportunities help A-level students who are

3 first-generation and want to attend Russell Group universities,

providing them with necessary support and resources.

In terms of policy recommendations, the individual does not
have any specific suggestions as they feel that the current
support provided by the university has been sufficient for

their needs.

The individual feels that the university has not adequately
addressed the struggles faced by first-generation students
compared to their non-first-generation peers. They mention
that there is a lack of support and awareness regarding these

issues.

To better support first-generation students, the individual
recommends implementing a dedicated first-generation
student tutor or a specific person whom first-generation
students can approach for help with any questions they may
have. They also suggest creating programmes to enhance
understanding of university studies, available courses and how
these can contribute to future career advancements.
Additionally, they propose increasing financial support for
first-generation students to help alleviate some of their

burdens.

Table B9: Future aspiration and reflection



Students

Summary

The individual aspires to work in the banking sector,
potentially linking sustainability with finance. Their status as
a first-generation student influences their aspirations by
making them more determined to succeed despite the lack of a
professional network or family experience in higher
education. Additionally, they hope to assist in social policy to
help create better support systems for students like them and
advocate for educational equity.

Looking back, the individual wishes they had known more
about financial aid options and support services before
starting university. They believe that early awareness of
schemes and pathways for social mobility would have been
beneficial. A comprehensive guide for first-generation
students would have been incredibly helpful. They also
mention that resources or workshops on time management
and dealing with imposter syndrome would have been useful

in navigating the challenges they faced.




The individual aspires to work in the field of engineering,
specifically focusing on renewable energy solutions. Their
status as a first-generation student has made them
particularly aware of the importance of education and the
opportunities it can provide. Their experience has instilled a
strong sense of responsibility to give back to their community
and support future first-generation students in achieving their

goals.

Looking back, the individual wishes they had access to a peer
mentor from the very beginning, as it would have made the
transition to university life smoother and less overwhelming.
They also believe that more information about career
planning and networking opportunities would have been

beneficial in helping them prepare for life after graduation.

The individual aspires to have a stable job that utilises the
degree they are working towards. Their status as a first-
generation student has motivated them to work hard and
make the most of the opportunities available to them,
knowing that their achievements can pave the way for future

generations in their family.

Looking back, the individual wishes they had more guidance
on handling finances and managing a good work-life balance
with university. They believe that having access to these
resources and advice early on would have made their

transition to university smoother and less stressful.




The individual’s future aspiration is to work in the cosmetics
industry. As a first-generation student, they intend to look for
a well-paying job that is located near their family. They
believe that their status as a first-generation student may
influence this aspiration because they feel they lack the
necessary networking to secure a good internship for
experience in this field. Therefore, they plan to start from the
4 bottom to build their network.

Looking back, the individual wishes they had known about all
the internship opportunities that the university offers so they
could apply for them to gain more experience and enhance
their CV. They also regret not knowing about the Sutton Trust
programme, which could have provided additional

opportunities for learning and networking.

Appendix C: Demographic breakdown of survey participants from
the University of Warwick

Table C1: Demographic breakdown of survey participants from the University

of Warwick

Number of

Category Percentage (%)
respondents

WP student

Yes 24 80%

No 6 20%

Warwick Scholars

Programme




50% (of WP
Yes 12
respondents)
50% (of WP
No 12
respondents)
First-generation status
First-Generation 24 80%
Not First-Generation 6 20%
Level of study
Undergraduate 26 87%
Postgraduate 4 13%
Gender
Male 8 27%
Female 22 73%

Note: The survey included 30 respondents in total. Of these, 24 were first-
generation WP students. Among these, 12 participated in the Warwick
Scholars Programme, and 12 did not, either because they did not meet all
eligibility criteria, were unaware of the programme, or chose not to
participate. The remaining six respondents were not classified as WP students.
Percentages in the Warwick Scholars Programme category are therefore
calculated based on WP respondents only (N=24).

Appendix D: Comparative survey results: Warwick Scholars vs. non-
Scholars

Table D1: Comparative survey results: Warwick Scholars vs non-Scholars



Warwick Non-
Statement Response Scholars (N | Scholars
=12) (N=12)
I felt academicall Agree/Strongl
) Y . 8 &Y 36% 42%
prepared for university Agree
Neither agree nor
) 19% 8%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
isagree/SUongly | 4o 50%
Disagree
I have faced significant
i Agree/Strongly
challenges as a first- 82% 83%
] Agree
generation student
Neither agree nor
. 0% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
. gree/ &Y 18% 0%
Disagree
I have had significant
o Agree/Strongly
successes or positive A 55% 83%
ree
experiences at university &
Neither agree nor
. 27% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
BTee/SONELY | g0 0%

Disagree




Financial considerations

have significantl Agree/Strongl
. 8 Y ) s i 64% 50%
impacted my educational | Agree
choices
Neither agree nor
. 18% 8%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
. gree/ e 18% 42%
Disagree
My family has provided
substantial financial Agree/Strongl
_ gree/Songly | go 33%
support for my higher- Agree
education journey
Neither agree nor
) 18% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
isagree/SUOngly | 2o, 50%
Disagree
My family obligations
. . Agree/Strongly
have positively impacted A 27% 33%
ree
my academic life s
Neither agree nor
. 28% 42%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
s Y] 45% 25%
Disagree
My family obligations
y i ) g. Agree/Strongly
have negatively impacted 55% 33%
Agree

my academic life




Neither agree nor

. 18% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
isagree/Srongly | oo 50%
Disagree
I feel a strong sense of
i ot Agree/Strongly
belonging within the A 18% 50%
ree
university community &
Neither agree nor
) 9% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
isagree/SUOngly | 2o 33%
Disagree
I have had access to
) . Agree/Strongly
effective mentorship or A 45% 50%
ree
peer support networks s
Neither agree nor
. 37% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
) 8 s 18% 33%
Disagree
Balancing work
) ) ) Agree/Strongly
commitments with studies 64% 75%
. Agree
has been challenging
Neither agree nor
. 27% 17%
disagree
Disagree/Strongl
gree/ gly 99 3%

Disagree




Note: Table D1 presents comparative survey results for WP students only
(N=24), divided into Warwick Scholars (N=12) and non-Scholars (N=12).
Percentages for each response category (Agree/Strongly Agree, Neither agree
nor disagree, Disagree/Strongly Disagree) are calculated within each subgroup
and sum to 100% for that subgroup. The six non-WP respondents are excluded
from this comparison. Respondents indicated their level of agreement with the

statements above, which served as the survey questions.
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Glossary

First-generation students (FiF): Students whose parents or guardians have

not completed a university-level degree.

Warwick Scholars Programme: A programme at Warwick University
providing support, skill development, and opportunities for students from

underrepresented or disadvantage backgrounds.

UK Russell Group university: A group of 24 leading UK universities in the UK
known for high research output, academic excellence, and selective
admissions.

Widening Participation: Policies and initiatives aimed at increasing access
to higher education for students from underrepresented or disadvantaged

backgrounds

Mixed-methods approach: Research that combines quantitative data (e.g.,
surveys, statistics) and qualitative data (e.g., interviews) to gain a

comprehensive understanding of a topic.
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Cultural capital: The knowledge, skills, behaviour, and social assets that give
individuals advantages in education and society, often influenced by family
background and upbringing.

Social capital: The networks, relationships, and social connections that
provide individuals with support, resources, and opportunities, often

influencing education and career outcomes.

Systemic disadvantages: Structural inequalities or barriers within society
and institutions that limit opportunities or outcomes for certain groups, often
based on socioeconomic background, race, gender, or other factors.
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