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• A First-Generation university student is defined as a 
student whose parents and/or guardians did not attend 
university or complete an undergraduate degree.

                (Coombs, 2022; Maurici-Pollock, Stallworth and Khan, 2025)

o Sometimes referred to as ‘first in the family’

o Students with siblings who attended university are also 
included within the category of first-generation students

• Distinct group of students with unique needs:
o Financial concerns

o Lack of support networks

o Lacking a sense of belonging

• Have very few role models (Dissen and Tome, 2024)

What is defined as a First-Generation student?



• 21% students identified as First-Generation

• 14% students identified as non-first generation

• 66% were unknown or non-UK domicile

First Generation Non-First Generation• Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 
Quantile Distributions

• Q1 = Most Deprived, Q5= Least 
Deprived

• More First-Generation students in Q1 
and Q2, less in Q3-Q5

• Non-First-Generation students are 
more evenly spread between Q3-Q5

University of Westminster First-Generation Student 
Demographics

• College of Liberal Arts & Sciences (CLAS) has highest % of First-
Generation students



Students As Co-Creators (SCC) Project

• Submission and acceptance of SCC proposal –> Mid Feb 2025

• Recruitment of partners –> Late Feb 2025

• SCC Induction and Team building –> Late Feb 2025



• Meetings (onsite and online) to discuss project work – Late Feb to now

• Decisions on protocols: First a survey, followed by focus groups

• Development of a survey:

• Sections 1, 2 and 3 – closed questions

• Section 1 – On university application processes

• Section 2 – On the first few weeks at the University

• Section 3 – On challenges at the University

• Final Section – two open-ended questions:

• What did you struggle with the most at university?

• What do you think could have helped you overcome those struggles?

• Ethics approval: CETI-LTRC-2425-17

• Survey dissemination and data collection

• Data analysis

Students As Co-Creators (SCC) Project



• Still to do...

• Develop focus group questions (based on 
survey outcomes)

• Conduct focus groups

• Analyse focus group responses

• Write-up the SCC project 

Students As Co-Creators (SCC) Project



First-Gen 
(n = 26)

First-Gen with siblings 
going before (n = 11)

Non-First-Gen 
(n = 23)

Overall
(n = 60)

Age 24.9 years (+/-1.9)* 23.1 years (+/-3.0)* 20.5 years (+/-0.5)* 22.8 years (+/-1.0)*

Gender 24 Females
2 Males

9 Females
2 Males

20 Females
3 Males

53 Females, 
7 males

Ethnicity Predominantly 
Bangladeshi (n = 5), rest 
from various ethnicities

Predominantly Bangladeshi (n = 
4), rest from various ethnicities

Predominantly 
Bangladeshi (n = 5), rest 
from various ethnicities

Predominantly 
Bangladeshi (n = 14), 
rest from various 
ethnicities

Secondary School 18 Comprehensive
1 Private
+ Others

7 Comprehensive
2 Private
+ Others

10 Comprehensive
6 Private
+ Others

28 Comprehensive
9 Private
+ Others

Education Before Uni Predominantly A Levels 
(18 students)

Predominantly A Levels 
(8 students)

Predominantly A Levels 
(19 students)

Predominantly A 
Levels (45 students)

Clearing Yes = 10 students
No = 16 students

Yes = 4 students
No = 7 students

Yes = 10 students
No = 13 students

Yes = 24 students
No = 36 students

Course Various Various Various Various 

Level Level 3-6 Level 3, 4 & 6 Level 3-6 Level 3-6

Survey Participants

*Mean +/- Standard Error of the Mean



Survey Section 1: Application Process
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Survey Section 2: First Few Weeks At Uni
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Survey Section 3: University Challenges
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Survey Section 3: University Challenges
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Non-First Gen (n = 23)

“Balancing assignments and social life”

“Deadlines with assignments… I have to pull an all-
nighter”

“Handing assignments last minute”

“Staying consistent and maintaining a schedule during 
deadlines”

“Proper time management at the beginning”

Struggled with coursework, grading 
systems and understanding academic 

expectations.

Difficulty in managing time effectively, 
especially around assignments and 

deadlines.

First Gen (n = 26)

“Some of my coursework”

“The grading system and different expectations from 
different subjects”

“Understanding the rubrics to score high grades”

“Courseworks can be overwhelming sometimes”

“Doing assignments”

“Assignments”

Open-Ended Responses: Academic Challenges



Non-First Gen (n = 23)

“Making friends and socializing”

“Social anxiety… I attended boarding school with the 
same people for 7 years”

“Socialising”

“Finding thr university and social life balance.”

“Balancing assignments and social life.”

Difficulty in forming friendships and 
feeling part of the university 

community.

Struggles with making friends and 
socialising and balancing everything.

First Gen (n = 26)

“Making friends and dealing with moving house at the 
same time”

“Joining a society… I haven’t built the confidence to 
just join”

“Finding people to connect and be friends with”

“Meeting new people”

“Making friends (we should have a tutorial period 
every week like other unis”

Open-Ended Responses: Social Integration



Non-First Gen (n = 23)

“…it is more expensive during rush hour”

Financial strain was a recurring 
concern.

Financial strain was only mentioned 
once.

First Gen (n = 26)

“Affording rent & food with no financial help from the 
university”

“It is financially difficult to go to a university it London 
due to expensive food and travel costs”

“financial costs”

Open-Ended Responses: Financial Hardship



Some Proposed Solutions By Students

Non-First Gen (n = 23)

“Semester 1 and semester 2 courseworks equally 
balanced”

“Better timetable”

“Social events”

“Classes starting at 11am”

“The classes start after rush hour or uni providing help 
with travel expenses”

First Gen (n = 26)

“More guidance from module teams”

“A comprehensive guide about the assignments with 
correct information”

“Get together for all levels of the degree type within 
the first semester”

“More eligibility for financial schemes”

“To not have a lesson at 9am and up to 5pm”



• Themes emerging:

• Around sense of belonging

• Financial concerns 

• Knowing what is expected at University

Conclusions so far…
• Application process and support from Secondary Schools/Colleges:

• Very little difference between First-Gen and Non-First-Gen students

• First few weeks:

• First-Gen students appear to find activities more useful than Non-First-Gen students

• Non-First-Gen students feel more welcomed into the University of Westminster community

• Challenges:

• First-Gen students struggle to communicate university matters with parents

• First-Gen students appear to have a lower sense of belonging

• First-Gen students seem to have more financial concerns, which may potentially be causing 
barriers to learning



• CETI and the Student Partners Team

• Our staff partner from WBS

• Our student partners

• Our participants

• You, our audience for today

Thank you to…

Jayda Jackson-Warren Varna Pongaimaran

Nuha Ahmed Cristiane De 
Oliveira Alves

Dr Rukhsana Kausar Omolara Odewo

Rashmi Fernando
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