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Introduction 
First-generation students have different experiences with and exposure to 
the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to successfully tackle 
university. These students are not afforded the benefits of learning from 
their parents’ post-secondary experiences.  
 
Existing research points to the greater challenges first-generation 
students face (Grayson, 1995, 1997, 2011; Lehmann, 2007b; Murphy & 
Hicks, 2006; Reid & More III, 2008; Strayhorn, 2006; Terenzini et al., 
1996). However, there is limited research on Canadian students, in 
particular, those educated in a curriculum designed to prepare them for 
specific post-secondary pathways.  
 
This study identifies what sources and processes enable students to 
develop the knowledge, skills and attitudes they associate with their 
achievement and persistence. 
 
Research Questions: 

• What knowledge, skills or attitudes contribute to the success of 
first generation university students? 

• What are the sources from which knowledge, skills and attitudes are 
developed?  

• What are the processes through which knowledge, skills and 
attitudes are developed?  

 
Research Design 

• Phenomenological approach – investigation of the experience of 
first-generation students educated in a streamed curriculum 

• Ten, 30-45 minute semi-structured interviews 
o 10 students who had either completed their degree or were 

in their final year of study. 
o Self-identified as first-generation – no parent attended a 

post-secondary institution 
o Educated in Ontario under the current high school curriculum, 

streamed by post-secondary pathways 
• Knowledge, Skills & Attitudes framework adapted from Bloom’s 

Taxonomy (Cognitive, Psychomotor, Affective domains) 
• Sources & Processes informed by Student Development Theory & 

the College Impact Model 



 
Key Findings 

 
Major themes students described as key to their success in university: 

 

 
 

Implications 
 

Institutions must provide first-generation students with:
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Knowledge!
•  Understanding of the 

 institution's culture and  
 expectations!

•  Idea of how university 
 education helps achieve goals!

•  Familiarity with varied forms of  
 learning and assessment!

Skills!
•  Time management and balance!
•  Ability to self-direct one's own  

 learning!
•  Self-assessment, reflection and  

 evaluation!

Attitudes!
•  Strong desire to learn/positive 

 association with schooling!
•  Value of individual hard work - 

 internal locus of control!
•  Normalization of university 

 attendance!

Sources & Processes!
•  Relationships with peers, upper  

 year mentors, faculty!
•  Co-curricular involvement!
•  Building a community!
•  Experience of failure - 'trial and  

 error'!

Opportunities 
to struggle !

+ !
Support to 
succeed!

Opportunities 
for positive, 
meaningful 
interactions 

with 
educators !

Opportunities
to learn how 

to learn!

Opportunities 
for 

mentorship & 
community 

building!


