
Using personas to help students explore science identity
QR code for the full persona descriptions

“I want to represent my 
community well in physics 

now and eventually,  
I will give back.”

Navya 
she/her

Indian 

Sophomore

Zachary 
he/him

African-American 

Sophomore

“I love astronomy 
and astrophysics  
and want to keep 

doing it!”

“I love the profs at DePaul! 
I want to be just like them, 

but I’m not sure I can.”

Cooper 
he/him

White 

Sophomore-level 
transfer

Ismael 
he/him

Hispanic 

Junior

“I want a good job  
that I enjoy.”

“Climate change is 
the most pressing 
problem today and 

I want to help.”

Morgan 
they/them

White 

Junior

“I want to do cutting 
edge research and 
change physics for 

people like me.”

Hannah 
she/her

White 

Senior

“…I have been thinking about research for a very long time, but I have been scared to go up to 
different astrophysics and/or math professors to ask about their research or ask if they are 
conducting research over the summer. Zachary's persona and story hits close to home because 
he mentioned that he enjoyed both astrophysics and mathematics courses and topics and wants 
to pursue a Ph.D. in the future, which are some aspects that align with what I want to pursue 
as well. Overall, Zachary's story and worries are very similar to mine in these ways, as his 
anxieties of reaching out to conduct research are akin to mine, which shows that my fears are not 
alien and I am not along [sic] when it comes to stress about research opportunities.”

“Navya’s struggle with balancing school, family obligations, and community involvement 
was very relatable…I relate to the feeling of wanting to succeed academically while 
also feeling a responsibility beyond just personal goals (especially when others 
have sacrificed to help along the way). It's tough to focus on the future when the 
present is already overwhelming, and I understand why she’s questioning her path as 
classes get harder. This quarter has been the toughest to manage with increasingly 
difficult classes, work, commuting, and new responsibilities from scholarships, where I 
also question whether or not I belong in my major.”

“I can relate to Cooper's imposter syndrome because at times I feel like my classmates 
know more than I do specially since some of them already knew what they wanted to 
major in while I'm transferring from another major. It's difficult to remind myself that 
some of them are in the same boat as me and that we're all trying to learn new 
concepts. Even when I do remind myself, it's difficult to let it sink in since growing up it 
felt like it was easier for me to understand things than right now.”

Ismael is the one I resonate with the most regarding obstacles specifically with 
skepticism on theory classes and wanting a job that he can simply not hate doing. He 
enjoys labs and learning same as I, though the material presented sometimes really 
doesn't feel like much substance. Wanting a stable job that won't crack soon and 
where he enjoys what he does is also my goal. His time struggle is also worth note 
for me, not just the ramping in classes but in my case transportation to school and 
back. It really does drag and wastes good time that could be used for study or hw 
but the worry of having to look over my shoulder on transport limits me from doing so.

“I relate quite a bit with Morgan's experience with found family and support systems, 
given that I have had to find my own way without my father's support. I am also a 
queer person in STEM, which is an overwhelmingly cisgender, heteronormative field. 
While I have many close friends who love and support me, I have very few queer friends 
in STEM, and none who are in [my major] like I am. It's extraordinarily isolating to 
reach out to my colleagues and classmates, only to find that they do not like who I 
am. And while women-focused support groups are crucial to the success of women in 
STEM, they, too, can be very close-minded.” 

"I related a lot to the persona, Hannah. Specifically, managing my 
mental health on top of my classes. It can be hard at times to do well in 
classes when I'm not doing my greatest, but I'm also someone who 
used to be a straight A student in high school, so no longer getting 
those grades has been a huge adjustment for me.”

Personas of Undergraduate Researchers
Tra Huynh and Eleanor C. Sayre
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How do we design a research program that better engages undergraduate students?

Context – Data collection
• Semi-structured interviews with 

middle-level undergraduate 
physics students

• The interview protocol draws on 
identity formation, 
epistemological sophistication 
and metacognition

Goal-driven, life-like archetypes
PERSONA

“I want to go to 
grad school.”

• Aspiring scientist
• Research is significant to a scientist
• Research – Grad School –

Professional career path
• Wants to learn research skills, 

discover research interests, develop
competency for Grad School

• Frustration with research activity or 
self-efficacy

Louis
“I want to see 

what it is like.”

• Many academic and non-academic 
interests

• Research is somewhat important to 
a scientist

• Open to future career options
• Engages in research for the joy and 

self-exploration
• Time and self-commitment

Maria
“I want to work 

with these people.”

• Ambivalent physics background
• Commitment to the field is 

important to become a scientist
• No commitment to physics until 

having a great class or mentor 
• Wants to learn and work with her 

favorite people.
• Struggles with self-efficacy, 

approval, and belongingness

Ashley
“I want to get a 

good job.”

• Physics engineering major
• Research helps with getting 

experience for better job
• Job seeker, nontraditional student 

with financial burden
• Wants to learn skills to get better 

job after graduation
• Financial difficulty and research’s 

value concern

Brian

Why
• User-center design
• Protect anonymity
• Avoid superfluous details and 

stereotypes
• Means of communication and data 

representation

Real people’s 
experience

Themes and 
variation

Personasinfuse and construct

Lose individual identities 
not fitting themes

Gain focus on and deeper 
understanding of particular 
human experiences

Gain valid and accurate 
personas

Have we lost too much?

Gain relatable human-like 
constructs

Lose direct links to individuals 
and some variation
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Instructor Takeaways
In-class: 

•Using the personas rather than 
student experiences allowed for  
low-stakes and non-threatening 
discussions about struggles and 
obstacles faced by STEM majors. 

Out-of-class: 

•Students wrote thoughtful and 
highly personal reflections, often 
relating their experiences, doubts, 
and worries to those of the personas.

Personas and Persona Development

Mary Bridget Kustusch 
mkustus1@depaul.edu

Susan Fischer 
sfischer@depaul.edu

Alizah Hashmi 
ahashmi4@depaul.edu

Personas are 
“detailed descriptions 
of imaginary people 
constructed out of 
well-understood, 
highly specified data 
about real people” 

Quote Source: p.3 
Pruitt & Adlin (2006) 

Lift flaps to see student reflections 
(Note: italicized items are in the full persona descriptions)Science Identity Activities

Pre-class reflection 
• To me, a science person is  

somebody who... 
• 4-level Likert scale question:  

I see myself as a science person. 

In-class (group) activities 
• Discuss pre-class reflection 

responses and how definitions  
might impact how strongly a person  
identifies with being a scientist. 

• Engage with personas and consider ways  
their experiences impact how they think of 
themselves as a science person. 

• Complete a Values Affirmation (VA) activity and 
discuss research on the impact of VA activities. 

Follow-up individual reflection  
• Pick one of the personas discussed during 

class and write 3-5 sentences about an 
obstacle that resonated with you and why.

(see QR codes for complete activities)

(Lift flaps to see some responses)



 

 




