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Background to this Resource: 

 
Every year, Students as Partners (SaP) enthusiasts, practitioners, researchers, and newcomers come 

together at the National Students as Partners Roundtable. In 2021, the roundtable was hosted by Western 

Sydney University with the theme of ‘Partnership Paradoxes’. This theme challenged participants to “not 

only continue the tradition of celebrating Student-Staff Partnership but also look at our partnership 

practices through a more critical lens” (SaP Roundtable, 2021). Therefore, when we, the project team, 

were asked to create a Hackathon activity relating to this theme, we considered what topic would promote 

the power of partnership but also address a gap or challenge facing partnership practices. 

 

To this end, we designed a Hackathon called, ‘Preparing for Partnership: Creating and Using Student 

Personas to Support Inclusive Project Design’. Through this Hack we sought to model the persona 

generation process and showcase how personas could be used by university staff or students to consider 

equity and inclusion in either student-staff partnership projects, or other student-targeted resources, 

programs, and services. As we noted in the activity, however, personas must be created by authentic 

cohorts. Therefore, following the Hackathon, the project team also reached out to additional authentic 

students from these cohorts to further test and inform the personas we present here (and these students 

are listed as authors of this resource).  

 

The templates used in this resource were designed to capture as much nuance of the student experience 

as possible. In practice, the breadth of detail can range from quite generalised or broad to idiosyncratic and 

unique. Nevertheless, these details are designed to paint a picture of our students which allows us, as 

practitioners, to assess their needs and ideate the best approach to inclusive design with their personas 

front-of-mind. The student cohorts included in the persona cards in this resource represent both a diverse 

range of student identities and ones that are less likely to be involved in SaP initiatives. Interestingly, it is 

these students that would further enrich our understanding of the student experience and our SaP 

practices. 

 

We hope that these personas will be useful to future users to reflect on how students may engage with 

their offerings. While these personas, like all personas, are fictional characters, their stories are based on 

real experiences and emotions. Even taking a small amount of time to consider how diverse student 

cohorts might, or might not be, able to effectively engage with university resources, programs, and services 

is a step in the right direction towards inclusion. We note here, however, that personas are simply a tool to 

improve equity and inclusion, and they do not replace the power of having an authentic dialogue or 

partnership with students from diverse cohorts within your own university contexts.  
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Learning Considerations 

 
Previous engagement with education:  

Completed high school where they were a 

high achiever. First time studying in the 

tertiary sector.  

 

Learning goals/career goals: 

Intend to get a well-paying career, where 

they can make the expense of studying 

worthwhile. Wishes to give back to their 

community upon graduation.  

 

Pain points: 

Distance from home and support networks is 

emotionally and financially challenging. At a 

disadvantage having to live in a city when 

they are accustomed to rural prices. When 

they go home to visit the internet is very 

poor and makes Zoom/tech difficult.  

 

A significant stressor is also driving to/from 

regional home and campus, which can be 

tiring as well as use up a lot of ‘available’ 

time.  

 

Mode of delivery/ study load: 

On-campus and full-time 

 

Who/what influences them? 

Their communities, family, career/personal 

goals. They have had limited social 

interaction with friends since COVID.  

Responsibilities and commitments:  

Family (parents, siblings) and work 

commitments (requiring frequent travel), 

keen to work and reduce financial burden, 

and desire to give back/mentor those in the 

same situations.  

 

Access and technology (e.g., internet): 

Access is fine on campus but off-campus at 

regional come can be patchy, lecture 

recordings can be very useful then. 

 

Communication preferences: 

When on campus (during the week typically) 

they actively check email/MTeams, but when 

they go home they like to disconnect, and 

either work, or spend time with family.  

Basic Information  
 
Persona: Regional student, who has on 

campus accomodation 

 

Name: Steve Smith 

 

Age: 19 

 

Relationship status: Single  

 

Residential Status: Living in a residential 

hall, but originally from a small rural town  

 

Employment status/role: Pre-COVID worked 

on campus in café, now working in a café 

back home on weekends/breaks  

 

Other notes:  

Steve can be a bit reserved than ‘city kids’ 

as he’s used to quieter environments. Feels 

like it’s hard to make friends when from a 

regional area, compared to other students 

from Melbourne who have more in 

common. 

On a spectrum, how would you describe 

their personality. 

 
 

 

 

Introvert vs extravert  

 

 

 

 

Low learner confidence vs high learner confidence 

 

 

 

 

Low civic responsibility vs high civic responsibility 

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 

 



 

Enrolment motivations and experiences:    

 

Intentional decision driven by career intentions rather than desire 

for university lifestyle. Motivated to give back their community and 

achieve a professional (well paid) career that is only accessible via 

tertiary study. Lower likelihood of personal interaction with uni 

staff prior to enrolling. Lack of “personal relationship” with uni 

staff. Strong emphasis on hierarchy and discouraged from 

interacting with staff (“doors closed”). Big transition from small 

school with personal relationships (not used to this) 

Course and academic performance: 

 

Was used to being the best student in the class in high school. It 

took some adjusting, and they aren’t always the top student, but 

they are very driven and teacher’s notice their hard work and above 

average performance.  

 

Struggled in the beginning as well due to learning new software, 

and would have appreciated more training and guidance in his 

classes (rather than additional modules).  

 

Any support services or resources used so far: 

 

Steve found the uni structure and array of services a bit 

overwhelming at first. He was used to having one-to-one attention 

from teachers who would recommend specific resources or 

services. However, the longer they study, they are now acquainted 

with more programs, services, help resources and starting to gain 

confidence.  

Any extracurricular involvement? 

 

High level of extracurricular involvement outside of COVID 

lockdowns. Want to give back to students once they’ve “found their 

feet” to students going through similar experiences. Prioritise paid 

work to help fund their study.  

 

Notes:  

 

Exacerbated by COVID, there is an staff shortage in their regional area and so Steve’s part-time work is also asking if he can work extra 

hours or days. Sometimes, Steve will miss Mondays/Fridays to get more hours, if he decides the class isn’t critical. He would like to see 

university develop into more of a hybrid model, where it makes no difference if he studies online one-week or f2f the next. This would be 

particularly helpful for managing his time, especially the driving time, which can be exhausting.  

Hackathon Persona Profile 



 
  

Learning Considerations 

 
Previous engagement with education:  

Previously done a TAFE course when in her  

20s.  

 

Learning goals/career goals: 

Re-qualify; pursuit of flexible working 

conditions; changed perspective on priorities 

 

Pain points: 

Lack of time, heavy study load, assessment 

season tightly packed. Has limited 

connection with peers and is anxious about 

the financial burden of unpaid placements. 

 

Also feels like teachers/peers lack empathy 

for her situation.  

 

 

Mode of delivery/ study load: 

Studying for a Bachelors degree in nursing, 

studying full-time  

 

 

Who/what influences them? 

While influenced by her family, Sarah also 

knows that the decision to come back to 

study will have an impact her family/child. 

But she’s consciously not putting herself last 

and proud of her decision to come to study. 

 

Basic Information  
 
Persona: Student Carer/Parent 

 

Name: Sarah Taylor 

 

Age: 42 

 

Relationship status: Single  

 

Residential Status: Renting in suburban 

location, about 30 minute drive from 

campus 

 

Employment status/role: Part-time, casual 

work in hospitality.  

 

Other notes: 

Caring for a child, with limited help from ex 

and extended family. Child is 6 years old 

and has ADHD. Sarah is not aware that as a 

carer of a student with a disability she is 

eligble for a learning access plan. 

Responsibilities and commitments:  

 

As a single mother, taking care of her child is 

a significant commitment. She also has part-

time work, all while studying full-time.  

 

Access and technology (e.g., internet): 

Has appropriate internet and a personal 

computer.  

 

Communication preferences: 

Prefers flexible communication, including 

evening drop-in sessions, responds well to 

email or MS Teams/text 
 

On a spectrum, how would you describe 

their personality. 
 

 

 

 

Introvert vs extravert  

 

 

 

Low learner confidence vs high learner confidence 

 

 

 

 

Low civic responsibility vs high civic responsibility 

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 

 
 



 

Enrolment motivations and experiences:    

 

 

Sarah would like to improve the living situation for her and her 

child. She is also sick of working in hospitality and has always 

wanted to become a nurse due to the flexible nature of being able 

to work in various parts of the country and part-time potentially.  
 

 

Course and academic performance: 

 

 

Sarah didn’t get the best marks in secondary school, but has 

matured a lot since then. She is bright and very good at balancing 

her schedule/commitments (of which there are many). There is a 

whiteboard in her kitchen, and she rarely misses a due date or an 

important session or meeting.  
 

Any support services or resources used so far: 

 

Would use support services but doesn’t think she’s needed any yet. 

A staff member suggested to her at one point to apply for an equity 

based scholarship, however, she found the process overwhelming 

and decided not to apply.  
 

 

 

Any extracurricular involvement? 

 

Not yet due to time constraints, but would be interested in carers-

specific clubs or events and also anything related to her future 

nursing career. 

 

However, she is involved in several ADHD parenting groups 

outside of university.  
 

 

Notes:  

 

Sarah is particularly anxious about upcoming placement and the financial burden of unpaid work that have on her. Despite knowing that 

nurses can work part-time (part of the reason she chose the career) she’s frustrated that the placement system isn’t more flexible to 

someone like her. Returning to study has also been a big lifestyle change and she would appreciate it if the university and her teachers 

were more motivating and supportive of her decision to change the course of her life. 

 

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 



 
  

Responsibilities and commitments: They 

work approx.. 10 hours a week, personal 

care, dog. 

 

Access and technology (e.g., internet): 

Have a personal computer and phone, good 

access to internet – the disability centre has 

also helped with access to assistive 

technologies.  

 

Communication preferences: 

Likes to talk, prefers f2f (don’t like forums, 

will hold if necessary), best between 11am-

6pm 
 

Learning Considerations 

 

Previous engagement with education: 
Second go at university, dropped out, then 

floated in casual employment and decided to 

come back and study art therapy after an 

encounter with an art therapist during a 

hospital visit 

 

Learning goals/career goals: 

Drive to study is linked to their own 

experiences, wants to make meaningful 

career connections, lifestyle aspirataions (get 

their own place, travel). They have a 

disability access plan but does not prefer to 

disclose.  

 

Pain points: 

Can’t always attend physical events or 

training, and limited social interaction (even 

though small course), assessment anxiety. 

They also find the available lecture 

recordings and videos quite dull and hard to 

engage with. 

 

Mode of delivery/ study load: 

Blended, full-time, with placement (can’t 

always drive, type, write – depending on 

flare ups) 

 

Who/what influences them? 

Social media, and a prevous art therapist 

from their own experiences 

 

Basic Information  
 
Persona: Student with a Chronic Illness 

(Anxiety and CRPS, chronic regional pain 

syndrome)  

 

Name: Charli Rossi (non-binary) 

 

Age: 26 

 

Relationship status: Single  

 

Residential Status: At home with parents 

 

Employment status/role: Casually works 

admin (telehelp)  

 

Other notes: repeated hospital visits, stress 

with Medicare/NDIS 

On a spectrum, how would you describe 

their personality. 
  

 

 

 

 

Introvert vs extravert  

 

 

 

Low learner confidence vs high learner confidence 

 

 

 

 

Low civic responsibility vs high civic responsibility 

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 

 



 

Enrolment motivations and experiences:    

 

Charli felt a lot of anxiety about coming back to study, but was 

excited overall. However, on the day of orientation, due to a flare 

up, was unable to attend course welcome and so on. It wasn’t until 

months later they found our orientation had been recorded 

(overhearing a conversation from peers), and watched the videos, 

then learning about many of the services the university offered. 

 

Course and academic performance: 

 

Passing classes; formed a few relationships with teachers but not 

as close as they thought it would be, more formal than expected 

(their academics are busier than they thought!).  

 

They can be impatient with email response from teachers, for 

example, sends an email at night and when doesn’t get a response 

immediately, gets frustrated.  

 

Any support services or resources used so far: 

 

They use the disability resource centre to find out about most 

services and get support when needed. However, they do not like 

to disclose their disability as in the past peers/teachers have not 

always believed them.  

 

Any extracurricular involvement? 

 

Has tried out a few clubs, but none of them made them feel 

welcomed. Recently, they have engaged in a ‘students-as-partners’ 

project, which has helped them form a new close relationship with 

a professional staff member.  

 

Notes: Charli would like to make more friends but having trouble forming lasting social connections so far (e.g., formed a few friends in the 

beginning but then was sick and lost contact). Has a love/hate relationship with group work as it provides them an opportunity to make 

friends but then because of condition has difficulty negotiated their role (responsibilities cannot be structured, must be flexible to work 

around the days they feel well)  

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 



 Responsibilities and commitments:  

Sam is committed to his family (wife and 

children) and wants to progress his career to 

provide for them. He is more active in th care 

of the children as his wife is the primary 

earner for the family. Sam also has 

scheduled appointments with his 

psychologist. 

 

Access and technology (e.g., internet): 

Sam has good internet access at home. He 

also owns a car and resides in suburban area 

in good vicinity to supports and services. 

 

Communication preferences: 

Sam prefers emails, so he can take the time 

to respond tothem when he has a free 

moment. 

Learning Considerations 

 
Previous engagement with education:  

Sam was disengaged in secondary school. 

He finished Year 10 with passes in English 

and Mathematics which met the 

requirements for the ADF (Infantry Soldier). 

Sam reached the rank of ‘Private’ and 

received training as a ‘Mortarman’. 

 

Learning goals/career goals: 

Sam would like to be the first in his family to 

complete a Bachelor’s degree. He is also 

studying business and commerce and would 

like a desk job in an office with consistent, 

regular hours.  

 

Pain points: 

He is also a devoted father and due to his 

family commitments, and part-time work, he 

also frequently requests extensions. He 

usually also needs more support to cope on 

memorial/anniversary days. 

 

Mode of delivery/ study load: 

He is studying full-time in a blended model, 

but this has been a struggle. 

 

Who/what influences them? 

Sam is influenced by Joe Rogan and other 

podcasters. He finds some of his fellow 

students are hard to relate to (e.g., they don’t 

have kids, are unaware of military). He 

socialises in his local RSL. 

Basic Information  
 
Persona: Student Veteran 

 

Name: Sam Anderson 

 

Age: 27 

 

Relationship status: Married with children 

 

Residential Status: Renting in the suburbs 

but saving for a deposit on a mortgage 

 

Employment status/role: Part-time job 

working in his brother’s plumbing company 

 

Other notes: 

Sam was an infantry soldier in the 

Australian Defence Force. This is the 

primary combat arm of the Australian Army 

and after serving on tours of the Middle 

East, he was discharged due to ‘mental 

health conditions’. He is the first in his 

family to attend university. 

On a spectrum, how would you describe 

their personality: 
  

 

 

 

Introvert vs extravert  

 

 

 

Low learner confidence vs high learner confidence 

 

 

 

Low civic responsibility vs high civic responsibility 

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 

 
 



     

 

Enrolment motivations and experiences:    

 

Sam joined the ADF because there would be training opportunities, 

and to do something he thought would be exciting while also 

drawing a wage. He did well in the ADF and was selected for 

further training as a ‘Motarman’. He was not opposed to further 

training and the army provided him with a very structured 

timetable with minimal distractions. He excelled in his training. His 

motivation is his family, he wants to provide for his children and 

set them up for every chance of success. 

Course and academic performance: 

 

Sam chose a commerce and business degree as he thinks it 

provides an avenue into a wide variety of well-paid, stable jobs. He 

is doing very well in his first-year of study; a few tutors have even 

reached out to thank him for actively participating in group 

conversations and sharing his points of view. He can struggle to 

contribute if the discussion uses technology (such as Padlet or 

Miro) as he can find civilian technology hard to navigate as he is 

used to receiving technology training and support in the ADF. 

 

Any support services or resources used so far: 

 

Sam seeks support through the Veterans Association at his 

university. He is more likely to engage with, and feel a connection 

to, student veterans over any other student group (mature-aged, 

parents etc). He is confident seeking academic support from the 

university library and accessing resourses through academic 

advisors. Although he is not receiving direct psychological support 

from the university, he is identified as an at-risk student by the 

Accessibilty team due to his mental health condition after the ADF.  

 

Any extracurricular involvement? 

 

No, Sam prefers to spend his free time with his family. He would 

like to be involved in activities outside of his veteran/RSL bubble as 

he thinks that would help him adjust to civilian life.  

 

Notes:  

 

Despite having the support of family, Veterans Affairs and his local RSL, Sam has issues with his mental health that require regular 

treatment from specialists. He is high-achiveing and driven, and at times can feel like he has lost status as a civilian and misses being a 

part of the camaraderie that comes with being a soldier. Sam is quite comfortable with both being told “what to pick” and making 

independent choices but can struggle as he is used to relying on a chain of command that assists with making choices. 

Hackathon Persona Profile 



 
  

Responsibilities and commitments:  

Yi works two days a week during business 

hours and catches up on study in the 

evenings. She is responsible for all her 

expenses and tries to avoid asking her 

parents to supplement her income. 

 

Access and technology (e.g., internet): 

Good internet access and good tech skills.  

 

Communication preferences: 

Yi prefers emails from the university as this 

allows her to run the text through a 

translator application. Socially, she prefers 

Wechat and Messenger but has recently 

started using Instagram as this seems more 

popular among Australian students.  

Learning Considerations 

 
Previous engagement with education:  

Yi completed a bachelor degree in 

accounting in China. 

 

Learning goals/career goals: 

Yi’s immediate goal is to complete her MBA 

in Australia while also expanding her 

network to broden career-building 

opportunities. In the longer term, Yi would 

like to apply for permenant residency in 

Australia and secure stable employment in a 

major financial institution. 

 

Pain points: 

Yi has trouble engaging with the online 

learning materials and staff. She relies on 

support from other Chinese students rather 

than contact the teaching team when she 

encouters learning difficulties. She 

experiences significant assessment anxiety 

due to the pressure felt from home and 

regularly feels that she has “missed 

something”due to the foreign nature of 

course and university structures in Australia. 

 

Mode of delivery/ study load: 

Full time student, online or blended (because 

many of her classmates are offshore 

international students). 

 

Who/what influences them? 

Family and friends from back home. 

Basic Information  
 
Persona: International student from China 

 

Name: Yi Wang 

 

Age: 24 

 

Relationship status: Single 

 

Residential Status: Shares an unit with 

another Chinese international student after 

first living on campus for six months. 

 

Employment status/role: Part-time job in a 

Bubble Tea Store two days a week. 

 

Other notes: 

Yi is a full-time Master of Business 

Administration student. She is the only 

child in her family, but not the first in her 

extended family to pursue studies overseas. 

There is significant investment from her 

family and high expectations that she 

succeeds in her studies. 

On a spectrum, how would you describe 

their personality. 
 

 

 

 

Introvert vs extravert  

 

 

 

Low learner confidence vs high learner confidence 

 

 

 

 

Low civic responsibility vs high civic responsibility 

 

Hackathon Persona Profile 

 



 

Enrolment motivations and experiences:    

 

Yi would like to be competitive in the job market. She is motivated 

to gain some overseas learning experiences and to build her 

cultural competencies. She is eager to be involved in campus life 

but the concept is foreign to her. Yi did attend her online 

orientation event but found it challenging to build interactions with 

local students. She is keen to be seen as a ‘student’ as opposed to 

an ‘international student’. Additionally, she is disappointed that 

most of her new friends so far are other international students both 

at work and socially.  

Course and academic performance: 

 

Yi was high achieving in China, with grades above 90%. As a 

postgraduate student in Australia, her assessments grades range 

from high Bs to As. Most of her assessment feedback is centred 

around using clearer English expression and correct syntax, so Yi 

watches YouTube videos to better understand English grammar. 

Apart from with customers at work, Yi converses in Mandarin most 

of the time and would like more conversational opportunities. 

Additionally, Yi is result-driven and places study above socialising 

or other activities. 

Any support services or resources used so far: 

 

Yi only discovered that her university had study and learning 

support in her second year through a conversation with a fellow 

international student. The concept is foreign to her as universities 

in China rarely provide free support. She was surprised to learn 

there were ESL sessions and has been in regular attendance. She 

has also used library support (literature search strategies), but still 

relies heavily on peer support from other Chinese students. 

Any extracurricular involvement? 

 

Yi is eager to learn about Australian culture more generally, in 

addition to participating in campus life. As an online student, she 

has very limited exposure to both. She does not go to campus 

regularly as most of her work can be done online asynchronously. 

She has joined the International Student Society at university, in 

the hopes that events would include travel and tours. She would 

also like to be seen as a regular student, and seeks to enjoy 

activities outside of the ‘international student’ frame. 

 

Notes:  

 

As with many international students, Yi finds it difficult to engage in online courses. She questions the quality of teaching at her university 

when compared to the academic rigour of her undergraduate degree in China. Nevertheless, she was raised to hold teachers in high 

esteem and as such is unlikely to think they are approachable. Because of this, she is unlikely to think she can collaborate with staff on 

initiatives. Aboveall, Yi has had most trouble adjusting to the Australian higher education system. Her expectations around access to, and 

availability of, lecturers, event-participation, counselling and academic support are influenced by her university experience in China. 
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