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[bookmark: _Toc226830304]Background and Context
Parramatta is a educational centre in Western Sydney and the community identified in Assessments 1 and 2 is international students living and studying in this area. The previous tests proved that mental health issues among international students are not merely personal issues, they are determined by the housing pressure locally, financial stress, social isolation, cultural adaptation and lack of knowledge of support options. The local context is very much supportive of that framing. Census data show that Parramatta has a young adult profile, with people aged 20–34 making up 26.0 per cent of the population, and a highly diverse population, with 53.3 per cent of residents born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2021; .id community, n.d.). Parramatta is also a highly rented area: 45.8 per cent of occupied housing is rented and median weekly rent is equal to 450 (ABS, 2021). These characteristics are important since a large portion of international students are clustered in the particular areas of life and housing market where cost pressures are most highly experienced.
In Australia, 846,321 international students were enrolled in 2025 with the largest sector being higher education and students of India, China and Nepal being the largest groups (Department of Education, n.d.). Parramatta is a home to institutions of higher learning and is a magnet to students due to its transport accessibility, job prospects and multicultural environment. The community is thus strong, there is diversity in culture, education, multilingual social networks, and the possibility of peer solidarity. Yet, these strengths do not necessarily help students to avoid being distressed. The issue that has been found in the previous tests is that housing and financial pressure is compromising wellbeing and that the existing supports are too fragmented, reactive or not in line with how international students actually seek assistance.
This trend can be verified by the latest Australian data. A systematic review of nineteen studies identified that the levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress in international students in Australia are concerning, and that loneliness and isolation, work and financial problems of the students, discrimination, language barriers and low mental health literacy all have an impact on their wellbeing (Maharaj et al., 2024). The same review identified worse attitude towards help-seeking among the international students compared to the domestic students and suggested that the support information should not be limited to the orientation but rather reinforced during the study period. Accommodation conditions have been directly associated with subjective wellbeing, safety and mental health help-seeking, in other Australian studies. Corney et al. (2024) discovered that the cost, language and cultural barriers, stigma and lack of information all influenced whether students accessed support or not, yet accommodation insecurity impacted the sense of safety and belonging among students. Similarly, Mulvey et al. (2024) demonstrate that financial precarity goes beyond money to time poverty, relations and mental health, which is particularly applicable in cases where most students are restricted to a time frame of 48 hours of work per week during teaching semesters due to student visa requirements (Department of Home Affairs, n.d.).
This is a concern in terms of community development and social justice. International students add to the life of the higher education and the local community, although most of them are forced to overcome structural disadvantage when they have no family around, they do not have a home or they are not well-informed about the local services. Current responses are inadequate in most cases since they are crisis counselling once the distress has grown, are over reliant on students seeking services, or are not comprehensive enough to incorporate pragmatic stressors like tenancy insecurity, transport expenditure and budgeting, and mental health support. Literature on inclusive mental health services emphasizes the importance of culturally responsive, accessible, and trust-building services instead of universal services (Sakız & Jencius, 2024). Peer-based interventions are promising due to their ability to decrease the stigma, enhance a sense of belonging and widen the support capacity in a higher education institution (Pointon-Haas et al., 2024).
This means that a funded project is needed at the moment since the problem has already been defined by the community analysis in Assessments 1 and 2, its driving forces are evident, and there is a real chance to develop an integrated and participatory response in Parramatta. Instead of just making international students mere consumers of services, this proposal considers them as members of the community with knowledge and leadership potentials. Their needs, strengths and aspirations are addressed through the project which connects the practice of help and the peer connection and advocacy of more inclusive local systems.

[bookmark: _Toc226830305]Aim/Objectives
The ultimate goal of the project is to enhance the mental and social inclusion of international students in Parramatta through alleviated housing and financial stress and increased support provided by the community. The project will achieve three goals: to enhance the knowledge and access of students to mental health, housing and financial access pathways; to develop peer connection, confidence and leadership among international students; and, to enhance coordinated local advocacy and referral pathways between universities and community organisations throughout the pilot.

[bookmark: _Toc226830306]Strategies
The three integrated strategies will be based on the community development and advocacy practice that the project will use. The initial approach is participatory community development that is peer-led. The international students will not be seen as passive beneficiaries of support; they will be co-designed, peer facilitated and peer reviewed projects. This is in line with the principle of participation and acknowledges the fact that, students would tend to believe information better and participate in a discussion when mediated by their peers who have a similar lived experience. It also enhances community capacity development through the development of student leadership as opposed to full reliance on professionals.
The second plan is combined practical and psychosocial support. The previous evaluations established housing and financial strain to be core factors in the bad mental wellbeing, and therefore, the project will not divide mental health and daily material strains. Mental health literacy will be coupled with information regarding budgeting, tenancy issues, transport, rights at the workplace, and available community services through workshops, peer groups and navigation support. The strengths-based approach is suitable since it begins with what the students require in their everyday lives, and it diminishes the stigma that may be associated with a formal mental health help-seeking. It also appreciates that wellbeing needs to be enhanced with the help of emotional support and the enhanced access to the resources.
The third approach is the partnership and advocacy. Without the community bearing the responsibility, change to the community will not be sustained amongst individual students. The project will thus establish a partnership between the university wellbeing teams, student associations and community organisations. The advocacy will be on the accessibility of the services, referral coordination and practical barriers to the wellbeing of the students. This is consistent with the rights-based and anti-oppressive practice since it tries to resolve the structural factors that define distress, as opposed to the individual in which the problem is found. Collectively, these plans form an obvious change rationale: participatory action and practical assistance enhance knowledge, connection and trust; better collaboration leads to enhanced access and responsiveness; and community advocacy alters the local landscape to a more accommodating and encompassing student community.
This project will utilize culturally responsive engagement to make the services offered through this initiative accessible to a variety of students. Promotion, communication, and delivery will utilize multilingual methods, culturally responsive facilitation, and sensitivity to mental health issues. The method of involvement mentioned above creates stronger participation and will support the provision of services that are appropriate, inclusive and meaningful for students from different cultural backgrounds.

[bookmark: _Toc226830307]Project Activities
The project will be a 12 month pilot project within Parramatta. During the establishment stage, a part-time project worker will hold a advisory group comprising of a group of international students, university staff and representatives of the community. To ensure priority issues, preferred communication methods and culturally safe ways of wellbeing discussion, there will be two co-design workshops. Concurrently, six to eight international student peer leaders will be recruited and trained on peer facilitation, mental health literacy, boundaries, the referral processes and group inclusion.
There will be three streams of activity that will focus on the implementation phase. The former is peer connection. Biweekly peer support groups will offer an informal group that the students can discuss stress, belonging, adjustment, housing issues and seeking help. Peer leaders will facilitate sessions and be assisted by the project worker. Accessible campus or community based drop-in community hubs will be provided monthly, and will offer a more accessible entry point to students who might otherwise be reluctant to engage with a formal wellbeing program.
The second one is the practical capability-building stream. Themes discovered during the previous assessments, including coping with housing stress, budgeting on student income, tenancy expectation, working rights and responsibilities, and mental health warning signs and local support services will be discussed during monthly workshops. The language used in these sessions will be in plain language, interactive discussion and promotion where possible in more than one language. Guest contributors will be invited where the specialist advice is required and are representatives of the required services. The activity is a direct reaction to evidence that most international students are unaware of where to turn to get help, doubt the services will be interested in understanding them, or will even go as far as to ask questions (Maharaj et al., 2024).
Community advocacy and systems coordination is the third stream. The project will map the current university and community services of interest to mental health, housing and financial wellbeing, and create a simple document on a referral pathway to be utilized by staff and peer leaders. The gaps and duplication of existing responses in terms of response will be identified during quarterly partnership meetings. In the middle of the pilot, students involved in the project will be asked to make anonymous contributions to a brief community survey regarding the barriers, strengths and priorities. The results obtained through attendance data, attendance feedback, and the survey will be deliberated in a local community forum. The ultimate product will be a concise advocacy paper, which will include useful recommendations on how to make communication more accessible, referral coordination and support design that is more student-centered. This makes advocacy based in lived experience as opposed to abstract argument.
Community involvement will be continuous throughout the project and not token. The students are going to assist in shaping the topics of workshops, reviewing the materials, giving recommendations on outreach and strategies, and discovering obstacles that will arise during the pilot. Knowledge which is locally based will thus be utilized as a project resource. The project will also embrace broad-based outreach strategies, such as working with student clubs, social media, and course-based announcements, and community language networks where feasible. This is significant as troubled students are not necessarily contacted by official means only.
Collectively, these are activities that can be undertaken in a small funded project. They progress in a series of engagement and trust-building, practical support and peer connection, to partnership and advocacy. They also closely correspond with the objectives: to raise knowledge and access, empowerment of peer networks and leadership, and enhancement of the local support environment of international students in Parramatta.

[bookmark: _Toc226830308]Expected Outcomes
Students who take part are likely to demonstrate a higher level of awareness of support services, enhanced confidence in seeking help, a more solid peer relationship and enhanced comprehension of housing and financial coping choices in the short term. Over the longer term, the project will help to minimize social isolation, access to support earlier, build stronger leadership in students, and more coherent local reactions to the wellbeing of international students. A greater feeling that Parramatta is a friendly and welcoming place to study and live will also be an indicator of success.

[bookmark: _Toc226830309]Monitoring and Evaluation
Evaluation and monitoring will be incorporated in the project at the start. Process evaluation will be used to monitor the delivery of the project in the desired manner and whether it reaches the target community. The indicators will consist of the number of peer leaders trained, number of peer groups and workshops provided, attendance rates, repeat attendance, number of referrals, diversity of participants and attendance of the partnership meetings. Relevance, accessibility and perceived usefulness will be determined by brief feedback forms after workshops and peer sessions.
Outcome evaluation will assess whether the participants change significantly during the pilot period. The consenting students at entry and six months later will respond to a brief survey assessing their understanding of support pathways, their level of confidence in seeking help, their sense of social connectedness and confidence in their ability to deal with housing or financial stress. One focus group with participants and semi-structured interviews with peer leaders and partner organisations will be used to gathered qualitative data. Short reflective journals concerning issues that emerge, barriers and strengths that are recurrent in the community will be maintained by peer leaders too.
Success will be seen in the form of more students stating that they have an idea where they can seek help, feel less isolated and more confident in accessing services or community supports. The results of the evaluation will be utilized in the following two aspects: (i) to make continuous improvements in the pilot, i.e., activities will be modified based on the feedback; (ii) to prove accountability to funders and the community by demonstrating what has changed, who has benefited, and under what circumstances.

[bookmark: _Toc226830310]Guiding Theoretical Framework
The project is led by the empowerment-based community development model that is informed by the anti-oppressive social work and critical consciousness. Empowerment is topical as the problem revealed by the previous tests is not distress per se, but a lack of control over those circumstances defining wellbeing. Kam (2021) suggests that participation and a strengths perspective should be considered together as empowerment in social work and not separately. The given insight is the focus of this proposal. Students are the positioned as competent entities whose knowledge, connections and leadership are change resources. The project thus provides opportunities to students to affect decisions, develop confidence and work as a team.
An anti-oppressive lens is also essential as the challenges that international students have to cope with are organized in the wider frameworks, such as affordability of housing, migration policies, lack of familiarity of service systems and cultural marginalisation. This framework will not pathologise students due to their struggles under unequal conditions. Rather, it enquires how institutions and local systems can be made more approachable, attentive and receptive. This is why the proposal is a combination of direct support with advocacy and partnership work.
The discussion of critical consciousness by Barak (2016) also comes in handy. According to a Freirean view, individuals can do more when they can collectively identify with the social conditions of their lives, and when they can relate personal issues to the structural realities. The workshops, peer circles and community forums in this project are not mere information sessions but are dialogical spaces where students can make meaning of their experiences, find out shared problems and share change strategies. The theoretical approach thus guides the project on all levels: the strategies are participatory and rights-oriented; the activities develop not only practical capacity but also collective voice; and the desired change is not only enhanced coping, but enhanced agency, inclusion and community capacity.
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Proposed 12-month pilot budget (AUD)
	Item
	Amount (AUD)

	Project worker (0.6 FTE, 12 months)
	$48,000

	Peer leader stipends (8 x $1,200)
	$9,600

	Peer leader training and supervision
	$4,500

	Venue hire, refreshments and workshop materials
	$6,000

	Promotion, printing and translation support
	$3,500

	Transport and participant support
	$4,000

	Community forum and engagement events
	$3,200

	Evaluation and data analysis
	$7,500

	Administration and insurance
	$4,200

	Contingency
	$4,500

	Total
	$95,000
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