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Project 4: Examining the student experience of a wellbeing program 
 

Supervisor:      Professor Caroline Smith (Principal Supervisor) 
Supervisor contact information:   Caroline.smith@westernsydney.edu.au 
      

Project description 
University students have been identified as a population at risk of experiencing and 
developing significant symptoms of stress, depression and anxiety (Headspace, 2017). With 
the increasing mental ill health presentations in the university setting, the demand on 
existing services is increasing, with researchers and practitioners urging universities to 
consider innovative opportunities to support mental health on and off-campus (Bond et al., 
2015; Reavley, McCann, & Jorm, 2012). One way to address such demand is through the 
delivery of mental health and wellbeing training, particularly targeted at supporting mental 
health literacy and opportunities that encourage a community of active bystanders (Bond et 
al., 2015).  

Previous research suggests that mental health literacy training tailored for the university 
population can be effective in increasing help-seeking behaviour, improving mental health 
literacy, and reducing stigmatising attitudes and social distance (Bond et al., 2015; Burns et 
al., 2017). However, research has yet to establish whether these positive changes persist over 
time. This summer scholarship project intends to address this research gap. 

During the second half of 2019, a primary prevention student wellbeing project will be 
implemented at Western Sydney University involving HDR candidates, international 
students, and undergraduate students from the Academy. The program consists of weekly 2 
hour sessions over eight weeks, and covers the development of strategies for managing 
everyday wellbeing, planning and monitoring stress, and development of skills for managing 
periods of unwellness. 

The project being proposed as part of this summer scholarship will consist the formal 
evaluation of this intervention, through the running of focus group sessions with student 
groups at the end of the eight weeks’ program. 

Project Aims 
This study aims to assess the effectiveness of a mental health literacy program for university 
students in increasing their help-seeking behaviour, improving their mental health literacy, 
reducing stigmatising attitudes, and contributing to their overall wellbeing. 
 
Project Methods 
The study will adopt a qualitative approach to data collection and analysis. Focus groups will 
be conducted with a sample of students who completed the 8-weeks program. Previous 
research on focus groups has recommended that a minimum of four and a maximum of 12 
participants be included in every single session (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007) to avoid 
silent voices and confusion, but still provide a quorum to entice useful and productive 
discussions. The focus group aims to provide a ‘debriefing’ opportunity for students involved 
in the program to assess their perceptions of the effectiveness of the program. The focus 
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group questions will be developed to address issues identified in the literature relevant to the 
research objectives. 
 
The process of data analysis will be inductive and data-led. Focus group transcripts will be 
read several times for keywords, phrases and rich quotations. Themes that emerge during 
this process will be identified and subsequently clustered and compared. Analysis of the 
material will use the constant comparison method (Strauss & Corban, 1990; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). After main themes are identified, rich quotes highlighted and relevant points 
annotated, researchers will compare findings with each other’s results to develop and 
prioritise themes, and identify commonalities. 
 
Opportunity for Skill Development 
This project will provide the student with the opportunity to learn and understand 
qualitative research and to gain some practical experience with coding and the analysis of the 
data set under the supervision of Dr Reis and Professor Smith.  There will be an opportunity 
to contribute to the writing up of a report and paper. 
 
Students are required to have the following skills/meet the following pre-requisite(s) 
to apply 
The project would suit a honours or postgraduate student from social work, health science, 
nursing, psychology, occupational therapy, podiatry, physiotherapy, public health, sport and 
exercise science, PDHPE or medicine. The student needs to be organised, have attention to 
detail, and to have an open mind, to be curious, and good writing skills. 
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