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Introduction
The transition into higher education is a major life change, and first‑year students often experience increased stress, social pressure and academic demands, all of which can contribute to the development of depressive symptoms (Amirkhan, Bowers and Logan, 2020). Depression in university populations is associated with poorer academic performance, higher dropout rates and reduced overall wellbeing, highlighting a need for effective, accessible prevention (Wagner et al, 2022). Physical activity is widely recognised as an adaptive behaviour with potential to protect mental health (Rodriguez-Ayllon et al, 2019).
This report builds on a PICO-based research question: “How effective is physical activity to prevent depression for first‑year students in higher education?” The PICO framework is widely used to structure focused, answerable questions in evidence-based practice (Hosseini et al, 2024). The report will use two peer‑reviewed articles: “Variables affecting first-year student commitment during the transition to college in Ireland” and “The effectiveness of physical activity interventions in improving higher education students’ mental health: A systematic review” (Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela, 2020; Donnelly, Penny and Kynn, 2024).
The report will begin by explaining what literature means, outlining different types of literature, and discuss peer‑reviewed research. It will then explain the research methods, provide an overview of the research process and evaluate strengths and weaknesses. Next, the report will apply the CRAAP test, followed by the findings, introducing the two chosen studies and then discuss implications for evidence‑based practice. Finally, the conclusion will highlight the main points and consider how well the evidence answers the research question.




Literature 
Within academic writing, “literature” usually refers to published sources on a particular topic or research question, such as journal articles, books and official reports. These sources are used to build knowledge, support arguments and show what is already known in a field (University of Edinburgh, 2024). Literature is central to health research because it helps identify what works, what does not, and where there are gaps in evidence that need further study (Paré and Kitsiou, 2017).
There are several types of academic literature. Primary research articles report original data collected by the authors, for example through surveys, experiments or interviews (CASP, 2025). Secondary sources, such as systematic reviews and meta‑analyses, bring together and summarise findings from many primary studies (Rodriguez‑Ayllon et al, 2019). Grey literature includes government reports, policy documents, guidelines and conference papers that may not be formally published in academic journals. Textbooks and academic books are also useful, especially for explaining theories, key concepts and background information (Ratan, Anand and Ratan, 2019).
Each type of literature has strengths and weaknesses. Primary research articles are useful because they provide detailed information about methods and results, but a single study may have a small sample or other limitations, so its findings may not apply to all groups (Institute of Medicine, 2009). Secondary research is strong form of evidence because they use clear methods to search for and evaluate many studies, giving a broader and often more reliable picture, but they are time‑consuming to produce and can become out of date as new research appears (Grant and Booth, 2009; Snyder, 2019). Grey literature and policy reports can offer practical, real‑world information, yet they may not always have gone through a formal quality check (University of Exeter Library, 2026).
Kelly, Sadeghieh and Adeli (2014) describe peer review as a process in which other experts in the field examine an author’s work before publication, in order to check the quality of the study design, analysis and conclusions and to decide whether the article should be published. This process improves the quality and credibility of research and helps to reduce errors, bias and misleading claims. Using peer‑reviewed journal articles and reviews therefore strengthens the reliability of assignments and supports evidence‑based decisions in health and social care (Brian Haynes, 2006). In this report, peer‑reviewed literature is essential for critically exploring how physical activity might help to prevent depression in first‑year higher education students.

Research Methods 
For this assignment, a structured search strategy developed in Assignment One was used to identify evidence on physical activity and depression in first‑year higher education students. The search focused on Google Scholar and PubMed, as these databases provide access to a wide range of peer‑reviewed journal articles in health and higher education.

The search process began with a clear combination of keywords based on the main concepts of the topic and linked them with Boolean operators. Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) are used to connect search terms and to narrow or broaden the results returned by a database (Bramer et al, 2018).  In the first search, the phrase “physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND “first year” was used in Google Scholar, which produced around 21,000 results. This indicated that the keywords were relevant, but the search was still too broad to be practical. The same combination of terms was then used in PubMed, where it returned only 4 results. Most of these were not closely related to the specific research question, which showed that this database search was less useful in this case.
To refine the search further, the keywords were adjusted while keeping the AND operator between the main concepts. The word "students" was added to the search (“physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND “first year” AND "students") in Google Scholar, which reduced the results to about 19,000. The search terms were then changed to “physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND "first year student", which narrowed the results more sharply to around 1,010. Finally, a date filter from 2020 onwards was applied in Google Scholar using the same combination of terms, which reduced the results to 585 and helped to focus on more recent evidence.
This search process has several strengths. Using AND between all main concepts ensured that each result mentioned physical activity, depression, higher education and first‑year students, which increased the relevance of many of the articles. Repeating the same combination of terms in both Google Scholar and PubMed helped to show how different databases behave; although PubMed produced only a small number of results and most were not relevant, Google Scholar generated a larger set of results from which the two key articles for this assignment were identified. Applying a date limit from 2020 onwards also helped to ensure the evidence selected was more up to date.
However, there are also some weaknesses. Because Google Scholar can return very large numbers of results and may include non‑academic materials such as reports or unpublished work, it can be difficult and time‑consuming to check each item carefully and decide which studies are suitable for acceptance. In addition, the PubMed search produced very few results and most of them were highly irrelevant to the research question, which limited its usefulness in this project. The search was also restricted to articles in English, which may have led to some relevant studies being missed. Even with these limitations, the use of planned keywords, Boolean operators and date limits, particularly in Google Scholar, still provided a systematic and reasonable method for identifying the two key articles used in this assignment.


CRAAP Test 
The CRAAP test is a simple tool used to judge the quality of information by considering its Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose (Muis, Denton and Dubé, 2022). It helps students quickly evaluate whether a source is trustworthy and suitable for academic work.

For Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela’s (2020) article, the currency is good because it was published in 2020 and uses recent data on first‑year students. The relevance is strong, as it focuses on first‑year university students in Ireland and examines how wellbeing, stress and support relate to their commitment, which helps to understand mental health during the transition into higher education. It does not test physical activity directly, but it provides useful context about why preventive strategies are needed. The authority of the article is supported by publication in the peer‑reviewed journal Health Promotion International and by the authors’ academic association. The accuracy of the study seems good because it includes many students and clearly explains how the researchers collected and analysed the data. The main purpose of the article is to share knowledge. It aims to help readers better understand first‑year students’ wellbeing and experiences, rather than influence people’s views.

For Donnelly, Penny and Kynn’s (2024) systematic review, currency is very strong because it was published in 2024 and includes recent studies of physical activity interventions. The relevance is high to the research question, as the review evaluates the effect of physical activity programmes on mental health outcomes, including depression, in higher education students, although it includes students from all year groups, not only first‑years. The article has clear authority, being written by university‑based researchers and published in Health Promotion International. The accuracy of the review seems reliable because the authors clearly describe how they looked for research studies, how they chose which ones to include, and how they checked their quality. The main purpose of the review is to bring together and evaluate existing evidence so it can help guide practice and future research. It is written in a balanced, academic way and does not try to persuade the reader to take a particular side.

Findings/Results
Two peer‑reviewed research articles were selected to explore how physical activity might help to prevent depression in first‑year higher education students. 
The first article is “Variables affecting first-year student commitment during the transition to college in Ireland” by Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela, published in the journal Health Promotion International in 2020 (Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela, 2020).  The article reports a cross‑sectional survey of first‑year university students in Ireland and examines how wellbeing, depression, self‑rated health, academic environment and peer connections relate to student commitment during the transition to college. Daniels et al (2020) gathered data from 574 first‑year students aged 17–22 years at a university in Ireland using standardised questionnaires. Their analysis showed that student wellbeing plays a key role in supporting persistence and commitment during the transition to college. The study highlights how mental health, social support and academic experiences are closely connected in the first year of higher education and suggests that universities need to address wellbeing and academic factors together if they want to support retention and student success. Although this article does not test physical activity as an intervention, it is relevant to the research question because it shows that depression and poor wellbeing are important risks for first‑year students and that improving overall wellbeing is likely to help prevent withdrawal and possibly the development of depressive symptoms.
The second article is “The effectiveness of physical activity interventions in improving higher education students’ mental health: A systematic review” by Donnelly, Penny and Kynn, published in Health Promotion International in 2024 (Donnelly, Penny and Kynn, 2024). The article is a systematic review of physical activity interventions designed to improve the mental health and quality of life of higher education students. Donnelly et al. (2024) reviewed 58 intervention studies that used different types of physical activity with higher education students, including martial arts, sport, mind–body exercises and anaerobic activities. The review suggests that programmes involving moderate‑to‑vigorous physical activity, such as dance or Pilates, are particularly promising for improving students’ mental health outcomes. However, the authors also point out that there was considerable variation in the type, duration and quality of interventions, which makes it harder to draw firm conclusions about exactly which kinds of physical activity work best.
Taken together, the findings from these two articles offer complementary insights for the research question. Daniels et al (2020) emphasise that depression, wellbeing and social support are central to first‑year students’ commitment and successful adjustment to higher education. Donnelly et al (2024) provide direct evidence that physical activity interventions can reduce symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress and enhance overall mental health in higher education students. This combination suggests that promoting regular, appropriately designed physical activity could be an important strategy within a wider approach to supporting first‑year students’ mental health and reducing their risk of depression, alongside attention to academic environment and social support.


Implications for Evidence-Based Practice
Evidence‑based practice (EBP) is defined as the process of integrating the best available research evidence with professional expertise, the values and circumstances of patients or service users (Charles Sturt University, 2026). It aims to move away from decisions based only on tradition or opinion and instead uses current, relevant evidence to guide care and service delivery (CASP, 2024). In health and social care, EBP is important because it can improve outcomes, support more consistent decision‑making and help ensure that limited resources are used effectively (Connor et al, 2023).
However, there are several barriers to implementing EBP in practice. Organisational barriers include heavy workloads, staff shortages and limited access to resources such as databases, training and internet, all of which reduce time and capacity for searching and judging research. Individual barriers include a lack of skills or confidence in literature searching and in assessing the quality of research, difficulties understanding research methods, and limited confidence in using research evidence in everyday practice. Practitioners may also face resistance to change from colleagues who prefer familiar routines or may feel unsure how to apply research findings to their own local context (Ayoubian et al, 2020; Alatawi et al, 2020).
The findings from Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela (2020) and Donnelly, Penny and Kynn (2024) have several implications for evidence‑based practice in higher education settings. Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela (2020) show that depression, low wellbeing and weak social support are closely linked with reduced commitment and difficulties adjusting in first‑year students, highlighting the need for universities and student services to prioritise mental health and social connection in their support plans. Donnelly, Penny and Kynn (2024) provide evidence that physical activity interventions can reduce symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress and improve overall mental health in higher education students, particularly when programmes involve regular, moderate‑to‑vigorous activity.

Bringing these findings together suggests that, as part of EBP, universities and health services could consider developing or strengthening structured physical activity programmes targeted at first‑year students, such as group exercise classes, sports programmes or mind–body activities that are included within induction and wellbeing initiatives (Donnelly, Penny and Kynn, 2024). If these programmes are introduced alongside wider support for social connection and a positive academic environment, they have the potential to improve students’ mood, reduce the risk of depressive symptoms and support better engagement and students staying in their courses, which can lead to better outcomes for both students and institutions (Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela, 2020; Donnelly, Penny and Kynn, 2024).


Conclusion 
This report explored how effective physical activity is in helping to prevent depression in first‑year students in higher education. It began by explaining the meaning of literature, the main types of academic literature and the value of peer‑reviewed sources in supporting reliable academic work. It also described the search process used to find relevant evidence, including the use of Google Scholar, PubMed, keywords and Boolean operators, and considered the strengths and weaknesses of this approach.

The CRAAP test showed that both selected articles were suitable sources for this report. Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela’s (2020) study showed that depression, low wellbeing and weak social support can affect first‑year students’ commitment and adjustment to university. Donnelly, Penny and Kynn’s (2024) systematic review showed that physical activity interventions can improve mental health in higher education students by reducing symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress. However, the review also showed that the evidence is mixed in some areas because the studies used different types of exercise and different intervention designs.

Overall, the findings suggest that physical activity can play an important role in supporting mental health and may help reduce the risk of depression in first‑year higher education students. However, physical activity should not be seen as the only answer, because other factors such as social support, wellbeing and the academic environment also influence students’ mental health. In terms of evidence‑based practice, this means that physical activity programmes could be a useful part of wider support for first‑year students. More research is still needed, especially studies that focus specifically on first-year students, in order to better understand how physical activity can be used most effectively to prevent depression in this group.
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