                                                                 Student NO: 2321416
                                                          Module code: 4027
                                          Module title: Preparing for research
                                                   Lecturer: Simona Ferraraccio
                                              Submission date: 27th March 2026

Part 1: Research Question Formulation
PICO framework was used to identify keywords specific for the topic prevention of depression in higher education, and to formulate a research question.
- Who (Population): First-year students in Higher Education
- What (Intervention): Physical activity. This includes aerobic exercise, strength training, or organized sports.
- Control (Comparison): Usual lifestyle without a specific physical activity intervention.
- Result (Outcome): Prevention of depression or a reduction in depressive symptoms
Research Question: How effective is physical activity to prevent depression for first year students in Higher Education?

Part 2: Search Strategy (Keywords & Boolean Operators)
Table 1: search strategy
	Search 
	Search Terms (Keywords) and
Boolean Operator (AND/OR/NOT) combinations
	Database Used
	Results Found

	1
	“physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND “first year”
	Google scholar
	21,000

	2
	“physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND “first year”
	PubMed
	4

	3
	“physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND “first year” AND "students"
	Google scholar
	19,000

	4
	“physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND "first year student"
	Google scholar
	1010

	5
	“physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND "first year student"
	Google scholar (since 2020)
	585




Part 3: Evidence of Peer-Reviewed Literature
From this search strategy a relevant peer-reviewed article found was - “Variables affecting first-year student commitment during the transition to college in Ireland” written by Natasha Daniels, Jerome Sheahan and Padraig MacNeela, published on the “Health promotion international” in August 2020. The chosen article examines how well-being influences first-year university students, using data from a survey of 574 Irish students aged 17–22 (Daniels, Sheahan and MacNeela, 2020).
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Part 4: Search Strategy Evaluation 
First-year students are in a high-stress transitional phase, making the move to higher education challenging for many young people (Amirkhan, Bowers and Logan, 2020).    Physical activity is widely recognised for its positive impact on mental health, and it is recommended for all age groups (Rodriguez-Ayllon et al., 2019). Universities and colleges play a key role in supporting the wellbeing of students who represent the future of society (White et al.,2024). Considering all these factors, this research question is both interesting and important to explore further.
The research question serves as the backbone of quality research, revealing nature’s mysteries and offering insight into key issues (Ratan, Anand and Ratan ,2019). The PICO framework is a systematic approach used in evidence-based practice to transform a clinical or research issue into a clear, answerable question by defining the Population, Intervention, Comparison, and Outcome (Hosseini et al.,2024).
Boolean operators allow to create precise conditions for database queries, search engines combining keywords (Bramer et al.,2018). Initially, a search on Google Scholar using the key-terms shown in Table 1, produced approximately 21,000 results, which is considered too broad and time‑consuming. When the same terms were applied in PubMed, only four results appeared, and these were largely irrelevant to first‑year higher education students, indicating that the strategy was too narrow for that database. By refining the search using “physical activity” AND “depression” AND “higher education” AND “first year student” and restricting the results to publications from 2020 onwards, the Google Scholar results were reduced to 585, allowing the identification of a recent, relevant article on physical exercise and depression among college students. Overall, this stepwise approach, supported by the CRAAP test -currency, relevance, authority, accuracy, and purpose proved effective in retrieving an up‑to‑date and appropriate source for the research question (Muis, Denton and Dubé,2022). 
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Summary

Third-level student attrition rates internationally are a cause for concern. Thus, student retention and
academic success are top priorities for colleges, and students alike. In addition to this, student well-
being is a growing public health concern. This study explores the need to incorporate well-being as a
predictor in traditionally academically focused models of student persistence during the transition to
college. A cross-sectional web-based survey was conducted with 574 first-year students aged 17-22
years attending a university in Ireland to examine the effect of student persistence and well-being var-
iables on student commitment during the transition to college. This study highlights the connection
between student academic, social and well-being variables during the transition to college within the
fitted models that emerged from the data. Student well-being plays a key role ensuring student persis-
tence during the transition to college. The results support our hypothesis that many student variables
have the potential to substantially impact student commitment during the first-year transition to col-
lege. These variables include student depression, self-rated health, academic environment, peer con-
nections and perceiving the academic programme to be an appropriate personal choice. It is therefore
important for education institutions to acknowledge and address student persistence and student
well-being in an integrative way and for traditionally academically focused student retention models
to orientate to incorporate student well-being.
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