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Mixed method interventions for depression in educational settings 
Refining the search
Terminology and key terms in literature searches. An example
Part of the original search helped me understand the role of terminology and conceptualizations in a search strategy and how are these translated into key terms. The following example refers to the term ‘educational interventions’ and to ways of identifying main meanings and uses in the literature.  In defining the role of education in developing interventions tailored for people with depression required some clarification of terminology was found necessary. In order to do that, I searched for what is meant by “educational intervention” and to what extent educational interventions take place within a formal educational setting such as a school or a university. The search was done in Ovid Medline, Google and Google Scholar using the term “education$ intervention” as key word. The results from these searches suggest that the term educational interventions sometimes refers to interventions for pupils or university students (reference), but it is also used in a broader sense of “educating” either patients and families to better manage and cope with a certain condition (reference), or health professionals to improve their practice (reference).  

The Medical Subject Headings, known as MeSH did not show any entry for the terms “educational intervention” or “education interventions”. The closest term found was “early intervention (education)” which means:

“Procedures and programs that facilitate the development or skill acquisition in infants and young children who have disabilities, who are at risk for developing disabilities, or who are gifted. It includes programs that are designed to prevent handicapping conditions in infants and young children and family-centered programs designed to affect the functioning of infants and children with special needs. (From Journal of Early Intervention, Editorial, 1989, vol. 13, no. 1, p. 3; A Discursive Dictionary of Health Care, prepared for the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce, 1976)” 

The most general term under which early interventions classify are the “intervention studies” defined as “Epidemiologic investigations designed to test a hypothesized cause-effect relation by modifying the supposed causal factor(s) in the study population.” (MeSH, 2009).

The other terms searched into the MeSH database was “school-based” and the term “school-based services” including “Preventive health services provided for students. It excludes college or university students”. This is not to be confused with the “student health services” which include “Health services for college and university students usually provided by the educational institution” (MeSH, 2009).

In conclusion, the search on educational programs or interventions on depression suggests that there are at least several separate branches or research areas that involve education at some level or at some extent: the area in which education is seen as an intervention method and which includes different types of setting in which the interventions can take place and education understood in its formal sense and as a specific setting for the interventions to take place. In this latter case, the educational interventions group into school-based services designed for school population and student-based services designed for university and college students.

In looking for relevant and helpful guidelines for understanding and defining educational interventions, I have come across an area of research that was new to me, that of medical education. The BMJ guidelines for evaluating educational interventions (Abassi, 1999) use the terms ‘educational interventions’ and ‘educational innovation’ interchangeably and it suggests that these are as innovative programs in which doctors are involved as part of medical education research and it refers to curriculum management, developing new modules for medical students etc.

There are many ambiguities in the literature on what “educational interventions” are, and it seems that in a very broad sense this type of intervention has to have an educational rationale and can be designed for either patients and families, or for preparing future health professionals and improving current medical practice. The decisions that need to be made in relation to the theoretical underpinning of a new study that is to be designed, the conceptualizations of meanings of what is an educational intervention will have to consider the other topics of interest and the context in which the study will take place.  
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