Literature Review







Definition

* A literature review Is a comprehensive summary and evaluation of
existing research and scholarly works on a specific topic. It involves
Identifying, analysing, and synthesising relevant sources to provide an
overview of what Is known, highlight gaps Iin knowledge, and

establish a foundation for further research or discussion (Boote &

Beile, 2005).



What is it? It is not...

A critical summary of relevant literature

: _ « A summary of everything you have
relating to your chosen research topic(s). y ything'y

read on your topic
« A ‘process’. an ongoing part of your

. . .. « A chronological account of how
research (Sourcing, reading, organising,

research has developed in your
field

analysing).

* A ‘product’: a specific part of the
dissertation to provide background
Information and justification for your

study.



Why do we need it?

Thus, 1t contributes to:

« demonstrating awareness of key issues and debates relating to your topic
« critically understanding relevant prior research

« demonstrating how your research fits within and builds upon previous

studies
* Identifying gaps
« developing your research guestions, hypotheses and methodology

« comparing your findings with previous research findings (discussion)



What could you read?

Academic journal articles (peer-reviewed)

Dissertations/ theses

Literature/systematic reviews

Government publications / Policy documents & reports
Books

Reports from educational research organisations (e.g. BERA)



Types of Sources

Primary Sources

Secondary Sources




Quantitative Vs Qualitative studies

* In quantitative research, the literature review is typically seen as a foundational
step to establish a clear, objective basis for the study. It serves as a structured
blueprint, largely developed before the study begins. It goes beyond simply
summarising previous work; its purpose is to identify a clear, measurable gap in
existing knowledge. This explains the need for a rigorous review at the outset, to

build a strong, evidence-based case that positions your study as a necessary next

step.



Quantitative Vs Qualitative studies

« The process Is fundamentally deductive. It moves from established theories to
specific, testable hypotheses. Through this process, the literature review helps
define variables, justify methodological choices, and demonstrate the significance

and relevance of the research question.



Key Functions in Quantitative Research

 Establishing the Research Gap: The literature review systematically
maps what Is already known and clearly identifies where current
knowledge stops. Its purpose is to highlight a specific gap that your
study Is designed to address.

* Framing the Study: For instance, in research on employee burnout, the
review helps determine which validated instrument to adopt (e.g., the
Maslach Burnout Inventory) and justifies this choice. This strengthens
the study’s reliability, replicability, and comparability with prior
research.

 Developing Hypotheses: By grounding the study in existing theory and
empirical findings, the literature review enables the formulation of clear,
testable hypotheses about relationships between variables, transforming
Initial 1deas into scientifically examinable claims.



Quantitative Vs Qualitative studies

 In qualitative research, the literature review functions less as a fixed blueprint
and more as an evolving dialogue. While an initial review helps establish context,
the most meaningful engagement with the literature often takes place during and
after data collection. This reflects an inductive approach, where themes are

allowed to emerge from the data before being connected to existing research.



Quantitative Vs Qualitative studies

 For example, interviews on remote work may reveal that employees feel pressure
to remain constantly available online. At a later stage, this pattern can be
Interpreted through the concept of “digital presenteeism.” In this sense, the
Iterature does not shape the findings in advance; rather, it provides the conceptual

anguage and theoretical lens needed to interpret and situate those findings within a

proader scholarly context.



Key Functions in Qualitative Research

* Acting as an Interpretive Lens: The literature review supports the
Interpretation of findings by connecting them to existing theories and
perspectives, transforming raw observations into meaningful,
conceptually grounded insights.

* Revealing Complexity and Tension: Qualitative findings often
uncover nuances that may complicate or even challenge established
theories. The literature review provides a space to position your study
critically, showing how it extends, refines, or questions existing
knowledge.

* Guiding Without Restricting: An initial, focused engagement with the
literature helps orient the study without imposing rigid theoretical
expectations, thereby preserving openness to emergent, data-driven
Insights.



Criticality

= Be critical on how you read: what are you looking for; ask yourself key
questions:

a. How does this study build on other research?: Evaluate how each study
builds on previous research, and discuss your assessment of its contribution.

b. How was the research conducted?: Evaluate the appropriateness of research
design and methodology, sample selection and size, data collection and analysis
methods, limitations ...etc



Criticality

= Criticism involves analysis of positive as well as negative features. It means
acknowledging the strengths and the weaknesses of research that others have
undertaken and being able to articulate why and how you think their ideas or

theories might be improved.

= Authorial voice: Critically engage with texts, forming opinions on methods,
findings, and Implications. Present your own synthesis and analysis of the
literature, reflecting your unique perspective and arguments. It’s about making
your voice heard, not just summarising what others have said, but adding your

own Insights and evaluations.



Example of a weak version (no authorial voice: descriptive)

Many studies have examined EMI In higher education. Some
studies found that lecturers have low English proficiency, while
others showed that students face comprehension difficulties.
Other research has focused on teachers’ attitudes toward EMI

and the challenges they encounter in the classroom.



Strong version (with authorial voice)

Research on EMI in higher education has predominantly focused on linguistic challenges,
often emphasising lecturers’ limited English proficiency and students’ comprehension
difficulties. While such studies provide valuable insights into surface-level barriers, they tend
to adopt a deficit perspective that frames EMI primarily as a language problem. This narrow
focus overlooks the broader pedagogical and cognitive dimensions of EMI, particularly how
lecturers adapt their instructional strategies in linguistically demanding contexts. Moreover,
although a growing body of research has explored teachers’ attitudes toward EMI, these
studies frequently rely on self-reported data, raising concerns about the extent to which they
capture actual classroom practices. Consequently, there remains a need for more integrative
approaches that move beyond perception-based accounts to examine how EMI iIs enacted In

real instructional settings.



Evaluating Internet Sources

« “Generally speaking, fee-based products provided via a college or university have
greater authority, accuracy, and credibility than the free sites located via a search

engine such as Google” (Ary, 2014, p.84)

» Research Authority refers to its author. Who is he? Is he known in the field? Did he
publish In peer-reviewed journals? ...etc. If the answer iIs yes to these questions,

this would provide authority to that research.

* Look for citations, data, or links to primary sources. Cross-check claims against
reputable literature or databases (e.g., Google Schola). Unsupported claims or

broken links suggest poor quality.



Evaluating Internet Sources

« Shallow articles (e.g., short blog posts) may lack the depth of peer-reviewed
studies. Assess If It contributes meaningful insights or merely repeats common

knowledge. A source with no new perspective might not advance your argument.

« Qutdated data (e.g., pre-2020 stats in a fast-moving field like Al) may not reflect
current knowledge. Check publication dates or revision history. Older sources

might be foundational but insufficient alone



Locating related literature

Indexing and abstracting databases

« Database companies compile scholarly publications within a particular field.
Each article’s key terms in the journal are determined and indexed.

« Because you may enter your key terms of interest and the database will find
relevant journal articles by journal, date, volume number, and page number.
Databases that include many indexing and abstracting products are
particularly helpful.



Locating related literature

Indexing and abstracting databases

Boolean Logic
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Shaded Areas Represent What Is Retrieved by Each Logical Statement



...... continued

Examples of Boolean Logic (A and B)

Scenario: A teacher Is researching teaching strategies for a professional
development workshop and wants to find resources about active learning that
also focus on STEM subjects.

A: Resources about active learning.

B: Resources about STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math)
education



...... continued

Examples of Boolean Logic (A and B)

A and B: The teacher searches an educational database for “active learning
AND STEM,” retrieving only materials that discuss active learning techniques
(e.g., hands-on experiments) specifically applied to STEM subjects (e.g.,
physics labs or coding projects).

Application: This narrows the search to highly relevant, specific content,
ensuring the teacher focuses on strategies that meet both criteria for their
workshop. This aligns with criticality by requiring the teacher to evaluate
whether these resources are rigorous, credible, and directly applicable.



...e..continued

Examples of Boolean Logic (A or B)

Scenario: A teacher is researching teaching strategies for a professional
development workshop and wants to find resources about active learning or
STEM subjects (or both).

A: Resources about active learning.

B: Resources about STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math)
education



...e..continued

Examples of Boolean Logic (A or B)

A or B: The teacher searches an educational database for “active learning OR
STEM,” retrieving all materials that discuss active learning (e.g., hands-on
experiments in any subject, like history or literature), all materials about STEM
education (e.g., lecture-based STEM courses or theoretical STEM research), and
any materials that cover both (e.g., active learning in physics labs).

Application: This broadens the teacher’s research, ensuring they capture a wide
range of strategies and subjects, which iIs useful for a comprehensive workshop but
requires critical evaluation to filter out irrelevant or lower-quality sources.



...e..continued

Examples of Boolean Logic (A not B)

Scenario: A teacher Is researching teaching strategies for a professional
development workshop and wants to find resources about active learning but
exclude those focused on STEM subjects, as they’re focusing on active learning in
other disciplines (e.g., humanities or arts).

A: Resources about active learning.

B: Resources about STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math) education



...e..continued

Examples of Boolean Logic (A not B)

A not B: The teacher searches an educational database for “active learning NOT
STEM,” retrieving only materials that discuss active learning techniques (e.g.,
group discussions, role-playing) applied to non-STEM subjects (e.g., history,
literature, or art), excluding any resources that mention STEM (e.g., physics labs or
coding projects).

Application: This refines the search to focus on the teacher’s specific interest,
avoiding irrelevant STEM-focused content. This aligns with criticality by requiring
the teacher to evaluate whether these non-STEM active learning strategies are still
applicable or credible for their workshop.



DATABASE SELECTION:
CITATION INDEXES
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Educational Resources
Information Center

This 1s a more education-related
database and the largest education
database in the world. It indexes more
than 1000 journals and more than 1
million other documents.

$ERIC

Institute of Education Sciences

Collection Thesaurus

| Search education resources

Advanced
‘ Search Tips

Peer reviewed only Full text available on ERIC

It includes useful primary sources
that were never published.

It can be accessed
www.eric.ed.gov.

for free at



Locating Literature using Al
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Organising the Related Literature

Identify keywords or variables to guide your review (conceptual framework)
State a central research question

Create a preliminary working title

Start with the most current research, and work backward

Skim the source

Read the abstract or summary sections of a report

For every book or article, you read, write a brief summary in your own words that
Illustrates the essential points.

Keep a record of each book or document you consult (e.g., endnote)



What needs to be included in a literature review

Your literature review should focus on:

* the key issues which underlie your research project
 the major findings on your research topic, by whom, and when
 the main points of view and controversies that surround the issue you are investigating

 a critical evaluation of these views, indicating strengths and weaknesses of previous
studies on the topic

 general conclusions about the state of the art at the time of writing, including what
research still needs to be done, that is, the gap that remains that your study will aim to
fill.



Organizational framework

___.-"ﬂ-----_ Imtraduction
= Chronological: Discuss your sources in order of their appearance. % (o s St

This approach is useful for historical research or other studies —
where time is a crucial factor. - - - -

= Thematic: Discuss your sources Iin the form of themes, topics,
Important concepts, or major issues.

= General to Specific -the “V” or “funnel” approach: Discuss
general material to provide a comprehensive picture. Then, discuss « | l
the material most closely related to your study. A

TOUR 5TUDY

| |'|-! '-'-l':'\.'\.-l:"l <=



Structuring a literature chapter (Writing)

Introduction: a short opening paragraph clearly stating the focus and structure of your
Literature Review chapter.
Concepts: use headings and sub-headings and funnel the discussion

define each concept and demonstrate your critical thinking

what do scholars say about each concept

what are the ongoing debates and opposing views

how do they ‘measure’ these concepts

critique definitions and studies

which definition will you use and why

Summary & research questions
highlight research gaps and how your research will address these

list your research questions clearly



Example: Structuring

Title:

An Investigation
exploring achievement in
reading by social class of
Year 2 boys and girls.

Questions:

- [|s there a relationship
between achievement In
reading and social class?

- Is there a difference In
achievement in  reading
between Year 2 boys and
girls?




Example: Structuring .... continued

Introduction

Definitions of social class

Overview of social class and educational outcomes
Social class and achievement in reading

Gender disparities in academic achievement
Achievement in reading and boys and qgirls
Summary




Advice on Writing a Literature Review

1. Be thorough: provide a strong background to your research
2. Critigue Rather Than Just Report the Literature

a. Comparing and contrasting different research discussing the controversial

aspects helps to identify the main gaps that need to be investigated

b. The strengths and drawbacks of other research that have tackled the

problem



............. Continued

« Assessing credibility: look at the reputation of the authors, the publication venue, and
whether the research was peer-reviewed.

« Examining methodology: evaluate the research design, sampling methods, and data
collection tools.

« Analysing data and results: consider whether the data supports the conclusions, if

statistical analyses were appropriate, and whether alternative interpretations are
possible.

» Checking for relevance: consider how the findings relate to your own research topic

or question, and whether they add value to your understanding or contribute to the
field.



............. Continued

« Considering limitations: recognise any limitations or weaknesses in the study, such as
sample size, lack of generalizability, or potential confounding variables.

Avold Excessive Use of Quotations
Be Selective
Be Careful Not to Plagiarize

Use Primary Sources (original): they give you information straight from the horse’s

mouth. On the contrary, secondary sources provide non-original or second-hand
Information.



