
Introduction to the literature review

No matter what the discipline, research cannot be undertaken without a thorough review of the literature.  

Outcomes of a lit review:

•
Sharing with your reader the results of other studies that are closely related to yours.

•
Relating your study to a larger, ongoing dialogue among professionals in the field about your topic ... filling in gaps and extending prior studies.

•
Providing a framework for establishing the importance of your study, as well as a benchmark for comparing the results of your study with other findings.

Both you and your readers are enlightened by a well-researched and well-written lit review; astute researchers provide expert analyses of complex data and offer ideas about new directions to pursue.

Setting priorities in reviewing the literature:
•
Begin with journal articles in respected professional journals, especially those that report research or evaluation studies.


Focus on SINGLE studies relative to a topic or issue, and then move on to syntheses (or meta-analyses).


Start with the most recent studies about the topic and then work backwards in time but recognize from that start that not all knowledge is time-dependent. Older pieces give you a sense of how a research area has grown over time … where major and minor changes in thinking have occurred.

•
Then, review books related to the topic.  Begin with research monographs that summarize the literature.  


Move to entire books that are on a single topic or that contain chapters written by different authors.

•
Read recent conference papers on a topic.  Here you’re likely to find the latest research developments in your area(s) of interest.


Examples of secondary sources include the Encyclopedia of Educational Research, the Handbook of Research on Teaching, the Review of Research in Education, and the Training and Development Yearbook.


But don’t ignore reference books either. Yearbooks, encyclopedias, and research reviews all provide solid overviews/compilations of topical studies conducted over a concentrated period of time.


Bowker’s Books in Print (http://www.booksinprint.com/bip/) remains a useful source for locating publications that have stood the test of time.  Each entry includes the author, title, topic, publication information, and cost to purchase.

Guiding tips
•
**Use ERIC or Psychological Abstracts [accessible online from the library or our own course website!] to locate primary sources of information—journal articles, monographs, papers presented at conferences, etc.


**[FYI: ERIC is really a collection of 16 regional clearinghouses and four “adjunct houses” that catalog, abstract, and index educational articles and documents.  Each clearinghouse is responsible for a subject area, for example, adult, career and vocational education; counseling and personnel services; testing, measurement, and evaluation.]


**ERIC also publishes a thesaurus of descriptive terms and two indexes that provide abstracts and complete citations of materials reviewed.


CIJE (Current Index to Journals in Education)


RIE (Resources in Education)

•
Other databases

Psychological Abstracts

Wilson Web (Education Full Text)

EBSCO

ProQuest

Child Development Abstract and Bibliography

Dissertation Abstracts International

Social Science Citation Index (SSCI)

•
Visit the many search engines linked to our website – most of them offering full-text articles (from peer-reviewed to newspaper clippings)

•
Sign up for Ingenta (http://infodome.sdsu.edu/about/depts/ill/ill.shtml; then scroll …).
Maximize your time by using our own website as a jumping off point to the research. Each of the two Resources pages are chock-full of links to online references you pertinent to your projects. Many articles are available online [often in .pdf format] ... for a fee, of course. 

But a visit to the library is always a good idea since many of the resources in which you’re interested are still available in “traditional” format only. Get to know the Love Library and where different reference “types” are housed. Familiarize yourself with the Interlibrary Loan process – if you’re not aware of best to take advantage of this convenient library service.  

Organizing the literature:
•
What to abstract in reviewing individual RESEARCH studies or articles:

–
Mention the problem/issues/hypothesis being addressed.

–
State the central purpose or focus of the study.

–
Briefly describe/explain the population or same frame. This helps the reader see how the study relates to or deviates from your work. 

–
Review key results that relate to the study (strengthening the value of your own project).

–
As appropriate, point out technical and methodological flaws in the study.

•
EdTech is a discipline undergirded by systematic thinking … so follow the precedent by designing a map of the research literature.  Begin to build a visual image of existing research about a topic.

•
Our field is fraught with controversy. A well-grounded researcher is challenged by the need to present a holistic, balanced view of contentious ideas/constructs/topics. 

•
There are many ways to include direct references into your basic narrative. It’s imperative for this section to have an academic tone but still be easy to read. Use segues and transitions in creative ways as you propose and develop your arguments.

C. M. Charles promotes a four-step approach to “lit review preparation”:

•
Select the terms or descriptors for use in a library search

•
Identify secondary sources to be searched

•
Identify guides and directories to be used in searching primary sources

•
Assemble the materials needed for summarizing and citing references

Keywords/descriptors are essential to successful topical searching. I can’t think of a better time to review Bernie’s strategies for using search engines. Point your browser to http://projects.edtech.sandi.net/staffdev/tpss99/searching/stepzero.html, http://webquest.sdsu.edu/searching/fournets.htm, and/or http://webquest.sdsu.edu/searching/specialized.html.
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