6 Literature Searching and Reviewing

In teaching about literature reviews, and in addition to the content of this chapter, the points I stress with students are:

· The importance of the research journal literature.  I strongly believe that research students in education should be familiar with the education research journal literature, and with the main research journals in their particular area.  Very often, I think, research students are either not sufficiently familiar with, or are even unaware of, the research journals relevant to their area.  I know as a career researcher the difficulty of keeping up with the journal literature.  However, it is made substantially easier with the internet, and especially with Sage journals online (http://online.sagepub.com/lists/allsites.dtl).   Within the research journal literature, I stress the special significance of The Review of Educational Research.  If class time permits, I recommend setting students exercises which involve browsing RER, selecting a review of substantive interest to them, and then analyzing and perhaps writing an abstract of the review.    

· Writing a good literature review is a challenging and worthwhile intellectual task.  I often find that research students see it as a ‘chore’, something extra they have to do in producing a dissertation.  I want to change this perception, and instead show both the challenge and the value of a good literature review.  This involves showing clearly that reviewing literature at this level does not mean merely summarizing, and requires the development of an appropriately critical stance.  

· Developing a critical stance towards the literature is essential.  It usually requires considerable class time and discussion to show what this means.  One of the best resources I have found to help here is the book (see p.110) by Wallace and Poulson, Learning to Read Critically in Educational Administration.  It is written for postgraduate students working towards masters and doctoral degrees, and it contains a full discussion and analysis of what it means to be critical in this context.  It also has some very useful frameworks for thinking about literature, knowledge and knowledge production, and some very detailed hands-on questions which can help novice researchers construct critical literature reviews.  It is strongly recommended.  
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