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Lecture Notes
Chapter 4: How to Critically Review the Literature and Develop Good Research Questions
Learning Objectives
4.1 Describe the major sources of research ideas.
4.2 Explain how literature reviews are done in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research studies, including how to critically evaluate a research study in each of these three areas. 
4.3 Explain how to develop a “research problem” in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research. 
4.4 Explain how to state the “research purpose” in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research.
4.5 Explain how to state “research questions” in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research.
4.6 Explain how to formulate hypotheses.
4.7 Explain what facilitates consumers’ use of research literature.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. Sources of Research Ideas
A. Everyday Life
i. A fruitful source of ideas for beginning researchers is their own experience as educators.
ii. Experiences can be turned into research problems.
B. Practical Issues
i. Many research ideas can arise from practical issues that require a solution.
ii. For example, educators are constantly faced with such problems as:
a. The instruction of our youth.
b. Disruptive behavior in the classroom.
c. Selection of textbooks.
d. Cheating.
e. Prejudice.
f. Providing instruction for culturally diverse student populations.
g. Salaries and burnout.
C. Past Research
i. Research literature of previously conducted studies is an excellent source of ideas.
ii. This might sound like a contradiction because a research study is designed to answer a research question.
iii. However, research tends to generate more questions than it answers.
D. Theory
i. Theory: An explanation or explanatory system that discusses how a phenomenon operates and why it operates as it does.
ii. Goal function: Theory serves the purpose of making sense out of current knowledge by integrating and summarizing this knowledge.
iii. Tool function: Theory also guides research by making predictions.
iv. Theories guide research.
v. Try to identify suggested relationships and new predictions based on theory that can be tested in a new research study to confirm or disconfirm their authenticity.
vi. The important issue is not the identification of sources of research ideas but the generation of researchable ideas from the previous sources.
vii. The generation of a research idea identifies the topic that you want to investigate.
viii. Research topic: The broad subject matter area to be investigated.
ix. Identification of the research topic is the beginning of a sequential process that ends with the research question and research hypothesis.
E. Ideas That Can’t Be Resolved Through Empirical Research
i. These ideas typically involve making judgments about aesthetics, morality, and religion.
ii. Empirical research can provide useful data on policy outcomes and on opinions, attitudes, and behaviors of individuals and groups.
iii. But empirical research cannot resolve the issue of which value position is morally best.
II. Review of the Literature
A. After you have identified a research idea, your next step should be to conduct a full literature review to familiarize yourself with the available information on the topic.
i. Virtually all literature reviews should examine quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research studies.
ii. You should not limit what you search for based on a particular research methodology.
iii. Also do not limit yourself to a single database.
B. Literature Review for Quantitative Research Studies
i. In quantitative research, an extensive literature review is done before the conduct of the study.
ii. The general purpose of the literature review is to gain an understanding of the current state of knowledge. Specifically, a review:
a. Will tell you whether the problem you have identified has already been researched.
b. Will assist you in forming your research questions.
c. Might give you ideas as to how to proceed with and design your study so that you can obtain an answer to your research question(s).
d. Can point out methodological problems specific to the research question(s) you are studying.
e. Can identify appropriate data-collection instruments so that you will not need to construct a new instrument.
iii. One of the last stages of a research project is to prepare a research report in which you communicate the results of the study to others.
a. You not only have to describe the study and the results you found but also must explain or interpret the results of your study.
b. If you are familiar with the literature, you can also discuss your results in terms of whether they support or contradict prior studies.
iv. Research studies differ widely in their quality.
a. During your literature review, evaluate the quality of each research study, and adjust your claims and use according to its quality.
C. Literature Review for Qualitative Research Studies
i. There are two schools of thought about the use of literature reviews in qualitative research.
a. According to one school, it is important to conduct a thorough literature review on your research topic before collecting data.
b. According to the other school, the researcher should set aside any preconceived notions (including published literature) and use a fully exploratory approach.
ii. There are several different ways in which a literature review conducted before data collection can be of value:
a. The literature review can be used to stimulate theoretical sensitivity toward concepts and relationships that prior literature has repeatedly identified and that therefore appear to be meaningful and significant.
b. The literature can assist you in deriving an initial list of pertinent questions to ask or behaviors to observe.
c. The literature can provide some information about the situations and populations that you need to study so that you can uncover phenomena that are important to the development of your theory.
iii. As with quantitative studies, you need to critically evaluate the quality of each qualitative research study, and adjust your claims and use according to its quality.
D. Literature Review for Mixed Methods Research Studies
i. You should conduct a multidisciplinary literature review and be fully open to both quantitative and qualitative studies. 
a. The quantitative studies will show what theories and hypotheses have been tested and what findings resulted.
b. The qualitative studies will show what an exploratory study of the topic suggests is the case.
ii. It will be important for you to determine during your literature review the state of the published research with regard to your topic.
a. This will suggest to you what kind of mixed study you will want to conduct.
iii. During your literature search, you might ask the following questions:
a. Does the literature need further exploration followed by some quantitative testing?
b. Does the literature need a new instrument developed and tested/used?
c. Does the literature need theory testing with some follow-up in-depth explanation?
E. Sources of Information
i. Books
a. Books provide an overview of the research topic and a summary of the literature published up to the time the book was written.
b. Remember that the literature that is cited in books is generally several years old, so books do not provide the most current information.
c. They also do not give a comprehensive review of all the research conducted on any specific topic.
ii. Journals
a. Most of the current information about a research topic is usually found in journals.
b. If you already have some familiarity with your chosen research topic, you might forgo examining books and go directly to research journals.
iii. Databases
a. With advances in computer technology and the Internet, it has become possible to store and access large data sets electronically.
b. Several comprehensive computerized information storage and retrieval systems, such as Scopus, Web of Science, EBSCO, OVID, SilverPlatter, and FirstSearch, have been developed for this purpose.
c. Search multiple databases, including, at a minimum, the following:
i. Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC): A database containing information from Current Index to Journals in Education (CIJE) and Resources in Education (RIE).
ii. PsycINFO: A database containing entries from psychology and related disciplines.
iii. SocINDEX: A database containing entries from sociology and related disciplines.
iv. Business Source Premier: A database containing entries from business and related disciplines.
iv. The Internet
a. Internet: A “network of networks” consisting of millions of computers and tens of millions of users all over the world, all of which are interconnected to promote communication.
b. Be careful and critically judge the quality of what you find.
F. Feasibility of the Study
i. As you develop your research questions and hypotheses, you must decide whether the study you want to conduct is feasible.
ii. Studies that are too time-consuming, require skills you do not have, or are too expensive should not be initiated.
III. Statement of the Research Problem
A. Research problem: An education issue or problem within a broad topic area.
B. The way in which the research problem is specified will differ depending on whether you are conducting a quantitative or a qualitative study.
C. Stating a Quantitative Research Problem
i. The emphasis is on the need to explain, predict, or statistically describe some outcome or event.
D. Stating a Qualitative Research Problem
i. The emphasis is on understanding the inner world of a particular group or exploring some process, event, or phenomenon.
E. Stating a Mixed Methods Research Problem
i. The emphasis is often on a combination of understanding insiders’ perspectives or exploration of some process (that’s the qualitative part) and explanation, prediction, and statistical description (that’s the quantitative part).
ii. The problem of what is missing from the literature is slightly larger in mixed methods research, and it often includes parts from quantitative and qualitative research problems.
IV. Statement of the Purpose of the Study
A. Purpose of a research study: A statement of the researcher’s intent or objective of the study.
B. Explicitly stating the purpose ensures that you have a good grasp of the specific problem you wish to investigate.
C. A specific statement also enables you to communicate your research project clearly to others.
D. Readers always appreciate a clearly stated purpose.
E. The nature of this statement will differ somewhat depending on whether you are conducting a qualitative or quantitative study.
F. Statement of Purpose in a Quantitative Study
i. A declarative statement that identifies the type of relationship investigated between a set of variables.
ii. This relationship could be causal, explanatory, descriptive, or predictive.
G. Statement of Purpose in a Qualitative Study
i. Usually indicates that the intent is to explore or understand some phenomenon experienced by individuals or a group at a specific place.
ii. A qualitative study’s statement of purpose should:
a. Convey a sense of an emerging design by stating that the purpose of the study is to describe, understand, develop, or discover something.
b. State and define the central idea that you want to describe, understand, or discover.
c. State the method by which you plan to collect and analyze the data by specifying whether you are conducting an ethnographic study, grounded theory study, case study, narrative, or phenomenological study.
d. State the unit of analysis and/or the research site (e.g., fourth-grade students participating in a specific program in a particular school).
H. Statement of Purpose in a Mixed Study
i. Includes a combination of elements found in quantitative and qualitative purpose statements.
ii. Some possible purposes of mixed methods research:
a. To juxtapose and contrast quantitative and qualitative views of the research object.
b. To produce a more comprehensive understanding than provided in a monomethod study.
c. To add contextualized understanding to quantitative findings.
d. To provide evidence of both descriptive and explanatory/process causation.
e. To obtain deeper and more complex understanding of statistical findings.
f. To show how a general theory can be made practical, that is, used in particular places and settings.
g. To obtain multiple perspectives about the research phenomenon.
h. To provide categories and constructs to be tested in the quantitative research phase.
i. To show what works for whom, where, in what circumstances, in what respects, and how.
j. To conduct a research study that overcomes the weaknesses of both quantitative and qualitative research through careful and strategic combination of quantitative and qualitative methods, methodologies, and paradigms.
V. Statement of Research Questions
A. Research question: Statement of the specific question the researcher seeks to answer via empirical research.
B. Research questions found in quantitative and qualitative studies differ somewhat in their structure.
C. It is a cardinal rule in research that “the research method(s) should follow the research questions.”
D. Statement of a Quantitative Research Question
i. Quantitative research question: A question about the relationship that exists between two or more variables.
ii. Common forms are descriptive, predictive, and causal research questions.
iii. When your research asks about a cause-and-effect relationship, your first choice for a research method should be to conduct a strong experiment.
iv. Nonexperimental quantitative research is an especially strong research method for answering quantitative descriptive and predictive questions.
v. Formulate your question in very specific terms to ensure that you have a good understanding of the variables you are investigating.
E. Statement of a Qualitative Research Question
i. Qualitative research question: A question about some process, issue, or phenomenon to be explored.
ii. Questions are usually general, open-ended, and overarching.
iii. It can be helpful to state the general purpose of the study and then state a number of subquestions that break the overall research question into components that will be investigated.
F. Statement of Research Questions in Mixed Methods Research
i. There are four perspectives about mixed methods research questions:
a. One methodology is always primary in a mixed methods study and, therefore, you should have a set of primary and supplemental or secondary questions.
b. The lenses of both qualitative and quantitative research can and should be used for virtually all research questions.
c. A researcher should use separate quantitative and qualitative research questions, considered equally important, with both sets of questions addressing some aspect of the overall research topic.
d. The researcher can also write one or more “mixed methods research questions.”
ii. Mixed methods research question: A research question that states or implies the need for both quantitative and qualitative data, and their integration, for a sufficient answer.
iii. The concept of writing mixed methods research questions is a new and evolving area.
VI. Formulating Hypotheses
A. Hypothesis: A prediction or educated guess; the formal statement of the researcher’s prediction of the relationship that exists among the variables under investigation.
B. The stated hypothesis typically emerges from the literature review or from theory.
C. Hypotheses can also come from reasoning based on your observations of events.
D. Regardless of the source of your hypothesis, it must meet one criterion:
i. A hypothesis must be capable of being confirmed or not confirmed.
ii. A hypothesis that fails to meet this criterion is not testable and removes the hypothesis from the realm of empirical research.
E. Hypotheses are important primarily in quantitative studies.
VII. Consumer Use of the Literature
A. If you do not become an educational researcher, it is still important to become a better consumer of research.
B. To be an effective consumer of research, you should not consider the results of any one study to be conclusive.
C. Look across multiple studies to see whether the finding is repeatedly confirmed.
D. Determine how the finding might generalize.
E. For a conclusion to be reliable, the results must be replicated by other researchers on other populations in other locations because the phenomena that educational researchers investigate are too complex to be explained by a single study.
F. Meta-analysis: A quantitative technique that is used to integrate and describe the results of a large number of studies.
i. Meta-analysis gets around the problem of making subjective judgments and preferences in summarizing the quantitative research literature.
ii. It uses a variety of quantitative techniques to analyze the results of studies conducted on a given topic.
iii. Qualitative and mixed methods meta-analyses also are becoming common, although the term “meta-analysis” is less common in qualitative research.
G. In qualitative research, particular qualitative research findings are also sometimes aggregated.
i. Meta-synthesis: The systematic review or integration of findings from multiple qualitative research studies.
ii. Qualitative meta-analysis: A synonym for meta-synthesis.
iii. Because qualitative research is useful for showing both similarity and complex differences, a meta-synthesis will likely include some of both of these.
H. Mixed methods research uses both meta-analytic and meta-synthesis logics to produce comprehensive summaries of the research literature.
