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Preface

John M. Norris

Educational Testing Service Japan

Several decades have passed since Lourdes Ortega and I challenged the field(s)
of applied linguistics to adopt a synthetic ethic for guiding and improving both
primary and secondary research practices. Our goals at the time were straight-
forward: (a) to encourage the adoption by primary researchers of rigorous prac-
tices for situating and reporting their work in relation to existing research, and
(b) to expand the application of rigorous secondary reviews for systematically and
comprehensively assessing the state of accumulated knowledge within specific
research domains. It is particularly satisfying to see this new volume, Research
synthesis methodologies in applied linguistics, appear now, twenty years after the
publication of Synthesizing research on language learning and teaching, with both
volumes published under the John Benjamins label. The subject matter and con-
tributions in this new volume, masterfully compiled by editor Sin Wang Chong,
demonstrate resoundingly the extent to which research synthesis has become a
critically important practice across a variety of applied linguistics domains in the
interim. Here, by way of situating the current volume in relation to some of that
trajectory, I highlight a few observations on the impact of a synthetic ethic in
applied linguistics research, the ways in which the chapters in this book exemplify
that ethic, and a handful of current and future challenges.

A clear contribution of research synthesis has been the improvement in pri-
mary study research methodologies and reporting practices across multiple
applied linguistics domains. Most indicatively, many scholarly journals have
adopted robust standards for the reporting of primary research, with a particular
emphasis on the essential elements of quantitative studies, from the treatment of
descriptive and inferential statistics to the inclusion and interpretation of effect
sizes and confidence intervals. Considerable attention has also been paid to sta-
tistical reform and the nuanced use of null hypothesis statistical testing, resulting
from gaps in interpretation that were first laid bare in early applied linguistics
meta-analyses. Along the way, critical methodological reviews have focused pri-
mary researchers on challenges in study design and analysis, and validity general-
ization studies have inspired the development of new and better-fitting measures
of key dependent variables. Likewise, the inherent value of replication — of vari-
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ables, designs, measures — has received considerable attention, leading to a mean-
ingful focus on repeated investigation of the factors that really matter in various
research domains. In short, primary research has evolved in notably positive ways
in response to findings and challenges provided by applied linguistics research
syntheses, and chapters in the first two sections of this book do a good job of high-
lighting examples of this impact in specific fields of endeavor.

In a similar vein, it is particularly encouraging that quite a few applied lin-
guistics scholarly journals have adopted dedicated sections and/or regular special
issues devoted to reporting research syntheses of various kinds. Not only does this
practice underscore the critically important role played by synthesis in advancing
scientific knowledge accumulation and research innovation, but it also helps estab-
lish domain-specific synthetic methodologies, criteria, and frames of reference,
thereby tailoring and enhancing its value. Section 2 of the book offers insightful
reflections on these developments from the perspective of several such journals. Of
note, there is also a chapter introducing a new journal devoted entirely to, per the
title, Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics. The advent of a new journal is testa-
ment to the increasing and widespread uptake of synthetic methods for addressing
core problems across this diverse field of endeavors; indeed, a journal devoted to a
research methodology is a rarity in applied linguistics.

Another bright spot in the on-going development of research synthesis in
applied linguistics over the past several decades has been the exploration, appli-
cation, and innovation of new and diverse synthetic approaches and methods.
While compiling the contributions for Synthesizing research on language learning
and teaching in the early 2000s, we were hard pressed to find examples (one
each) of historiographic and qualitative syntheses in addition to a handful of
meta-analyses. Much has happened in the interim by way of increased sophistica-
tion and diversification of synthetic approaches and methods. Methods for meta-
analysis have been fine-tuned to the particular challenges of quantitative applied
linguistics research, including for example the development of field-specific
benchmarks for interpreting effect sizes and the implementation of hierarchical
and multilevel models for analyzing non-independent data (a major challenge
for quasi-experimental research traditions). Beyond meta-analysis, diverse
approaches have been adopted to better address a variety of specific questions of
interest from a synthetic perspective. These include, for example, methodologi-
cal reviews that focus on patterns and problems in research methods for specific
domains, bibliometric reviews of publishing practices and related phenomena,
qualitative syntheses for ethnographic and related research, and systematic, nar-
rative, and scoping reviews, among others. Sections 3 through 8 of this volume
provide recent examples and insightful discussion of these approaches to broad-
ening the potential for synthetic perspectives on applied linguistics research. Of
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particular interest to me is the attention paid to scoping reviews, an approach
that may be especially well suited to domains of research that are complex, con-
tentious, and multimethodological (i.e., much of the research in applied linguis-
tics), and one that my co-authors (Shoko Sasayama, Aleksandra Malicka) and I
recently adopted in Second language cognitive task complexity: A research synthe-
sis, also published by John Benjamins.

Of course, research syntheses of various kinds have also led to important,
often major, iterations in substantive findings and the state of knowledge in quite
a few distinct domains of applied linguistics research, as reflected in several chap-
ters in this book. In particular, intervention-focused research (e.g., on instruc-
tional effectiveness, learner motivation, technology-mediated teaching and
learning) has benefited from synthetic findings. At the same time, synthetic
methodologies continue evolving to accommodate distinct types of primary
research, including for example meta-evaluation of program-level evaluation
studies and practice-oriented reviews with a specific orientation to practitioner
concerns. These and other innovations, including the adoption of explicitly inter-
disciplinary approaches to synthesis, are reflected in the final sections of the book.

Though much has been accomplished in pursuit of the synthetic ethic in
applied linguistics, challenges remain, as addressed in the first and other chapters
throughout the book. Without a doubt, there has been a concerning tendency
to over-apply meta-analytic techniques to immature domains, coupled with the
over-interpretation of findings as presenting conclusive evidence without attend-
ing to a variety of moderating factors, something we warned against already in the
early 2000s. The increased availability of automated approaches to calculating and
combining effect sizes, while making meta-analysis more accessible to broader
audiences of researchers, may also have contributed to the dramatic increase in
premature or relatively uninformed meta-analysis. The high frequency of meta-
analyses being reported, relative to other synthetic options, may also reflect a lack
of methodological sophistication within applied linguistics regarding the most fit-
ting synthetic approach for addressing a given problem. By presenting a host of
diverse methodologies for research synthesis, this book goes a long way towards
addressing some of these issues. Additionally, it is worth emphasizing the impor-
tant contributions to be made by involving substantive domain experts in the
synthetic enterprise as well as increasing collaborative efforts. While the individ-
ual expert narrative review may lean towards the selective or idiosyncratic repre-
sentation of a domain, experts, ideally representing multiple salient perspectives,
should play a vital role in guiding the focus and conduct of research synthesis
as well as the interpretation of findings. International collaborative research net-
works may offer an important way forward in this regard, providing a kind of
scholarly sounding board to facilitate meaningful syntheses.
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Another more recent challenge for the contribution of research synthesis to
applied linguistics bears careful attention as well. In an era where Al seems capa-
ble of doing just about anything, a note of caution is in order. Of course, Al sys-
tems have come to play a default role as ‘synthesis’ machines, automatically (and
extremely quickly) scrubbing the internet for any ideas to inform an apparently
authoritative response to whatever query a human might come up with. On the
one hand, this development has placed a type of synthesis in the hands of the
common user of the internet, without doubt a useful and hugely influential exten-
sion of the methodology. On the other hand, the AI approach to synthesis is
somewhat concerning on several fronts. For one, the tendency of Al systems to
hallucinate (e.g., about research publications and citations and authorship, case
law, scientific findings and breakthroughs) runs counter to the core synthetic ethic
of reporting what the actual accumulated evidence has to say — synthesis is fun-
damentally a factual, comprehensive, truth-seeking endeavor. Another concern is
the drive (almost an overwhelming desire) of AI to produce an answer, whether
or not there is an evidence-based answer to be found in the existing research. Yet,
increasingly, humans enthusiastically assume and trust that AI will tell them what
they want or need to know. It is even deceptively easy to envision the (simplistic)
pursuit of (faux) scholarly research syntheses on the basis of Al systems, ceding
control over search and retrieval, study coding, effect size calculation and com-
parison, and reporting of findings to the automated machines.

There is little doubt that Al is playing and will continue to play a role in the
conduct of scholarly research synthesis in applied linguistics and other fields. It
is therefore of even greater importance that human experts oversee all aspects of
the synthetic enterprise. Given the vagaries of Al systems, human experts must
remain firmly in the driver’s seat, rendering decisions regarding what topics to
synthesize in what ways, cross-checking facts and findings, and making interpre-
tations about the accumulated evidence. To cede control of the enterprise to Al
runs counter to the synthetic ethic.

The past twenty-plus years of research synthesis in applied linguistics has wit-
nessed the rapid rise and diversification of possible approaches to and methods
for making sense of accumulated research. It has also raised a handful of new
challenges, where the goal of the synthetic ethic is the generation of trustworthy
interpretations about the state of knowledge and how it might best be advanced.
While synthesis has been embraced enthusiastically and applied vigorously in
some quarters of applied linguistics, its development has not followed a partic-
ularly systematic trajectory, as signaled by some of the imbalances in reporting
of syntheses raised prior. This first era of research synthesis might even be char-
acterized as primarily exploratory in nature. In this regard, the final chapter of
this book introduces a potentially quite useful way forward under the guidance



Preface

XIX

of a ‘theory-of-change’ approach. By overlaying a system for identifying the kinds
of questions that merit synthetic attention and then reverse-engineering the fit-
ting approach and methodology, this proposal may serve to propel the synthetic
ethic into a new era. Where the outcome is a more nuanced, accurate, and helpful
understanding of the state of knowledge in applied linguistics, then the on-going
enterprise and related innovations will have been worth the effort.
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CHAPTER 1

The inconvenient truth about research
syntheses in Applied Linguistics

Sin Wang Chong
University of St Andrews

In this chapter, I explain why this edited book on research syntheses in
Applied Linguistics is needed and how this book contributes to the field by
offering a “behind-the-scenes” perspective towards the ethical and
methodological considerations before and while doing a research synthesis.
Unconventionally, I begin this book, which promotes research syntheses,
with a cautious tone and strong caveats about what research syntheses are
and can do. I first present misconceptions about research syntheses and
highlight the usefulness and limitations of synthetic research, focusing more
on the latter. Then, I reflect on the impetus for putting together this book in
view of the latest developments of research syntheses in Applied Linguistics.
This is followed by an outline of book sections and chapters.

Keywords: research synthesis, synthetic research, applied linguistics,
research ethics, methodological rigour, study quality, meta-research

The “turns” in Applied Linguistics

As a relatively young field of inquiry, Applied Linguistics has developed rapidly,
shedding important and timely light on the multifaceted roles of how languages
are learned and used in societies, communities, and professions. Responding to
the evolving nature of languages and how meaning is constructed in an increas-
ingly connected world, applied linguists have investigated a wide range of lan-
guage-related topics, drawing liberally from a plethora of philosophical,
epistemological, theoretical, and methodological traditions straddling discipli-
nary boundaries. To date, there have been a number of watershed moments in
Applied Linguistics, also known as “turns” These “turns” signify an emergent
or renewed focus on a topic, either substantive or methodological, which has
resulted in a surge of research endeavours that propel the field toward a particular
agenda. While there is no consensus on what these “turns” are, they can be
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referred broadly as the cognitive turn, the social turn, the multilingual turn, the
psychological turn, and the methodological turn.

The cognitive turn focuses on an individual’s cognitive capacity and processes
that influence how languages are acquired, learned, and used (e.g., Krashen’s
Monitor Hypothesis). Hypotheses related to input, interaction, and output, and
other cognitive science theories, have become foundational tenets in Applied Lin-
guistics that are widely discussed, alongside their limitations. Linguistic accuracy,
internal mental processes, representations, and mechanisms are the predominant
focus of investigations in the cognitive turn. The social turn (e.g., Block, 2003)
recognises language use does not exist within an individual or in a vacuum;
applied linguists, influenced by Vygotskyan perspectives and others, postulate
that language use is socially constructed (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 1995). Drawing on
theoretical frameworks such as sociocultural theory, activity theory, ecological
systems theory, and complex dynamic systems theory, the use of languages is
examined in light of a myriad of contextual and sociocultural influences; other
topics such as language socialisation and linguistic ethnography are explored.

The multilingual turn is one of the more recent waves of scholarly enthusiasm
that has gained a lot of traction. Building on the social turn that recognises lan-
guage as a social construct, some applied linguists advocate for the plurality of
language, emphasising more localised use of languages, or varieties of a language.
Also associated with the multilingual turn is an agenda of social justice (e.g.,
Cushing, 2024), challenging established norms such as native-speakerism and
pushing for decolonisation of languages and how they are taught. The multilin-
gual turn exerts influences far beyond academia, reaching professions, mostly
in education, regarding how languages are learned and assessed. Translingual
practices, including translanguaging, which encourages the fluid use of target
and first languages, have the attention of many teaching professionals worldwide
(Canagarajah, 2013; Garcia & Li, 2014). The multilingual turn is also reflected in
some academic journals in Applied Linguistics, which accept the use of authors’
first language in the titles and abstracts of their publications.

The psychological turn is most widely known for its (renewed) emphasis on
some individual learner differences, especially those pertaining to emotions (e.g.,
Dornyei & Ryan, 2015; MacIntyre et al., 2016). Representative research of the
psychological turn draws on positive psychology and educational psychology to
unravel how the psycho-affective filter influences how languages are learned and
used. In particular, a wide range of emotions has been studied including grit,
pride, boredom, and enjoyment.

While the above agendas are substantive in focus, the methodological turn
in Applied Linguistics (e.g., Byrnes, 2013) asserts the need to focus on meta-
science, which refers to the science of science, or to put simply, the study of how
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research in Applied Linguistics is conducted and how study quality is under-
stood, including methodological and ethical considerations. These are exempli-
fied by book series such as Research Methods in Applied Linguistics published by
John Benjamins, edited books (e.g., De Costa, 2015; De Costa et al., 2024), spe-
cial issues published in international journals (e.g., De Costa & Isbell, 2024), and
the founding of the first methodological journal in our field, Research Methods
in Applied Linguistics. There is also the open science movement that promotes
transparent and reproducible research practices, as well as facilitates the uptake
of research through effective science communication strategies targeting a non-
academic audience (Liu et al., 2023; Plonsky, 2024a).

These “turns” witness the development of Applied Linguistics — as “archipel-
agos” of distinct research interests and areas. While vibrant in their own right,
these “turns” often operate in silos, forming their own closed-group communities.
If Applied Linguistics were to truly progress and advance as an academic field, it is
of paramount these “research islands” need to be in more active dialogue. Applied
linguists need to take stock of key lessons learned from each sub-field and Applied
Linguistics as a whole, avoid research waste (i.e., duplicated and ill-conceived
research attempts) (Isaacs & Chalmers, 2025), and identify future research direc-
tions that bring value to society (Plonsky, 2024b). This is where research syntheses
come in.

Research synthesis and research synthesist

Research synthesis refers to a survey of research evidence and research-related
information that is systematic, transparent, and often pre-registered. Research
synthesis addresses a broad range of topics, both substantive and methodological,
using a range of methodological designs. As such, research synthesis is used in
this book as an umbrella term to refer to these designs, including scoping review,
systematic literature review, methodological synthesis, bibliometric review, meta-
analysis, qualitative research synthesis, meta-review, meta-ethnography, practice
review, and many more. In disciplines such as Medicine and Healthcare, the term
“evidence synthesis” is usually used in lieu of “research synthesis”. For this edited
book, research synthesis is the preferred term. This may seem like a misguided
decision given how well-established the term “evidence synthesis” is in other dis-
ciplines; in addition to reasons I outlined elsewhere (Chong, Bond, & Chalmers,
2024) (e.g., how the term was first used in Norris and Ortega, 2006, the first book-
form publication on synthetic research in Applied Linguistics), I find the term
“research synthesis” more encompassing than “evidence synthesis” because the
former denotes the synthesis of not only research evidence or findings but also
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other types of information commonly included in academic publications such
as research methods, interventions, and citations. Such information is not “evi-
dence” per se but useful insights that are analysed in some review types such as
methodological syntheses, practice reviews, and bibliometric reviews.

Applied Linguistics has no shortage of advocates or proponents, those who
preach innovative and transformational ideas, encouraging us to think ahead of
our times; however, synthesists are much needed in Applied Linguistics. Synthe-
sists act as observers or curators, signposting others to collective insights from a
body of knowledge. Synthesists are also gatekeepers; they appraise methodolog-
ical rigour of published studies and help others understand the strength of evi-
dence in a given area. Synthesising research is not just a matter of looking back
and taking stock; it is about paving the way for the future of Applied Linguistics.
Synthesists are a rare breed in Applied Linguistics because they need specialised
methodological training and are well-versed in a wide range of research method-
ologies. They are also adept at working in diverse teams, in close collaboration
with researchers specialising in different sub-domains of Applied Linguistics. Due
to the rarity, the works of a synthesist are not widely understood and sometimes
under-appreciated.

On the other end of the spectrum, there are unsubstantiated claims boasting
the values of research synthesis, especially in light of its elevated status in other
disciplines. In disciplines such as Medicine, research syntheses are viewed as the
creme de la créme of research due to their rigour and scope, with some even plac-
ing it above randomised controlled trials. In Applied Linguistics, there is a gen-
eral consensus that research syntheses are substantial and influential pieces that
set the tone of a particular area of research; they are also usually highly cited such
as those published in Language Teaching, a leading journal in our field that has a
long history of publishing high-quality research syntheses.

To fully appreciate the values of research synthesis, I find it important to
debunk some of the misconceptions, which I will call “myths”, about its design,
implementation, and use. So, despite being slightly unorthodox, I choose to begin
a book about research synthesis by unpacking its limitations and challenges. I will
then share how the idea of a book on research synthesis came to fruition and how
I envision it to contribute to the field of Applied Linguistics.
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Myths about research syntheses

Myth #1: Research syntheses are “low-effort” research

I have come across this comment many times: “It is easy to do a research synthe-
sis; it is like doing an annotated bibliography” With the rise of generative Al a
similar remark is made, questioning the need for researchers to engage in a syn-
thesis as there are Al tools that can produce a report of key research insights on
a topic in minutes. From my experience supervising master’s students, some see
doing a research synthesis as a shortcut to completing their dissertations because
there is no need for ethical approval, and only basic research skills such as search-
ing for and summarising articles are required.

None of this is true. Research synthesis is a summary of research insights. It is
similar to a literature review in many ways but it is more than a succinct descrip-
tion of publications. If we examine the origin of the word “synthesis”, “to syn-
thesise” refers to putting parts together to form a coherent whole (Etymonline,
2025a). This is a much higher-order thinking process than summarising, which
means to provide headlines of insights without the understanding of how these
major discoveries connect, and how they help understand the area of inquiry. “To
synthesise” also contrasts with the verb, “to analyse”, which refers to the dissect-
ing of a topic into discrete elements, examining one element at a time in-depth
(Etymonline, 2025b) — this is what primary research is about. A high-quality
research synthesis does more than just summarising findings; it is thorough, in-
depth, and offers original knowledge and new understanding of a topic. This often
involves sophisticated analysis of a large amount of information, deep insider’s
knowledge about an area, and effective communication skills that turn an ambi-
tious scope of work into an accessible report.

Research syntheses are complex. To conduct a comprehensive search on a
topic, researchers need access to a wide range of academic databases and research
repositories. A lot of time needs to be spent on developing and refining the search
strategy, screening records, extracting and synthesising insights. Research synthe-
ses are also expensive to conduct because specialised software may be needed to
conduct advanced analyses and facilitate large-group collaboration.

Myth #2: There is always a need for new research syntheses

Research syntheses are resource-intensive. It requires a dedicated team and a lot
of their time. Therefore, it is essential to contemplate whether there is a real need
for a new research synthesis and how it contributes to both research and prac-
tice. Based on an ongoing meta-review on Applied Linguistics that I am lead-
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ing, the largest research synthesis to date in the field, we identified 1,736 research
syntheses, covering virtually all areas of Applied Linguistics including language
and technology, language pedagogy, language acquisition, language assessment,
instrument use of language, interactional use of language, representational use
of language, language-related construct, and meta-research (research about
research) (Chong et al., 2025). It has become more difficult to identify areas for
new research syntheses.

There are a few ways to help researchers identify new contributions of a
research synthesis idea. First, researchers can apply a “small lens” approach to
conducting research synthesis. A “small lens” approach to research, originally pro-
posed by Ushioda (2016), focuses on the values of in situ research on language
learning motivation, arguing that the investigation into contextualised knowledge
can shed important light on influencing language teaching, learning, and policy.
The same is true for research synthesis. While it is no exaggeration to say that
there is at least one research synthesis on any given topic in Applied Linguistics,
new research syntheses can adopt a “small lens” approach such as focusing on
the same subject but on different educational contexts and levels, synthesising
evidence published in different languages especially around regional topics, and
presenting an overview that synthesises information from academic and non-
academic sources (e.g., policy documents).

A second strategy to ensure originality of a research synthesis is to focus on
evidence not already synthesised such as conducting a qualitative research syn-
thesis to complement an existing meta-analysis that focuses on quantitative evi-
dence. Third, consider updating a published review by replicating the search
strategy and other methodological information. This is particularly useful for top-
ics that are emergent and vibrant, such as those related to educational technology.

Regardless of how you intend to frame your research synthesis, it is crucial
that researchers conduct preliminary searches to identify if there are similar
reviews on the topic of interest or a cognate topic to look for an area that warrants
further investigation. Platforms that host a plethora of published research synthe-
ses or protocols of research syntheses include the international journal, Research
Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, the Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics Spe-
cial Interest Group of the British Association for Applied Linguistics, and the
International Database of Education Systematic Reviews (IDESR) managed by the
University of Oxford. Additionally, researchers need to be aware that other rea-
sons may make it unsuitable to progress a research synthesis idea such as the lack
of primary studies on a topic.
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Myth #3: Research syntheses are reliable

Research syntheses are highly influential publications. They are frequently cited
because of their breadth, depth, and agenda-setting nature; they are also touted
for being objective, which enhances the reliability and trustworthiness of such
research. Unlike traditional literature reviews such as a narrative review, that rely
on the authors’ knowledge, background, and experience in selecting and dis-
cussing a focused sample of publications that are regarded as representative to the
area of interest, research syntheses follow a series of systematic, predetermined,
and transparent methodological steps that allows researchers to identify not only
a representative sample but virtually all relevant publications. These steps usually
include setting research questions, determining the search strategy, screening and
deduplicating records, extracting data and information, appraising study quality,
synthesising insights, and drawing implications for future research agendas in the
domain.

The objectivity of a research synthesis rests on the following mechanisms.
First, the transparency in the search strategy. This includes a thorough documen-
tation of all the databases where the search is conducted and the complete search
string(s) used for each search. Second, the inclusion and exclusion criteria con-
tribute to the objectivity of a research synthesis. Instead of relying on an individ-
ual’s judgment that deems one publication relevant to a review and another not,
researchers doing a research synthesis are required to develop criteria that set the
bar for including and excluding publications. These criteria usually cover areas
such as timeframe, language of publication, type of publication, and other topic-
specific considerations. However, it must be acknowledged that even with these
criteria, there is a possibility that biases are introduced such as publication bias
and selection bias (see myth #4). Third, the involvement of a second reviewer is
required in different methodological stages including screening, data extraction,
study appraisal, and data synthesis. A second reviewer is needed when screen-
ing is conducted, including title and abstract screening, and full-text screening
but particularly important in the latter. A second reviewer is involved in pilot-
ing the data extraction form and comparing extracted information. The addi-
tional reviewer plays a similar role in verifying and confirming the accuracy when
study quality is evaluated and when extracted information is synthesised. In the
screening, data extraction, study appraisal, and data synthesis stages, inter-coder
reliability is expected to be calculated and reported. There are different ways to
calculate inter-coder reliability, but it is most commonly done via percentage or
kappa, although there are pros and cons of these approaches.

There are publications out there that are called “research synthesis” without
incorporating these objectivity measures. This “jingle fallacy” refers to “the erro-
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neous belief that two different things are the same because they are given the
same name” (Littell, 2018, p.5). Researchers must be literate enough to identify
signs that lead them to question the reliability and objectivity of a research syn-
thesis, which include partial reporting of the search strategy, the lack of a second
reviewer, and, in some cases, the omission of some of the fundamental method-
ological stages in the review. For instance, in a methodological synthesis focusing
on qualitative research syntheses on computer-assisted language learning (Chong
& Reinders, 2021), it was found that most of the included reviews omitted the data
synthesis stage or mistakenly referred to it as synonymous with data extraction.

While objectivity and reliability are valuable characteristics of research syn-
theses that contribute to their credibility, they should be considered alongside
reflexivity. Reflexivity in research refers to researchers’ awareness of how their
methodological decisions are shaped by various influences. Such hidden influ-
ences include personal experience, research preferences, fatigue, power dynamics,
and timeline pressure. The goal of incorporating a reflexivity dimension in
methodological reporting is to ensure these influences are visible and discussable,
and to emphasise the “humanity” of researchers, celebrating their expertise and
challenges (Consoli & Ganassin, 2025, p.1). Reflexivity can be documented
through the use of a researcher’s logbook that presents an audit trail of what deci-
sions are made, how they are made, and the process of reaching those decisions
(Liu & Chong, 2024).

Myth #4: Research ethics does not apply to research syntheses

It is a common misconception that research ethics does not apply to research syn-
thesis. This is true if you limit the idea of research ethics to applying for ethics
approval. Yes, conducting a research synthesis does not normally require formal
ethics approval from your institution (although some universities still require an
expedited ethics application or a notification); however, research ethics means
much more than completing an ethics application form and asking for informed
consent from participants. Research ethics is about respect, care, and trust for
“people; knowledge; the quality of... research; the environment; and academic
freedom” (British Educational Research Association (BERA), 2024, p.9). Since
research synthesis is a form of research, the same ethical principles apply.

But what specifically is at stake if research ethics is not considered in a
research synthesis? Like all kinds of research, different types of biases can be
introduced in the process of conducting a research synthesis. Being aware of
and guarding against these biases is especially important to those conducting a
research synthesis because of the nature and influence of this type of research.
Types of biases that are commonly found in research syntheses include: publi-
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cation bias, selection bias, language bias, citation bias, and data extraction bias.
Publication bias is the tendency for studies with positive or significant results to
be published more often than those with null or negative results. Selection bias
occurs when included studies in a research synthesis are not representative due
to non-random selection; this can happen when researchers choose to focus on a
specific publication type such as journal articles. Language bias, one that is partic-
ularly relevant to Applied Linguistics, refers to limiting inclusion to studies pub-
lished in certain languages, typically English, which can exclude relevant studies.
Citation bias is similar to publication bias because of the increased likelihood for
research syntheses to include more highly cited papers, especially in the present
time when Al-powered search engines like Litmaps and Semantic Scholar priori-
tise showing publications based on the number of citations they have received.
While the above types of biases happen during the searching and screening stage,
data extraction bias happens when there is inaccurate or inconsistent charting of
evidence or information from included studies.

The dismissal of ethical considerations in research synthesis becomes obso-
lete given the increasing use of Al as a research tool. Al-supported tools and
platforms for conducting research syntheses skyrocketed in recent years; some
influential examples include Elicit, which automates the extraction of key infor-
mation and data from publications, and Rayyan, which introduces new dedupli-
cation and screening features using Al functions. Even specialised software for
conducting research syntheses like EPPI-Reviewer has incorporated large lan-
guage models in its recent upgrades. While the use of AI in research syntheses
is not the focus of this chapter, how Al is used to (semi-)automate the synthesis
process can be broadly categorised into three types: exploration, expedition, and
endorsement. Exploration refers to using Al to brainstorm or refine ideas; expedi-
tion means using Al to accelerate or support human-led processes such as using
Al to help speed up deduplication; endorsement describes scenarios where Al
helps generate conclusions, usually without adequate human oversight. Based on
research evidence that validates Al use in research syntheses in other disciplines,
the consensus is that Al performs better and is more useful in the earlier method-
ological stages of a research synthesis such as screening (Ruan et al., 2025), while
its reliability is still questionable for later and more complex stages like study
appraisal (Landerholm, 2025).

Returning to BERA’s definition of research ethics (BERA, 2024), there is also
a social justice angle to ethical research practices that are relevant to research
syntheses. With the given research landscape in Applied Linguistics, most studies
are still published primarily in the English language and are about the Global
North, particularly the Anglosphere. While some of these are gradually shifting,
researchers need to be aware of these systemic biases that give power and voice to
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a selected and privileged group. Without careful consideration, we risk perpetu-
ating such partiality. For instance, when researchers justify their inclusion of only
journal articles published in the Social Sciences Citation (SSCI) Index by equat-
ing publications in SSCI-indexed journals as quality-assured outputs. While in
most cases this is true, SSCI-indexed journals usually target an international audi-
ence, favouring topics that are Anglocentric. There are regional journals that pub-
lish equally rigorous and important works that are not included in SSCI simply
because the journals focus on a local readership. Even quality indicators of
research syntheses that we take for granted such as the inclusion of multiple
research databases deprive researchers in low-resource settings of publishing
research syntheses. At the time of writing this chapter, I had the opportunity to
have a conversation with a researcher based in Vietnam, who is doing her PhD
in Hong Kong, she expressed her worries that she will no longer have access to
research databases that require an expensive subscription such as Web of Science
after she graduates. Researchers must constantly challenge their methodological
decisions from a social justice perspective; this is equally true, if not more so, for
synthesists.

Myth #5: Research syntheses are useful for researchers only

Research syntheses give researchers a systematic view of where a field currently
stands and where it is heading; at the same time, they point to future research
directions. Researchers often refer to research syntheses to inform their research
programmes and designs because synthetic research provides insights into areas
that are under-researched through a systematic and methodologically rigorous
survey of the literature. There are several ways that research syntheses are useful
for researchers. Research syntheses, which summarise a large number of research
studies on a topic, are used by researchers to develop conceptual frameworks for
their studies. This is especially useful when researchers are exploring new concepts
or notions, or those that are contested and rapidly developing. By using findings
from research syntheses, researchers can develop more holistic, nuanced, and
literature-informed frameworks for analysing their data. Another way that
research syntheses are used by researchers is through reviewing existing research
methods and instruments used to investigate a topic. This enables researchers to
justify their choice of methods and instruments as well as adapt existing instru-
ments for their research. Additionally, researchers conduct “living” research syn-
theses, syntheses that are regularly updated, to include the latest research. These
“living” research syntheses function as research libraries that curate and categorise
publications on a topic of interest. These databases are usually open to other
researchers to browse and contribute to; researchers can also conduct further
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analysis on published data. A living meta-review on Applied Linguistics research
syntheses is one such example (Chong et al., 2025). This project is built on a meta-
review, or a review of reviews, commissioned by the British Association for
Applied Linguistics that surveys and analyses topics and methodological rigour of
published research syntheses in our field. Using EPPI Reviewer and EPPI Visu-
aliser, a living research synthesis database is being built that will enable applied
linguists to examine research syntheses by topics, review types, and quality. The
included research syntheses can be used by other researchers to conduct further
analysis.

Beyond their use within research communities, research syntheses play a cru-
cial role in bridging the gap between research and practice. Drawing on the con-
cept of evidence ecosystem by Shepherd (2014), research evidence, especially that
in applied fields of study such as Applied Linguistics, can only make a real impact
on society if it is used by practitioners, policymakers, and those beyond acade-
mia. The concept of evidence ecosystem points to the need to consider not only
evidence generation but also evidence translation that leads to evidence use. For
most researchers, their attention focuses on generating new insights, sometimes
at the expense of devising effective strategies to communicate their research to a
broader audience. To make research evidence “land’, evidence translation is a key
step.

Evidence translation refers to the use of strategies, platforms, or mechanisms
to communicate research findings in accessible ways. There are numerous suc-
cessful examples in Applied Linguistics such as OASIS, which summarises
research in plain language (Alferink & Marsden, 2023); TESOLgraphics, a plat-
form that produces one-page infographics on published research syntheses and
evidence-informed teaching materials (Sato et al., 2024); and there is the TBLT
Language Learning Task Bank (Gurzynski-Weiss & IATBLT, n.d.). Despite their
success, these initiatives are researcher-led, and encouraging practitioners and
policymakers to engage with research publications remains challenging. One
major reason for such a lack of research engagement is time (Chong, 2020). Read-
ing a journal publication takes time and keeping abreast of the latest trends and
findings on a topic takes not only dedication but access and resources that people
outside of academia rarely have. Research syntheses can be the solution. Instead
of asking practitioners and policymakers to read multiple publications on a topic,
aresearch synthesis provides an overview of the latest evidence and description of
practice on a topic of interest. Although it is usually longer than a primary study,
a research synthesis is easier to read because it contains visual aids that sum-
marise large amount of information such as tables, diagrams, and figures; there
are also appendices with additional information. Because research syntheses are
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frequently commissioned or funded by research councils or government bodies,
they are more often freely available than primary studies.

One type of research syntheses that is relevant to practitioners and policy-
makers is practice reviews. An emergent form of research synthesis in Applied
Linguistics, a practice review is widely used in educational research in certain
contexts such as the United Kingdom. The Education Endowment Foundation
in the UK regularly commissions practice reviews on a wide range of topics.
These practice reviews, as the name suggests, focus on practice-related informa-
tion such as descriptions of pedagogical practices, implementation guidelines,
and their impact on teachers and learners. A practice review can draw on aca-
demic and non-academic sources, as well as primary data collection, making
the insights more relevant and tailored to practice. Examples of non-academic
sources include professional magazines, blogs, job advertisements, policy docu-
ments, and teaching materials. For example, although not in the area of Applied
Linguistics, in a recently published practice review on teacher recruitment and
retention in disadvantaged areas in England (Chong, Oxley, et al.,, 2024), the
research team synthesised information from advertisements of teaching positions
to develop a typology of effective recruitment and retention strategies for schools
serving socioeconomically disadvantaged areas in England. Synthesised evidence
can also be easily transformed into practitioner-focused deliverables. Referring
again to the Education Endowment Foundation in the UK, they have developed
a teaching and learning toolkit' that uses evidence from meta-analyses to create
resources for teachers focusing on the implementation cost, strength of evidence,
and impact on learning of a wide range of pedagogical practices. Similarly, the
National Institute of Teaching in England has recently beta-launched their teacher
education portal, drawing on research evidence from over 300 research syntheses
on teacher education literature internationally. The portal combines research evi-
dence summaries with videos, exemplars, and practical suggestions for improving
initial teacher education and teacher professional development.

Research syntheses are also useful to inform policymaking. I have recently
led a rapid evidence assessment on the topic of mentoring for school leaders.
This review is commissioned by the UK Government’s Department for Educa-
tion, who is looking for research evidence regarding various approaches to men-
torship for school leaders such as principals and school trust CEOs and their
impact. My team and I looked at the existing evidence and developed a frame-
work for planning, implementing, and evaluating mentorship programmes. The
synthesis report is accompanied by a proof-of-concept web-based application®

1. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/teaching-learning-
toolkit
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that guides schools or education providers who are interested in developing such
programmes. In addition, we created an evidence and gap map website that points
to areas of research that are underexplored in the international literature, inform-
ing the UK Government’s funding allocation for future research on this topic.

Research syntheses are useful for practitioners and policymakers because
they facilitate evidence translation and use. Not only that, research syntheses pro-
vide the opportunity for practitioners and policymakers to be involved in the
synthesis process. An example is Cochrane’s The People’s Review project.® In the
project, the public is invited to participate in different stages of research synthe-
sis projects including suggesting topics for review and screening the literature.
For certain types of research synthesis such as a scoping review, methodologists
have suggested the involvement of stakeholders in the review process to ensure
the focus and findings of the review address the needs of the stakeholders (Arksey
& O’Malley, 2005).

About the book

In our editorial for a special issue on research syntheses in language education
(Chong, Bond, & Chalmers, 2024), a sub-field of Applied Linguistics, we dis-
cussed the “methodological black box™ of research syntheses, introducing to the
field a range of research syntheses designs and methodologies, especially those
that complement quantitative meta-analyses, including bibliometric and sciento-
metric review (Zakaria & Aryadoust, 2024), meta-review (Vuogan & Li, 2024),
methodological synthesis (Chalmers etal., 2024), and qualitative synthesis of
research (Liu & Chong, 2024). As part of the special issue, a typology of sec-
ondary research that comprises 13 types of review is introduced (Chong &
Plonsky, 2024), a subset of which is refined into three families of research syn-
thesis in Applied Linguistics: configurative, exploratory, and explanatory reviews
(Chong, 2025).

I have witnessed an increasing variety of research syntheses published in
recent years in Applied Linguistics, which gives rise to the need for an open forum
to discuss methodological and ethical challenges related to conducting synthetic
research and ways to address them. There are emerging platforms that enable
researchers to share innovative research synthesis methodologies and method-
ological dilemmas, including the journals Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics
and Research Methods in Applied Linguistics. At the same time, I have experienced

2. https://mentoring-for-school-leaders-app.netlify.app/

3. https://www.thepeoplesreview.ie/
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some resistance to such scholarly discussions. Some see little value in reflecting
on research synthesis methodologies because of the existence of well-established
methodological guidelines for research syntheses including PRISMA and
AMSTAR 2, as well as tools for creating search strings, inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria, and extraction items such as PICO and SPIDER. These guidelines and tools,
albeit helpful and widely used, were developed for research outside of Applied
Linguistics. It does not take a genius to understand that research on drugs and
on language use takes drastically different approaches, rendering some aspects
of these tools less relevant to Applied Linguistics research. In Applied Linguis-
tics, reactions to these guidelines and tools vary. Some embrace them, follow-
ing strictly the steps outlined in these documents (or at least claiming to be so).
Others refer to methodological guides developed specifically for Applied Linguis-
tics research, including journal guidelines. This book proposes a third response:
methodological agility in research synthesis that puts research ethics at the centre
(see Chapter 19 for a framework). This book acknowledges that tensions and lim-
itations exist in different stages of a research synthesis. While existing guide-
lines and tools provide a viable pathway and a tried-and-tested perspective, these
challenges remain dependent on the topic, resources, time, experience of the
research team, and impact plan. This book offers an insider’s perspective from
those who have conducted, commissioned, edited, and peer-reviewed research
syntheses; contributors openly reflect on their experience, focusing on specific
academic journals (Chapters 2, 3, and 4) and types of research synthesis namely
bibliometric/scientometric review (Section 3), meta-analysis (Section 4), qual-
itative research synthesis and practice review (Sections), scoping review
(Section 6), and systematic review (Section 7). Section 8 reports emergent and
interdisciplinary examples of research synthesis. Specifically, reflections and lived
experiences are recorded in a structured manner for Sections3 to 7 (and
Chapter 16 in Section 8):

- Background: Introduction of the research synthesis project, including details
of any publications

- Methodological and ethical dilemmas/issues: Details of the methodological
and ethical questions raised, including those anticipated and those that arose
in the research process

- Course of action: Response to the challenges by the researchers

- Alternative courses of action: Alternative responses and their implications
for the synthesis i.e., what could have been done differently

- Conclusion: A summary of the lessons learned

- Questions for discussion: Questions that guide readers to reflect on the
authors’ experience and their own synthesis plans
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- Further reading: Examples of research syntheses or methodological texts

Sections 3 to 7, each focuses on one type of research synthesis, begin with a short
section overview, a “how-to” guide for conducting the specific type of research
synthesis. While the focus of this book is not on how to conduct a research syn-
thesis (as there are plenty of resources already), readers may find it helpful to have
some introductory walkthroughs as an added feature of the book. These section
overviews include a concise definition of the research synthesis type, an outline of
key methodological stages, software or resources that can be used, and annotated
examples of relevant publications.

The message of this book is to promote ethical methodological agility in
research syntheses in Applied Linguistics, an idea I elaborate on in Chapter 19,
driven by an attention to ethical use of approaches, methods, resources, and
tools. This hybridity includes inviting methodological dialogues with synthesists
in other disciplines (Chapter 18) to contemplate humbly and critically the lessons
Applied Linguistics can learn from disciplines where research syntheses are more
established. At the heart of this ethical methodological agility is the notion of
ethics, first introduced in the seminal book by Norris and Ortega (2006), which
John Benjamins also published. Norris and Ortega (2006) called for a “synthetic
research ethic”, which is a plea “for all of us involved in research to think and
act synthetically rather than idiosyncratically... in how we go about all aspects of
research, from primary to secondary, and from the perspective of knowledge gen-
eration as well as knowledge utilisation” (p. 4). While Norris and Ortega’s notion
of “ethics” focuses on encouraging researchers to build on one another’s work and
be mindful of and deliberate about the impact that their work has on society, the
ethical lens that I focus on in this book concerns the meaning of research ethics in
the context of research syntheses and how it can serve as a guide for researchers
to make methodological decisions.

Publishing this book in 2026 is special on different levels. The year 2026
marks 20 years since research syntheses were formally introduced to Applied Lin-
guistics by Norris and Ortega (2006). Having this book published by John Ben-
jamins, the same publisher of “Synthesizing Research on Language Learning and
Teaching” (2006), is extra special. The year 2026 is also the soth anniversary of
“meta-analysis’, a type of research synthesis first introduced by Gene Glass (Glass,
1976) and 40 years after the term “best-evidence synthesis” was coined by Robert
Slavin (Slavin, 1986).
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Against the backdrop of growth of research syntheses in Applied
Linguistics, the international journal, Language Testing, introduced new
article submission categories for “Systematic reviews” and “Meta-analyses”
in 2022 (Harding & Winke, 2022). In 2024, in an effort to more clearly
define research syntheses, increase the consistency of their reporting, and
improve reporting standards, Language Testing introduced dedicated author
guidelines for the “Systematic reviews” article type (Sage Publications,
2025). We consider “systematic reviews” to be a broad category
encompassing meta-analyses, bibliometric analyses, scoping reviews, and
other forms of research syntheses that include a systematic search strategy,
screening, and selection process. In this chapter, we first describe how and
why Language Testing encouraged the submission of more research
syntheses and describe the development of expanded author guidelines,
underpinned by a desire to catalyze improvements in reporting quality.
After outlining the expectations, and requirements of the author-facing
guidelines and growth trajectory of the research syntheses in the journal, we
conclude by discussing next steps.
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Introduction: Launch of dedicated submission categories
for syntheses in Language Testing (2022)

The COVID-19 pandemic was a challenging time for academic journals (Suart
et al., 2022), but some shifts and innovations occurred during that period that cat-
alyzed changes in some publishing practices (e.g., Nane et al., 2023). In the case
of the international, high-calibre, specialized Applied Linguistics journal, Lan-
guage Testing, which has contributed to the professionalization of and been at the
forefront of innovation in the field of language testing since its inception in 1984
(Winke, 2023), the timing of a milestone during the pandemic may actually have
been serendipitous. In the midst of limited freedom of movement and restricted
social interaction in 2021, a ray of hope emerged from the doldrums of the pan-
demic at the journal’s online synchronous Editorial Board meeting, which led to
changes reflected in the journal’s 2022 Editorial (Harding & Winke). As online
subscriptions to the journal were becoming more prominent than print subscrip-
tions and with that trend likely to continue, journal editors were no longer bound
by a fixed number of pages for each issue. Therefore, the conundrum at the 2021
Editorial Board meeting was what the Editors should do with the benefit of a
flexible page budget, which effectively meant that the journal could publish more
papers and/or lengthier content in each issue. At that time, the sole article types
for the journal were original articles (i.e., standard-length submissions), book
reviews, and test reviews. The journal description at that time did not specifically
mention that it invited research syntheses or replication studies, although there
was a tradition of emphasizing that it welcomed submissions of primary research
studies (quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods) and theoretical papers in recent
iterations.

The key recommendations of relevance to this chapter that arose at that Edi-
torial Board meeting, which led to concrete action, was that research syntheses,
which, at the time, were rarely submitted to and published in Language Testing
(see below), seemed to be experiencing an uptick of activity in the field of Applied
Linguistics more generally (later documented in e.g., Chong et al.,, 2024; Liu &
Hu, 2024). Spurred by the first author, who notably was an Editorial Board mem-
ber and not journal Editor at the time, some Editorial Board members argued for
the strategic importance of using the expanded wordcount for a dedicated sub-
mission category for research syntheses so that potentially longer reference lists
for included studies could be accommodated. They hoped that this would encour-
age an uptick of submissions of research syntheses to the journal and, thus, drive
change in the field. More specifically, consolidating knowledge through research
syntheses was argued to be important for a maturing field as Language Testing’s
fortieth year anniversary was approaching (the journal’s anniversary issue was
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published in 2023). This recommendation received a positive sounding at the
meeting and was rapidly enacted by the erstwhile Editors, with systematic reviews
and meta-analyses rolled out as distinct new article types at the same time as
four other shorter article types were also introduced (Harding & Winke, 2022).
This milestone for the journal expanded the scope of possible article types in the
journal, although some submission categories are, as yet, underutilized, includ-
ing the Registered Reports category for primary and secondary research (Isaacs
& Winke, 2024).

At the time of launching these new article types until the latter part of 2024,
when a new set of Editors for the journal made a subsequent update, the guidance
for submissions of systematic reviews and meta-analyses was highly limited and
consisted of a less than 85-word blurb for each. Both specified a 12,000-word
limit (as compared to 9,000 words for a standard-length article) and the journal’s
rationale for introducing these submission categories. For systematic reviews, the
blurb emphasized that the expanded word count could “allow for sufficient scope
and depth” for a high-quality review than had hitherto been possible when sys-
tematic reviews were submitted as regular standard-length articles (Harding &
Winke, 2022, p.4). While it is not possible to accurately track submission statis-
tics of regular articles that were research syntheses due to limited search functions
and archiving, we would note that no systematic review submissions had met the
publication threshold by the time the 2022 Editorial was published (Harding &
Winke, 2022). The first author of this book chapter had been invited to review
at least two such papers during the pandemic and before the launch of the new
article types, leading that Editorial Board Member and perhaps also the Edi-
tors to reflect on their quality in light of wordcount constraints for the regular
submission type as an impetus for change. For meta-analyses, the blurb encour-
aged authors to choose Language Testing as the venue of choice for their research
syntheses, noting that the journal had “already begun publishing” meta-analyses
as regular submissions (see below section on publication trends). Neither blurb,
however, defined the terms, clarified their distinguishing features, nor guided
authors on the mechanics of a high-quality submission. In the next section, we
detail the journal’s approach to promoting higher quality reporting of research
syntheses through subsequent guidelines and requirements for authors and the
early implementation of those guidelines. Finally, we chart publication trends
for research syntheses in Language Testing over time and discuss next steps and
future directions.

Before progressing this chapter further, however, we add a brief termino-
logical note. In this chapter, we use the term “research synthesis” to maintain
coherence and consistency with other contributions to this volume. However, our
preferred term is “evidence synthesis,” which is common in science and medi-
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cine, for one main reason. “Evidence synthesis” ipso facto emphasizes that it is
the evidence that is being synthesized and consolidated. However, there are dif-
ferent forms of evidence that may not conform to traditional “research,” which
is, nonetheless, the most dominant and prominent evidence source. Some arti-
cles in medicine, for example, have interrogated what constitutes evidence (e.g.,
Pearson et al., 2007) and have concluded that evidence is far more diverse than
the gold standard research produced in that field. Put into practice, some syn-
theses, including rapid reviews of evidence during the COVID-19 pandemic, may
include publication types that are not considered formal research, such as edito-
rials, websites, grey literature (e.g., non-refereed internal reports or information
brochures), stakeholder consultations, expert views, or policy documents (e.g.,
Treweek et al., 2024). In the case of language assessment-specific articles, lan-
guage tests and guidance for test users could potentially be included as publication
types in synthesis searches as could datasets or corpora. From this perspective,
the term “evidence synthesis” is more inclusive than “research synthesis” and,
therefore, is Language Testing’s preferred term. We would note that our use of this
term broadly aligns with Chong et al’s (2024) description of “research synthesis,’
with the main difference being the semantic emphasis on evidence in its framing.
We would hasten to add that all research syntheses published in Language Test-
ing to date have been of primary research studies (albeit potentially coding for
things like the availability of open access resources to accompany the main arti-
cles; Liu et al., 2024). However, it would be unwise to preclude drawing on evi-
dence sources that are not traditional primary or secondary research in future
syntheses, suggesting that the term “evidence synthesis” is the more appropriate
term in view of future potential contributions to Language Testing. Through this
logic, we acknowledge the agency that our editorial team has in driving top-down
change in our field, and we elaborate on this point later in the chapter.

Pushing the agenda forward: Detailed guidance for authors
on journal reporting requirements

By January 2024, the “change of the guard” (Isaacs & Winke, 2024, p.3) was com-
pleted and a new Editorial team, namely, the authors of this chapter, had replaced
the Editors and their associates that had initiated the new article submission cat-
egories just two years earlier (see Isaacs & Yan, 2025). While we, the new cast
of Editors, applauded the introduction of the new article types and were buoyed
by inheriting this development, which has contributed to the diversity of contri-
butions published in Language Testing, we also recognized that the new article
types were rapidly introduced during the pandemic and needed revisiting. We
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were also able to observe how they were working in practice with submission/
publication figures and through drawing on experience of in-house review, author
queries, and so forth. On balance, we felt that some article types would benefit
from being actively promoted so they would lead to more submissions (e.g., reg-
istered reports; Isaacs & Winke, 2024; and we are still hoping that they will real-
ize their potential). For other submission categories, we recognized the pressing
need to clarify our expectations about scope and quality to authors. It was clear
from some submissions that some authors did not know what constituted a sys-
tematic review. Some did not understand that this term is not to be bandied about
as a way of conveying rigor of a state-of-the-art review as “systematic” implies,
but, rather, is a technical term for a submission category that must include some
essential elements. However, the journal at the time provided no definitions nor
guidance about what constituted a systematic review or meta-analysis. Thus, we
recognized the pressing need to address this in an expanded set of guidelines. We
were also keen to improve reporting consistency and to improve reporting stan-
dards for research syntheses published in the journal and, thereby, pave the way
for higher quality submissions in the Applied Linguistics field more generally as
one of the few substantively focused Applied Linguistics journals, together with
Language Learning, that had a dedicated submission category for research syn-
theses (Isaacs & Chalmers, 2025).

In light of these pressing needs and our vision for improving research rigour
and reporting quality for secondary research, we were the first Applied Linguistics
journal, to our knowledge, to provide authors with extensive guidelines for
research syntheses. Our first change was to collapse “Systematic Reviews” and
“Meta-analyses” into a single submission category. Part of the logic was: Would
other types of reviews, that were, as yet, less prominent in the field and not men-
tioned as their own submission category, also require their own submission cat-
egory (e.g., methodological reviews, bibliometric)? We felt that this would be
illogical and would lead to too much fragmentation. We therefore collapsed these
two submission categories and opted for a single category for research syntheses,
regardless of whether they were qualitative or quantitative syntheses or both. To
do so, we adopted a broad or expanded definition of “systematic reviews,” in line
with authoritative sources (e.g., Gough et al., 2017; Higgins et al., 2024), to also
include other types of research syntheses (e.g., meta-analyses, scoping reviews,
bibliometric reviews, methodological syntheses, etc.). Accordingly, the “Meta-
Analysis” article type on the journal’s submission and peer review management
system, ScholarOne, was retired, again with meta-analyses and any other forms of
research syntheses to be submitted through the “Systematic review” category. We
explicitly defined the scope of “systematic reviews” at the outset of the expanded
guidelines as follows: “encompasses all secondary research that uses formal, rig-
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orous methods to analyze data from primary (or, if many reviews already exist,
secondary) research studies to consolidate and advance knowledge and under-
standing of a specific topic in language testing.” We listed potential research syn-
thesis types that could fall under this submission category (list non-exhaustive)
then clarified the essential elements for all forthcoming submissions: “All system-
atic reviews must explicitly state the rationale and purpose of review, the research
questions, and the inclusion and exclusion criteria used for selecting studies”
(Sage, n.d.).

To inform the drafting of these expanded guidelines to mitigate the risk of
having the Editors impose a set of expectations top-down that bore no relation
to current submissions to the journal, we collated methodologically-oriented
reviewers’ comments from previous research syntheses submitted to Language
Testing, particularly for He et al’s (2025) scoping review. We then sought input on
our draft guidelines from external experts and finalized the guidelines in light of
the feedback. In addition to emphasizing principles of replicability, transparency,
and rigour, including through engaging in open science practices (e.g., sharing
the search strategy, extracted data, etc.; Sage, n.d.), there were some highlights
of the guidelines that we particularly want to emphasize. First, we require sub-
missions to “systematic reviews” to include a PRISMA flow diagram (Page et al.,
2021), which both methodological reviewers of He et al’s (2025) draft manuscript
had recommended. This aligned with the view that it was important for readers
of the article to be able to view, in one place, the number of publications identified
in the search, screened, and ultimately included while documenting, for example,
reasons for exclusions to improve the quality of reporting and transparency. It was
difficult for readers to retrieve such information from earlier reviews published in
Applied Linguistics journals (e.g., Lee et al., 2015). Therefore, being able to accu-
rately extract the relevant information from a single figure in the form of a stan-
dardized flowchart (e.g., number of records identified, screened, and included
alongside reasons for exclusions) was a notable improvement in research report-
ing. We would note that such information is also essential for umbrella reviews
— that is, research syntheses of existing research syntheses, the next step in a
high-level summary and consolidation of existing evidence on an already well-
researched and well-synthesized topic.

We also require an appraisal or evaluation of the methodological quality of
included studies for some forms of research synthesis because their quality is fun-
damentally determined by and can only be as good as the quality of the primary
studies they synthesize (Gough et al., 2017). We have recently started implement-
ing this requirement, although we recognize that quality appraisals of included
studies are not appropriate for some types of research syntheses (e.g., biblio-
metric) and, therefore, are open to hearing from authors if evaluating method-
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ological quality is unintuitive for their paper. He etal’s (2025) scoping review
noted that appraisals of methodological quality are often not required in scop-
ing reviews, citing Peters et al. (2020). Hence, they did not include one. Chen
et al. (2025) provided a bespoke appraisal of methodological quality in their sys-
tematic review of differential item functioning (DIF) by reporting the propor-
tion of studies that had indicated whether key statistical assumptions were met
and whether essential statistical indices were included. Rather than applying an
established checklist, their approach focused on documenting the extent to which
primary studies reported key analytical requirements. In a research synthesis on
rater-mediated rubrics for interpreting, Han et al. (2026) developed a bespoke
tool to evaluate methodological quality after determining that the closest avail-
able instrument, the COSMIN Risk of Bias Checklist (Mokkink et al., 2018), was
designed for assessing outcome measures in clinical contexts and did not align
with the aims of their study. Their custom-made tool is available as supplementary
material on the Open Science Framework (OSF; Han et al., 2025). Conversely,
Wang and Min (2026) made use of the COSMIN Checklist (Mokkink et al., 2018),
although “the relevant indicators (e.g., correlation, kappa, and agreement) were
already the core outcomes of our coding framework” (p.176) and so overlapped
with reliability indices already being systematically reported. They also investi-
gated potential publication bias for included studies using funnel plots. Finally,
Naismith and Cardwell (in press) adapted Gorard’s Sieve (Gorard, 2024), a well
established instrument for judging methodological quality, to enhance its applic-
ability and relevance to their research synthesis on test component ordering (i.e.,
sequencing test sections). Although these studies offer different solutions to the
challenge of assessing methodological quality, they collectively stand at the fron-
tier of rigour in language testing and Applied Linguistics, where such practices are
not yet widespread. They set precedents for subsequent research syntheses in the
journal and beyond, demonstrating that even in the absence of a fieldwide tool,
incorporating an assessment of methodological quality can enhance the rigour,
transparency, and ultimately the trustworthiness of a research synthesis.

Another element of the journal guidelines (Sage, n.d.), which is currently a rec-
ommendation rather than a requirement, is that authors pre-register their system-
atic reviews. Doing so is essential to safeguard against publication bias (Chalmers
et al., 2024). Pre-registration could happen, for example, through the International
Database of Education Systematic Reviews (IDESR, n.d.) for topics relevant to
education (Chalmers et al., 2024), on PROSPERO for medically oriented papers,
on OSF, or as a Registered Report in Language Testing or another peer reviewed
journal (e.g., Systematic Reviews, Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, etc.;
note that this article type is called a Research Protocol in some journals). How-
ever, we have not yet implemented the pre-registration recommendation, mainly
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because reviews that reach us are already at full dissemination phase and do not
represent a research synthesis in progress, which is when pre-registration is appro-
priate. Journal editors in Applied Linguistics need encourage a culture of pre-
registration, whether for primary or secondary research. They may incentivize it
with an in-principle accept of the full-length paper when a registered report is
published (Isaacs & Winke, 2024) and find different channels to promote it as an
article type, although this has not yet worked for Language Testing.

Another point that we require but have not yet been able to enforce is that
Language Testing authors who publish on topics to do with education use IDESR
to check whether previous related research syntheses have been conducted when
conceptualizing and reporting on their research synthesis. A review centring on
a healthcare topic would need to do the same using PROSPERO, although we
have not yet referred to this in our guidelines, which we will evolve as new devel-
opments and capabilities take shape and in response to research syntheses that
break the mold. Being aware of and building on primary and secondary research
that has been published previously is criterial for high quality scholarship and
essential for preventing the unnecessary duplication of efforts, which is a form of
“research waste” in Applied Linguistics (Isaacs & Chalmers, 2025; Plonsky et al.,
2025) and other fields (Glasziou & Chalmers, 2018; Purgar et al., 2022).

In the next section, we overview publication trends for research syntheses in
the journal since its inception in 1984 until present (2025).

Trends in the publication of research syntheses in Language Testing
(1984-2025)

Search strategy, title/abstract screening, and the limitations of our approach

To take stock of publishing trends of research syntheses published in Language
Testing from 1984 to 2024, we ran a search in December 2024 using the Edu-
cational Resources Information Center (ERIC) research repository using the
following search terms and Boolean operators: “systematic review” OR “meta-
analy*” OR “scoping” OR “bibliometric” OR “synthesis.” This search led us to
identify 18 studies that we extracted to a spreadsheet and screened further. Four
entries that were pulled up in the initial search were excluded from being clas-
sified as research syntheses and, therefore, do not feature in Table 1 and Figure 1
below. One of these (Saito, 2008) provided a brief (300-word plus table) meta-
analytic summary of four studies within the literature review, reporting inclusion
criteria and effect sizes. However, the primary focus of the manuscript was on two
empirical studies, examining the effect of training on peer assessment of second
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language (L2) oral presentations. Therefore, synthetic methods were embedded
within the literature review, but the main focus and overall orientation of the pub-
lication was on reporting primary research studies. The other studies did not con-
form with the definition of “systematic reviews” in our revised guidelines (Sage,
n.d.). One cited a systematic review in the abstract to highlight a research gap
but was itself a primary research study (Nicklin & Vitta, 2022). Another that used
the term “discourse synthesis” (Plakans, 2009, p.561) was also a primary research
study. The fourth study reported on a “systematic accessibility review process”
(Christensen et al., 2023, p.856), characterizing the authors’ approach to develop-
ing an accessibility checklist for a kindergarten English language proficiency test,
but again lacked research synthesis elements (Chong et al., 2024).

We acknowledge the limitations associated with our search, conducted
expressly for the purpose of this chapter. It is possible that our search strategy may
not have picked up papers that were not labelled as research syntheses in titles
or abstracts. In addition, we only screened titles and abstracts and did not evalu-
ate full-text articles. Therefore, we cannot discount the possibility of some inad-
vertent omissions. Nonetheless, the search provided us with indicative trends of
research synthesis publications in the journal over time, which was sufficient for
the descriptive purpose of our chapter.

Once the initial search and screening were completed, we manually included
research syntheses that had been published in all 2025 issues and the first two (of
four) issues in 2026 to ensure that we presented the most up to date figures avail-
able at the time of writing. This resulted in the inclusion of four additional entries.
Note that the date of publication for all outputs was determined by when the arti-
cle was assigned to a print issue and was published in its final form and not by
when it initially appeared as an advance online publication.

Published research syntheses in “Language Testing”: Taking stock

Based on our search, since its inception, Language Testing has published a total
of 16 research syntheses to date (end of March 2026). The first, a meta-analysis of
research on self-assessment in L2 testing by Steven Ross, appeared in 1998. While
published research syntheses remained relatively rare in the journal for its first
three decades, there has since been a notable overall increase, with 8 out of 14
research syntheses appearing in print issues from 2021 to 2025 and the journal on
course to match or exceed its highest annual figure of three in 2026. This mir-
rors the growth trend in submissions of research syntheses in Applied Linguis-
tics more generally (e.g., Liu et al., 2024), though in smaller numbers, and may
also reflect the growing recognition of their value for synthesizing evidence and
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consolidating knowledge in Applied Linguistics research, including in language
assessment (see Plonsky et al., 2025).

Figure 1 charts the frequency of research syntheses published in print in Lan-
guage Testing by year from the inception of the journal in 1984 through to the end
of 2025. Aside from Ross’ (1998) early meta-analysis and a second meta-analysis
published over a decade later (In'nami & Koizumi, 2009), there were no publica-
tions of research syntheses that appeared in the first three decades of journal pub-
lication.

The year 2014 seems to mark the start of an uptick. Notably, the introduction
of the new article types for research syntheses reported in the 2022 Editorial
(Harding & Winke) did not have an immediate effect on their publication that
year after a peak of three in 2021. Naturally, it takes time for new journal initiatives
to have an impact in light of the lengthy peer review to publication cycle. In addi-
tion, Figure 1 takes into account publication of research syntheses in print issues
rather than their appearance OnlineFirst, so any effects of the change can be seen
later. Finally, unusual pandemic-related circumstances may also have affected sub-
missions and peer review during that period (e.g., Suart et al., 2022). Notably,
Language Testing’s expanded guidance on publishing “systematic reviews,” which
were introduced in the latter part of 2024, were not intended to increase the vol-
umes of submissions as the 2022 article type expansion was. Rather, that interven-
tion was designed to contribute positively to the quality of the published research
syntheses.

The 16 research syntheses that have been published to date (March 2026)
encompass a range of review types (see Table 1), with the most common being
meta-analysis (n=8), including most recently a research synthesis mentioning
both systematic review and meta-analysis in the title following reviewer confu-
sion about both being subsumbed under the term “systematic review” (Han et al.,
2026) and “a three-level meta-analysis” (Wang & Min, 2026). Qualitative sys-
tematic reviews with no meta-analytic component also feature prominently, with
five studies falling into this category, including one described as a “systematic
examination” (Liu et al., 2024). The remaining review types comprise “synthesis”
(IMnami & Koizumi, 2016), “comprehensive review” (Aryadoust etal., 2021),
“scoping review” (He et al., 2025), and “narrative review” (Yan et al., 2016, which
also included a meta-analysis).

Recent years have also seen advances in research transparency and reporting
standards both seemingly linked to and independent of the publication of Lan-
guage Testing's “Guidelines for systematic reviews” (Sage, n.d.). In particular, the
six most recent research syntheses published in Language Testing (Chen et al.,
2025; Han et al., 2026; He et al., 2025; Thlenfeldt & Rios, 2023; Liu et al., 2024;
Wang & Min, 2026) all mentioned utilizing the PRISMA guidelines (Page et al.,
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In 2024, Systematic review and
Meta-analysis article types merged
under “Systematic review;"”
detailed guidelines released
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Figure 1. Number of research syntheses published in the journal, Language Testing
(1984-2025)

Note. The figure omits 2026 because the calendar year is not yet complete at the time of

writing.

2021). With the exception of Inlenfeldt and Rios (2023), which was accepted for
publication before the journal’s “Systematic review guidelines” were released, all
included a PRISMA flow diagram to illustrate the study selection process. In
the case of both He et al. (2025) and Liu et al. (2024), methodologically-oriented
reviewers recommended the incorporation of PRISMA flow diagrams during peer
review. By the time that Chen etal. (2025) was submitted on ScholarOne, the
Editors had formalized the inclusion of the PRISMA flow diagram by adding it
as a checklist item for internal/in-house review, with a requirement to include it
before the article is sent out for peer review. We would note that including the
flow diagram, while an improvement on research syntheses that do not include it,
does not imply full adherence to PRISMA guidelines.

Of the articles that referred to PRISMA (Page et al., 2021) in the body of the
paper, three have included the 27-item PRISMA checKklist in a Supplementary
Appendix at the Editor’s request (Chen et al., 2025; Han et al., 2026; Wang &
Min, 2026). This sets a precedent for other articles to follow in adhering to estab-
lished best practice recommendations in research reporting for research synthe-
ses (see Chalmers & Isaacs, in press) by essentially showing where in the article
each checklist item has been addressed. The inclusion of the PRISMA checklist in
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Table 1. Research syntheses published in the journal, Language Testing, from June 1984

(inaugural issue) to March 2026

# Author(s)

Year

Synthesis type
based on
description in

published article

Synthesis type based
on Chong &
Plonsky’s (2024)

typology

Main topic

1 Ross

2 In’nami &

Koizumi
3 Koo etal.
4 Yanetal.

5 Innami &
Koizumi

6 Wind &
Peterson

7 Knoch

et al.
8 Li&
Zhang

9 Aryadoust
etal.

10 Aryadoust
& Luo

11 Thlenfeldt
& Rios

12 Liu et al.

1998

2009

2014

2016

2016

2018

2021

2021

2021

2023

2023

2024

Meta-analysis

Meta-analysis

Meta-analysis

Narrative review,
Meta-analysis
Synthesis
Systematic review

Systematic review

Meta-analysis

Comprehensive

review

Systematic review

Meta-analysis

Systematic

examination

Meta-analysis

Meta-analysis

Meta-analysis

Mixed review

Systematic literature

review

Systematic literature

review

Systematic literature

review

Meta-analysis

State-of-the-art

review "

Systematic literature

review

Meta-analysis

State-of-the-art

review!

Correlations between self-
assessment and measures

of L2 proficiency

Test format effects on
reading and listening test

performance

Differential item
functioning (DIF) trends

in a reading test

Elicited imitation as a

measure of L2 proficiency

Task and rater effects in L2
speaking and writing
Methods for evaluating
rating quality

Rating scale development

processes

Correlation between self-
assessment and language

performance

Rasch measurement in L2

assessment

Conceptualizations and
operationalisations of L2

listening constructs

L2 proficiency tests as
predictors of academic

success

Open access status of
manuscripts in LT and
LAQ
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Table 1. (continued)

# Author(s)  Year Synthesis type Synthesis type based ~ Main topic
based on on Chong &
description in Plonsky’s (2024)

published article typology

13 Chen 2025 Systematic review Systematic literature DIF in L2 assessment
etal. review
14 Heetal. 2025 Scoping review Scoping review L2 test preparation
research
15 Hanetal. 2026 Meta-analysis Meta-analysis Scoring rubrics in

interpreting assessment

16 Wang & 2026 Meta-analysis Meta-analysis Human-machine
Min correlation of automated

speech evaluation

Note.

+ We considered the classification of “state-of-the-art review” based on Chong & Plonsky’s (2024)
typology more appropriate than systematic literature review because of the large dataset in these
studies from the sources where the search was undertaken.

the guidelines are currently framed as optional, although including an appropriate
reporting tool may be prescribed in amended guidelines in the future. We would
hasten to add that since the time that Chen et al. (2025) was in production for
initial publication OnlineFirst in 2024, the new methodological journal, Research
Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, was founded and something of an alternative to
the PRISMA checklist specifically designed for Applied Linguistics researchers
was launched by one of the founding Editors through the SMART (Synthesis
Methods and Reporting Tool) research instrument (Chong, 2025). Again, Lan-
guage Testing Editors update guidelines periodically and may offer authors the
option of using the PRISMA checklist, SMART, or a suitable alternative research
reporting tool in the future. In this way, we Editors have a role and responsibility
to play in promoting research quality and ensuring that new developments in the
field are integrated into the journal’s way of working to keep pace with develop-
ments and remain at the cutting edge (see also Plonsky et al., this volume).
Thematically, the 16 published research syntheses in Language Testing have
explored a variety of topics. The earliest meta-analysis by Ross (1998) examined
the correlations between self-assessment and L2 proficiency, a topic later revisited
by Li and Zhang (2021). The second meta-analysis published in Language Testing
more than a decade later (In'nami & Koizumi, 2009) focused on test formats and
their impact on listening and reading test performance. The issue of fairness and
bias has been addressed in studies on DIF, including Koo et al’s (2014) meta-
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analytic examination of DIF trends in a reading test and Chen et al’s (2025) sys-
tematic review of DIF in L2 assessment. Another meta-analysis by In'nami and
Koizumi (2016) explored task and rater effects on L2 speaking and writing out-
comes. The rater or rating theme was also the focus of four research syntheses:
Wind and Peterson (2018), who investigated methods for evaluating rating qual-
ity, Knoch etal. (2021), who reviewed research on rating scale development
processes, Han et al. (2026), who synthesized research on scoring rubrics for lan-
guage interpreting, and Wang and Min (2026), who focused human-machine cor-
relations of scores in the domain of automated speech evaluation.

Several research syntheses have also addressed specific conceptual and
methodological aspects of language testing. In particular, Aryadoust et al. (2021)
provided a comprehensive review of Rasch measurement in L2 assessment, while
Aryadoust and Luo’s (2023) systematic review examined how L2 listening con-
structs are conceptualized and operationalized in research and practice. The pre-
dictive validity of high-stakes language proficiency tests for academic success was
another aspect meta-analyzed by Ihlenfeldt and Rios (2023). More recently, the
scope of research syntheses has broadened to include issues of open access and
test preparation: Liu et al. (2024) systematically examined the open access status
of manuscripts in Language Testing and Language Assessment Quarterly, whereas
He et al’s (2025) scoping review investigated three decades of research on prac-
tices, perceptions, and impacts of test preparation. Wang and Min’s (2026) three-
level meta-analysis offered an up to date quantitative account of human-machine
agreement in L2 speaking assessment and Han etal. (2026) elaborated a
conceptual-analytic framework for rubric-mediated interpreting assessment. Col-
lectively, the 16 research syntheses published in Language Testing indicate the
increasing use of secondary research methods to consolidate and critically evalu-
ate knowledge across a diverse range of topics and issues.

Concluding remarks

In conformity with this chapter’s goal of detailing the international journal, Lan-
guage Testing’s approach to encouraging more, longer (if needed, or rather, more
comprehensive), and higher quality publications of research syntheses as a means
of consolidating evidence in the field of language testing, in the sections above,
we have detailed the journal’s approach and contribution to promoting research
synthesis in language testing and Applied Linguistics and the journal’s leadership
and (at the time) groundbreaking initiatives in this domain. After recounting the
story of Language Testing’s drive to that effect from the days of the pandemic until
present, we demonstrate both growing trends in submissions over the past decade
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compared to scant publications of research syntheses in the decades before, and
the growth potential of research syntheses in terms of volume, quality, and stan-
dardization of reporting practices.

We note the limitations of our search for research syntheses published in Lan-
guage Testing over time, which, we surmise was sufficient to view trends, albeit
without being able to rule out the possibility of inadvertently excluding some
research syntheses, due primarily to our title/abstract search and no full-length
screening of published articles that were not pulled up in the search. Our results
underscore the importance of labelling research syntheses as such and using pre-
cise and appropriate terminology when referring to research syntheses (e.g., the
descriptions of different forms of research synthesis in the journal’s guidelines or
drawing on the categories from Chong & Plonsky’s typology, 2024). We have pro-
vided some examples from our search results of how imprecise language can cre-
ate ambiguity and result in the undue inclusion of irrelevant studies in this and
future literature searches in addition to the possible inadvertent exclusion of stud-
ies that warrant inclusion.

We anticipate a rise in quality and professionalization trend in the future in
Language Testing as the bar of required elements has grown following the release
of our 2024 guidelines (Sage, n.d.) and will likely continue to increase. We will
continue to revise guidelines on a rolling basis, taking stock of developments in
Applied Linguistics and, crucially, our experience of working with authors and
reviewers in relation to research syntheses as we continue to evolve our approach.
As above, we expect the guidelines described above and higher editorial stan-
dards to have a positive effect on the quality of research syntheses going forward
and, in fact, are already witnessing this. Based on the number of submissions
in the pipeline at the time of writing (Naismith & Ramsey, in press, currenty
in production; Zhang & Aryadoust, 2026, available; other submissions currently
undergoing peer review), we anticipate a continued stream of research syntheses
that abide by the new guidelines and, as such, are likely to demonstrate greater
research reporting rigour and the inclusion of standard elements compared to
earlier such publications.

A final point is that our focus so far has been squarely on author-related
guidelines. However, we acknowledge that there is a dire need for clear reviewer
guidelines for research syntheses in addition to other article types. A key medium-
term goal for the Editorial team is, therefore, to build the base of support and
guidance documents available on our “Reviewer resources” page (Sage, 2025).
Some exemplar reviews that were produced as part of a pilot of transparent
reviews (Isbell & Kremmel, 2024) are available on this webpage, for example,
including one research synthesis (Liu et al., 2024). We hope to populate this page
with reviewer guidelines before long that are responsive to the issues that arise
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during peer reviews, reflect the demands we require from authors and best prac-
tice recommendations, and that can help enhance the quality and consistency of
peer review reports.
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CHAPTER 3

Research synthesis
and meta-analysis in SSLA

Evidence, quality, and ways forward

Luke Plonsky, Yuhang Hu & Shujing Zhao

Northern Arizona University

This chapter examines the role of one journal — Studies in Second Language
Acquisition (SSLA) — in applying and advancing synthetic evidence and
methods in the field of Applied Linguistics. In particular, we describe a
comprehensive sample of synthetic research published in SSLA in terms of its
frequency and substantive foci. We then consider the quality of synthetic
efforts in SSLA as presented in Hu's (2024) secondary synthesis of meta-
analyses published in SSLA. We also highlight a number of methodological
developments in synthetic research put forward in SSLA such as meta-
analytic replication, interrater reliability estimates, methodological
syntheses, adjusting meta-analytic effects for psychometric artifacts,
multilevel and multivariate meta-analysis (Norouzian & Bui, 2024), and bib-
liometric analyses (Demi & Kartal, 2022). The chapter closes with specific
and actionable recommendations for advancing synthetic efforts as a means
to arriving at higher validity synthetic evidence for all of Applied Linguistics.

Keywords: SLA, SSLA, meta-analysis, methodological synthesis, effect size

Introduction

Meta-research is undoubtedly now a part of the empirical landscape of Applied
Linguistics. What began as two main and overlapping types of secondary research
(i.e., research synthesis and meta-analysis) (Norris & Ortega, 2000), has
expanded into a wide variety of synthetic techniques and applications, ranging
from substantive to methodological, theoretical to practice-oriented, and every-
thing in between (Chong & Plonsky, 2024). To date, several hundred secondary
reviews and meta-analyses have been published and presented, covering virtually

every topic in the field, sometimes many times over.

Further evidence for the strong presence of synthetic research in the field
is abundant. For example, several universities, including Northern Arizona Uni-

https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.03plo
Available under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.© 2026 John Benjamins Publishing Company


https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.03plo
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

42

Luke Plonsky, Yuhang Hu & Shujing Zhao

versity and University of Maryland College Park, regularly offer semester-long
seminars taught on meta-analysis. It is common to see articles discussing meta-
analytic methods. And many different domains within the field have been meta-
analyzed and re-meta-analyzed using meta-analytic replication (see Plonsky,
2015). In addition, the range and sophistication of synthetic methods have seen
incredible advances (Plonsky et al., 2023)

One key to the advancement of synthetic research in Applied Linguistics has
been the visibility of this type of work in academic journals. Some journals such
as Language Learning have dedicated strands for secondary research. And indeed,
ever since the publication of Norris and Ortega’s (2000) landmark meta-analysis on
the effectiveness of L2 instruction, members of the field have associated Language
Learning with research synthesis and meta-analysis. Other journals (e.g., Applied
Linguistics; Applied Linguistics Review; Studies in Second Language Learning and
Teaching) have published special issues on meta-analysis and, in the case of Lan-
guage Testing, have provided author guidelines for systematic reviews (see Isaacs
et al,, this volume). And, of course, thanks to the leadership of Sin-Wang Chong
and Sathena Chan, the field now enjoys the benefits of an entire journal dedicated
to secondary research and the methods thereof: Research Synthesis in Applied Lin-
guistics (see Chan & Chong, this volume). In line with its mission to publish highly
rigorous research that advances our understanding of second language develop-
ment, Studies in Second Language Acquisition (SSLA) has also contributed in a sig-
nificant way to the field’s body of secondary/synthetic research. It is that line of
empirical and methodological inquiry that this chapter seeks to explore.

The main body of this chapter presents, first, a summary of research syntheses
published to date in one particular journal, Studies in Second Language Acqui-
sition (SSLA). Specifically, we provide an overview of the types and topics of
research synthesis that have appeared throughout the life of the journal. We then
follow up on this overview in Section 2 by examining the methodological quality
in a subset of those same studies. Specifically, drawing on a subset of the data from
Hu (2024), we assess the quality of meta-analyses published in SSLA. The analy-
sis and corresponding suggestions for future research focus on six major stages of
conducting a meta-analysis as well as transparency-related practices.

2. Number, types, and topics of meta-research published in SSLA
A comprehensive literature search was conducted for all research synthesis arti-

cles published in SSLA since its first issue in 1979. We adopted the secondary
research categories developed by Chong and Plonsky (2024) as a starting point
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for our coding scheme. All included studies demonstrated systematic procedures
in terms of literature search, data coding, and reporting of results.

As of August 2025, SSLA published 37 research synthesis articles, more than
half of which appeared within the past decade (see Figure 1 below). Specifically,
the period from 2021 to the present witnessed a twofold increase compared to
2016-2020, with 19 research syntheses published in less than five years. By con-
trast, the journal’s earlier record of synthetic research was sparse: Between 1979
and 1990, no systematic research synthesis was published, and prior to 2020, typ-
ically only two or three research synthesis articles appeared per five-year period.
This trend shows that research synthesis has become part of the mainstream disci-
plinary dialog in SSLA. More broadly, these findings are indicative of the maturity
of second language acquisition (SLA) and Applied Linguistics more broadly, since
research synthesis can only thrive in the context of a robust and well-developed
body of accumulated primary research. The surge may also be a sign of increas-
ing methodological rigor and transparency, enabling systematic syntheses that
were previously not feasible due to inconsistency in research designs, incomplete
reporting of results, and so forth. Meanwhile, it is important to note that some of
the existing meta-analyses have relatively small sample sizes, which often reflects
the limited availability of primary studies in certain subdomains. The full list of
studies included in this sample can be found in the Appendix.

1991-1995

1996-2000 RElyARITT)
2001-2005
2006-2010 [BIelel:FPTeN(e}

2011-2015

2016-2020

o 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

2021-Present

Figure 1. Number of research syntheses published by SSLA across five-year periods
Note: The final period includes only through August 2025.
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In terms of research types, five categories were identified following Chong and
Plonsky (2024): meta-analysis, systematic review, methodological review, biblio-
metric study, and scoping review. In addition, we identified and included here an
additional category for articles introducing and/or discussing meta-analytic meth-
ods, which represents a unique contribution of SSLA to advancing methodolog-
ical discussions in meta-analytic research. Figure 2 below shows a more detailed
overview. Meta-analysis is by far the most common type, comprising nearly half
of all research syntheses with 15 articles in total. The rise, particularly since 2016,
indicates the expansion of primary research datasets and reflects the field’s grow-
ing emphasis on quantitative synthesis and generalizability. Bibliometric studies,
although only emerging recently, show a similar upward trend (see Sai &
Aryadoust, this volume). This suggests a shift toward mapping the landscape of
SLA, as researchers are seeking to understand not only findings but also citation
practices, networks, and disciplinary development. Articles explicitly focusing on
meta-analytic methods did not appear until the past five years, yet they have since
become one of the major components of recently published research syntheses.
Systematic reviews and methodological reviews were more prevalent in the early
20008, serving as tools to taking stock and methodological consolidation before
the surge of quantitative meta-analyses. Scoping review is the newest and least
common type, with only one example to date, showing potential for future growth,
especially in capturing broad or emergent topics in SLA.

Scoping review
Bibliometric study

Meta-analytic method

v EENRE

Systematic review
Methodological review

Meta-analysis

Figure 2. Number of meta-studies by type across five-year periods
Note: The final period includes only through August 2025.
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SSLA’s research synthesis articles also show a wide coverage of SLA domains
(see Figure 3). A focus on L2 skills has been prominent since the 1990s, including
reading (e.g., Avery & Marsden, 2019; Hamada et al., 2024), grammar and mor-
phosyntax (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 1999; Biber & Reppen, 2002), vocabulary and
lexis (e.g., Yanagisawa et al., 2020; Yi & Zhong, 2024), pronunciation and phonol-
ogy (e.g., Chau & Huensch, 2025; Demir & Kartal, 2022), writing (e.g., Li, 2023),
and pragmatics (e.g., Kasper & Dahl, 1991). Research practices represent the sec-
ond most common theme, with 16 articles, including work on SLA research qual-
ity (e.g., Boers et al., 2021; Plonsky, 2013), methodological synthesis in SLA (e.g.,
Bryfonski et al., 2024; Hulstijn, 1997), and measurement validity (e.g., Li, 2016;
Sudina, 2023). Their sustained presence since the 1990s shows the field’s emphasis
on rigorous research. Instructional variables are another consistent focus, cover-
ing topics such as input-based instruction (e.g., Ellis, 2002; Lee & Huang, 2008),
strategy training (e.g., Jin & Webb, 2024), and material development (e.g., Biber &
Reppen, 2002). Cognitive processes have been synthesized in six studies, includ-
ing lexical processing (e.g., Rice & Tokowicz, 2020), morphosyntactic processing
(e.g., Avery & Marsden, 2019), and attention (e.g., Ellis & Sagarra, 2011). Finally,
individual differences (e.g., In'nami et al., 2022; Teimouri et al., 2019) and assess-
ment (e.g., Kostromitina & Plonsky, 2022; Zhao & Aryadoust, 2025) have gained
more prominence in the past decade, while learning contexts are receiving less
attention recently (e.g., Nunan, 1991; Ziegler, 2016).

L2 skills [EAREE 96-00 [GEGI 06-10 21-Present

|

Research practices 91-95 96-00 11-15 21-Present

Instructional variables 01-05 06-10 21-Present

21-

Cogpnitive processes [IEGL} 115 Present]

Individual differences 21-Present

Learning context IR

Assessment

EII

6 8 10 12 14 16 18

o
N
IS

Figure 3. Number of research syntheses by topic across five-year period
Note: The final period includes only through August 2025.
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3. Quality in SSLA meta-analyses

In the previous section, we described the frequency of synthetic research found
in SSLA both overall and over time. We also presented a summary of the types
and substantive foci of synthetic research found in the journal. We now address
the quality in a subset of those studies. Specifically, we present the findings from
an evaluation of meta-analytic methods found in SSLA.

Method

The instrument used in this mini review was developed by Hu (2024) and consists
of 51 items in total. The core sections of the instrument include 39 items organized
according to the structure of a meta-analytic report as suggested by Cooper
(2016), with each item addressing a specific aspect of meta-analytic methodology
or reporting practice. All 39 items were measured on either a three-point Likert
scale (no=o0, somewhat=1, yes=2) or a binary scale (no=o0, yes=2). After coding
all items, the scores for every item were summed up to produce a composite score
representing the overall quality of each meta-analysis in the sample. The maxi-
mum possible score for a meta-analysis is 78. A detailed description of the instru-
ment is provided in Hu (2024). (See Chong, 2025, for an example of another
instrument for assessing the quality of research syntheses in Applied Linguistics.)

Description of studies

The first meta-analysis in SSLA was published in 2008. By the end of 2023, a
total of 10 meta-analyses had been published and thereby identified for this mini
review (see Appendix for a full list). The topics of the reviewed meta-analyses
published in SSLA varied, including visual input enhancement, corrective feed-
back, computer-assisted language learning, individual differences (e.g., aptitude,
anxiety, and working memory), self-paced reading, glossing, assessment, and
vocabulary learning.

All 10 meta-analyses reported information on the type of effect sizes used
and the total number of studies included, whereas only four studies reported the
number of effect sizes included. On average, 46.90 studies were included in the
10 meta-analyses (Min=14; Max=97). Of the selected meta-analyses, four used
d-family effect sizes (i.e., standardized mean differences), four used r-family effect
sizes (i.e., correlations), and two used percentages as an effect size in their meta-
analyses.

Opverall, the average quality score of the 10 meta-analyses was 41.6 out of a
maximum possible 78 (Min=25; Max=51; SD=7.41). As shown in Table 1, the
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overall quality of the SSLA sub-sample is higher than that of the full sample,
except for Step 4. The following sections present detailed results for each step.

Table 1. Mean quality scores for the full sample and the SSLA sub-sample

Mean (all) % Mean (SSLA) % Max. possible

Step 1: Formulating the problem (k=3) 4.8 80 5.2 87 6
Step 2: Locating literature (k=5) 5.6 56 6.7 67 10
Step 3: Gathering information (k=6) 5.1 43 6.7 56 12
Step 4: Analyzing the literature (k=11) 7.6 35 7.4 34 22
Step 5: Presenting the results (k=4) 4.1 51 5.1 64 8
Step 6: Interpreting the evidence (k=7) 5.3 38 6.5 46 14
Transparency practices (k=3) 3.0 50 4 67 6
Total (k=39) 35.4 45 41.6 53 78

Note. % = mean score/maximum possible score

Evaluating step 1: Formulating the problem

In step 1, the primary goal is to define the research problem under investigation,
including the definitions of variables of interest and the rationale for studying
their relationships. The results of this step were overall encouraging, with an aver-
age score of 5.2 (maximum possible=6; SD=1.03).

Looking more closely at each item, all the studies received full scores on the
first item that addressed the statement of research questions or relations and the
second item on problem justification, indicating that they provided solid justifi-
cations for carrying out their meta-analyses and clear statements of the research
questions under investigation. Regarding the third item on the rationale for the
selection of moderators, four studies failed to do so, and the remaining six studies
provided sufficient rationale.

Evaluating step 2: Locating the literature

In step 2, the primary goal is to conduct an exhaustive search of both unpublished
(i.e., grey literature) and published literature to be included in the meta-analysis.
The average score for this step was 6.7 out of a maximum possible score of 10
(Min=3; Max=38; SD=1.80), suggesting that, overall, the quality of this step was
less encouraging than step 1 and showed considerable variation across the 10
meta-analyses.
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When examining the item on the exhaustiveness of the literature search, only
three studies received a code of 2, indicating that the authors carried out a rela-
tively exhaustive search by consulting more than four channels to locate relevant
literature. In contrast, the remaining seven studies were coded as 1, as they relied
on fewer than four search channels and were therefore considered less compre-
hensive.

With regard to the inclusion of unpublished literature (e.g., unpublished
manuscripts, conference presentations), only three studies reported including two
or more types. One study did not include any unpublished literature, whereas the
remaining six studies included just one type of report.

All 10 meta-analyses reported relevant inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Among them, five were coded as 2, indicating that the criteria were described
clearly and comprehensively.

All meta-analyses in the SSLA subsample made their search terms available in
the text. However, none of them included Boolean operators.

The final item in this step concerned the reporting of the ending time of the
literature search. Of the 10 meta-analyses, eight specified an end date, while the
other two did not provide this information.

Evaluating step 3: Gathering the information

The overall goal of step 3 is to code relevant information from the included primary
studies identified in the previous step and to evaluate the reliability of the coding
results by involving one or more additional coders. The average rating of this step
was 6.7 (Min=4; Max=_8; SD=2.0), out of a maximum possible score of 12.

Notably, all 10 meta-analyses clearly provided definitions and possible values
for the coding categories. Regarding coding agreement, six studies reported an
overall reliability score, while only one study assessed reliability for each indi-
vidual item in the coding scheme. The resolution of coding disagreement was
also examined, with six meta-analyses providing details on the resolution process.
Among the meta-analyses that reported coding agreement values, only four
reported information on the training of additional coders.

Evaluating step 4: Analyzing the literature

The main task of step 4 is to select the most appropriate method for aggregating
the results of the included primary studies. Overall, the ratings for this step were
fairly heterogeneous (maximum possible score=22; mean=7.4; Min=1; Max=12;
SD=3.64).
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Half of the meta-analyses explicitly discussed the weighting methods of effect
sizes, with two employing a more appropriate approach (e.g., weighting by the
reverse of sampling error), while three used a more common but less rigorous
approach (i.e., weighting by sample size).

We then turn to effect size dependencies (e.g., multiple effect sizes from a sin-
gle sample and/or study), addressed by six of the ten meta-analyses in the SSLA
sample. Among them, three applied a more appropriate approach (e.g., using a
modeling method), while the remaining three employed a less robust strategy
(e.g., averaging multiple effect sizes into a single value). In total, three meta-
analyses explicitly indicated the choice of models (i.e., fixed-, random-, or mixed-
effects models). Among them, two provided justifications of their choices.

Concerning practices related to heterogeneity, three studies examined hetero-
geneity in observed effect sizes. In addition, nine studies conducted moderator
analyses, and eight of them did so appropriately (i.e., without converting con-
tinuous moderator variables into categorical ones). In regard to practices related
to outliers, four studies reported identifying outliers and handling them appro-
priately. Unfortunately, none of the meta-analyses reported assessing the study
quality of the included primary studies. However, two meta-analyses addressed
missing data by contacting the original authors.

Finally, practices related to publication bias were evaluated. Overall, eight
meta-analyses reported assessing publication bias. Of these, four employed two or
more techniques, while the remaining four used only one technique.

Evaluating step 5: Presenting the results

The primary goal of this step is to thoroughly and faithfully report relevant meta-
analytic results. The mean rating was 5.1 out of a maximum possible score of eight
(Min=2; Max=7; SD=1.85).

First, half of the meta-analyses provided an overall description of the sampled
primary studies. Among these, three offered a more thorough description, while
the remaining two provided only a brief overview. Most studies employed visual-
ization techniques to present results (k=8), but only six interpreted these visual-
izations, with just one providing a sufficiently thorough interpretation.

The results for the item on reporting consideration of error were encourag-
ing: All 10 meta-analyses accounted for error around meta-analytic point esti-
mates (e.g., confidence intervals or standard errors).
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Evaluating step 6: Interpreting the evidence

The primary function of this stage is to provide contextual, theoretical, and/or
practical interpretations of meta-analytic findings. Authors are also expected to
interpret findings in relation to their conclusiveness and generalizability. Addi-
tionally, both substantive and methodological implications, as well as limitations,
should be addressed in this step. Across the sample of meta-analyses published in
SSLA, the average rating for this stage was 6.5 out of a maximum possible score of
14 (Min=4; Max=11; SD=2.17).

First of all, all meta-analyses provided contextual interpretations of their find-
ings. However, the majority (k=6) limited their interpretation to comparing effect
sizes with other related findings or established benchmarks, without taking a step
further, for example, to make a practical interpretation of the significance of the
effects or relationships.

Among the 10 meta-analyses, four discussed the potential impact of publica-
tion bias, only one addressed the potential impact of missing data, and none con-
sidered the generalizability of their meta-analytic results.

All of the studies discussed substantive implications, and six provided discus-
sions related to methodological implications. Finally, only four discussed the lim-
itations of their studies.

Evaluating transparency practices

The final section of the coding scheme addressed meta-analytic transparency,
covering three specific elements thereof: (1) whether the coding scheme was made
available, (2) whether the complete meta-analytic dataset was accessible, and (3)
whether a list of the included primary studies was provided. The average score
for these practices was 4 out of a maximum possible score of 6 (Min=3; Max=6;
SD=0.82).

Among the 10 meta-analyses, seven made their coding schemes available
either within the paper or online. Two studies provided the complete dataset, and
two presented partial datasets. Finally, all the meta-analyses in the SSLA sample
provided a list of the primary studies included in their meta-analyses.

4. Summary and conclusion
This review — a kind of synthesis itself (specifically, a second-order review/syn-

thesis, or a meta-review) — has shown SSLA to be a productive venue for the
dissemination of synthetic research in Applied Linguistics. SSLA has published
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syntheses across a range of topics and traditions within L2 research. Importantly,
it has also maintained a level of meta-analytic rigor that surpasses what is typical
in the field.

It is also worth noting that many of the field’s advances in synthetic and
meta-analytic methods can be found in SSLA. Some of these innovative tech-
niques are found in individual articles that focus explicitly on the meta-analytic
methods themselves. For example, Norouzian (2021) illustrated the need for and
provided guidance on more appropriate estimates of interrater reliability in the
case of categorical variables in meta-analytic coding schemes (i.e., the S index).
Lindstromberg (2022) described one particular technique for assessing publica-
tion bias in a given body of primary studies. And Norouzian and Bui (2024)
addressed techniques for modelling the multivariate and multi-level datasets often
found in L2 meta-analyses. The impact of these articles is already evident. As two
cases in point, Sudina (2023) calculated and reported the S index described in
Norouzian (2021), and the modelling techniques introduced in Norouzian and
Bui (2024) were taken up very shortly thereafter by Huang and Zhang (2025). Still
other instances of innovation in meta-analytic methods can be found elsewhere in
SSLA’s body of meta-analytic work. Several authors have meta-analysed reliabil-
ity estimates in what is referred to as reliability generalization meta-analysis (e.g.,
In'nami et al., 2022; Sudina, 2023; Zhao & Aryadoust, 2025). Others have likewise
sought to address reliability in the context of otherwise substantively-focused syn-
theses by correcting meta-analytic outcomes for attenuation due to measurement
error in primary studies (e.g., Kostromitina & Plonsky, 2022; Teimouri et al.,
2019). And at least one meta-analysis in SSLA has sought to reach a wider audi-
ence by reporting meta-analytic outcomes not only in standardized mean differ-
ence effect sizes but using what are often referred to as ‘common sense’ effect sizes
(Ziegler, 2016).

Despite these innovations and advances, neither SSLA nor any other journal
should be complacent. There is no such thing as a perfect study, and the body of
secondary research in SSLA could certainly be improved, expanded, replicated,
and re-analyzed.

Looking forward, it is hard to know what role SSLA will play in the future of
synthetic L2. We hope, however, to see continued activity and effort in a few dif-
ferent directions. First, as we just alluded to, there is ample room for meta-analytic
replication studies, which serve to expand and update our knowledge in a given
domain. Such studies can also improve on the initial study’s methods — perhaps
employing one or more novel developments (e.g., corrections for attenuation due
to measurement error) to arrive at more trustworthy, stable, and actionable out-
comes (see Zhao & Plonsky, 2024). We also hope and expect to see additional
applications of bibliometric methods, which have begun to appear in SSLA and
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elsewhere (Plonsky, 2023; Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025), but which have yet to be
employed in most domains across the field. Finally, as we exemplified here, and as
found in several recent works (e.g., Chalmers et al., 2024; Hu, 2024; Vuogan & Li,
2024), we also hope and expect to see secondary research in SSLA that embraces
the research synthesis and, more broadly meta-science agenda to quality and its
many facets at the primary and secondary levels (Plonsky, 2024). One way to
move in this direction, and one related goal for SSLA, will be to develop journal-
and field-specific guidelines for the conduct of secondary research in Applied Lin-
guistics.
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CHAPTER 4

Planning, doing, and disseminating
research syntheses

An introduction to the new journal,
Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics

Sathena Chan & Sin Wang Chong
University of Bedfordshire = University of St Andrews

This chapter introduces a newly launched international journal on research
synthesis in Applied Linguistics, published by Taylor & Francis. As the
editors-in-chief, we reflect on the process of establishing the first journal in
Applied Linguistics dedicated to publishing research syntheses. We outline
the journal’s aims, scope, and submission categories, and share our vision
for how it would contribute to advancing discussions and debates on
research synthesis methodologies within and beyond the field. In particular,
we detail initiatives to promote methodological rigour of research syntheses
through pre-registration, use of a field-specific methodological guide, and
open-access infographics dissemination.

Keywords: research synthesis, applied linguistics, SMART, pre-registration,
infographics

From recognising gaps to founding RSAL

Research syntheses, or evidence syntheses, are a type of secondary research that
employs systematic, transparent, reproducible, and often pre-registered method-
ologies to synthesise published research (Chong & Plonsky, 2024). The focus of
research syntheses can be substantive (e.g., language testing, translanguaging)

and/or methodological (e.g., narrative inquiry).

In the field of Applied Linguistics, meta-analyses are traditionally the pre-
dominant form of research synthesis (Chong, 2025). Researchers have found it
challenging to publish other emergent types of research syntheses, especially
those that employ qualitative methodologies (e.g., qualitative research synthesis,
scoping review, systematic literature review). The challenges of publishing
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research syntheses in reputable journals are partly due to an inconsistent use
of terminology and the lack of a common understanding of the various types
of research syntheses in Applied Linguistics. Secondly, the typical word limit
between 8000-10000 words of most journals in the field unintentionally makes
it harder for qualitative research synthesis than meta-analyses to be published.
Thirdly, the discussion about field-specific standards for conducting and report-
ing research syntheses has been scarce. Questions such as the minimum quality
requirement of research syntheses and how research synthesis results should be
interpreted in Applied Linguistics remain to be explored.

Through our previous executive committee roles at the British Association
for Applied Linguistics (BAAL), we exchanged some of these challenges faced by
BAAL special interest group members who were interested in conducting and/
or publishing synthetic research. We shared an aspiration of starting a journal
specifically for research syntheses to provide a dedicated platform for the publica-
tion of rigorously conducted research syntheses of all types in Applied Linguistics.
However, we were not sure if such needs for a new methodological journal were
shared and recognised by other researchers and editors in the field. So, we asked.
We were encouraged by the positive feedback and constructive suggestions gener-
ously offered by our colleagues. Sin Wang convened a working group to iron out
the ideas. We then put together a proposal highlighting the increasing popularity
of research syntheses in Applied Linguistics and the aforementioned challenges of
publishing synthetic research. We explained why such a methodological journal
would be beneficial for the development of Applied Linguistics and our goals for
the new journal. In the process of preparing the journal proposal, our aspiration
became tangible. After several rounds of review and feedback, we were grateful
that our proposal was approved by Taylor & Francis, one of the leading publish-
ers. We also put together an editorial board. With the support of the publisher
and our editorial board, the details of the proposal were thoroughly discussed and
refined. The new journal Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics (RSAL) was
founded in 2024 and officially launched on 13 January 2025.

About RSAL

The journal webpage (https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rsal20) sets out the
scope and aims of the RSAL:

RSAL is an international journal publishing high-quality, original research. This
journal is methodological in focus, so it welcomes research syntheses on all
topics in Applied Linguistics, but especially those that have a strong relevance to
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professional practice (e.g., language teaching, learning, and assessment). Adher-
ing to the definition of research synthesis in the “Aims and Scope” page, this
journal does not publish “traditional literature reviews” that do not include a
pre-determined methodology, i.e., search strategy, inclusion and/or exclusion cri-
teria, screening of documents, data extraction, data synthesis. Examples of “tradi-
tional literature reviews” include narrative reviews, critical reviews etc. (Chong &
Plonsky, 2023). Following good practices of conducting research synthesis, pre-
registration is strongly encouraged for all syntheses published in this journal, i.e.,
accompanied by a protocol published either with the journal or on a research
repository (e.g., IDESR, OSF). The journal particularly welcomes submissions
that employ innovative and new methods/approaches to synthesising evidence
and research (e.g., bibliometric review, second-order review).

Publication types

It is our mission to welcome publication of high-quality research syntheses on
any topic (methodological and substantive) in Applied Linguistics. RSAL accepts
four types of articles: Research Synthesis, Methodological Article, Research Synthe-
sis Protocol and Book Review.

For Research Synthesis papers, we offer a generous word count up to 20,000
words, a feature welcomed by many researchers who aim to publish qualitative
and large-scale research syntheses. The extended length allows for the depth,
nuance and complexity required to present extensive and in-depth findings with
evidence, e.g., participant quotes, narrative of specific contexts, and examples of
thematic analysis.

To promote consistency of research syntheses in the field, we require authors
to indicate clearly the type of research synthesis they belong to in their title,
abstract, and methodology by referring to published typologies such as Chong
and Plonsky (2023).

Methodological Articles are papers that focus on a methodological issue or
method related to conducting research syntheses. We allow either a descriptive
or discursive focus for these papers. Descriptive papers, for example, can intro-
duce a new method or tool for conducting a type of research synthesis. Discursive
papers, on the other hand, tend to discuss a particular methodological issue, e.g.,
use of generative Al tools in conducting research syntheses. We ask that authors
include examples, preferably in Applied Linguistics or a cognate field, to illustrate
the information and arguments presented. Methodological papers can be com-
missioned by the editors-in-chief and might take the form of shorter communica-
tion pieces.
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Research Synthesis Protocols are study plans of research syntheses. Research
synthesis protocols will be reviewed by one of the journal editors. We will discuss
the importance of protocols and pre-registration more broadly in the next section.

Book Reviews are reviews of books relevant to research syntheses in Applied
Linguistics. Our Book Review Editor commissions book reviews and looks after
this article type. Book reviews are also peer-reviewed.

Together, the four publication types cover the range of publications relevant
to research syntheses and provide a good balance of disseminating synthetic
research and shaping theoretical/methodological discussions in our field. We are
scheduled to publish two issues each year, with 10 publications in each issue. Our
inaugural issue with ten publications was published in August 2025.

Editorial Board

Currently, the editorial board of RSAL includes a book review editor, bibliography
editors, editorial advisory board, technical advisory board, editorial board and a
graphical abstract designer.

Our aim is to include international members with different levels of experi-
ence in research syntheses as well as the varied substantive expertise on our edi-
torial board. Bibliography editors, with our support, are responsible for collating
a bibliography of all research synthesis publications in Applied Linguistics peri-
odically and reporting the general trends and developments of research syntheses
in our field. It is hoped that over time this section would provide a useful ref-
erence resource for students and colleagues interested in research syntheses. We
give priorities to earlier-career researchers (e.g., doctoral research students and
those who have had their PhD within five years) when appointing Bibliography
Editors. Graphical abstract designer who looks after the design of our graphical
abstracts is another role we give priorities to earlier-career researchers.

The editorial advisory board are experienced editors and/or reviewers of
other journals and leading researchers in our field. We have benefited from their
feedback on drafts of RSAL documentation and constructive advice on different
aspects of operating a new journal. As a methodological journal, we also include
a technical advisory board of colleagues who are experts in various research syn-
thesis methods in other fields. The editorial board are colleagues who contribute
their time regularly to review manuscripts. Our aim is for all research syntheses to
be reviewed by two reviewers — one reviewer with substantive expertise and the
other one with expertise in the type of research synthesis.
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Unique features to promote methodological rigour

As the first and only methodological journal focusing on research syntheses in
Applied Linguistics, we recognise the multifaceted and pioneering role of RSAL
(see Plonsky, Isaacs, & Taylor, 2025, for a thoughtful discussion piece about the
opportunities and challenges of the new journal). Early methodological journals
often help define what constitutes rigorous research in that field. Among oth-
ers, RSAL should serve to promote an establishment of methodological standards
applicable and relevant to Applied Linguistics. To achieve this, we introduce three
initiatives of RSAL that aim to support researchers to publish rigorous research
syntheses and disseminate their findings to a wider audience beyond the readers
of the journal.

Pre-registration

RSAL offers two routes to pre-registration: title registration and protocol registra-
tion. Title registration requires researchers to complete a Google Form respond-
ing to four questions: tentative title of the research synthesis, research questions,
personnel (team members and their roles), and timeline. This is a low-effort exer-
cise that allows researchers to ‘timestamp’ their research synthesis ideas. The
research syntheses that are title registered are viewable via an online spreadsheet
that is linked to the journal website. In this way, researchers in the field can review
ongoing research syntheses before starting a new review project. This has sev-
eral benefits. First, it avoids research waste (Isaacs & Chalmers, 2025) by ensur-
ing that new research syntheses do not duplicate in focus. Second, it encourages
collaboration among researchers who have a shared research interest. Instead of
working on different research syntheses on similar topics, they can join forces to
conduct a more thorough and substantial review on an area of interest. Currently,
40 ongoing research syntheses are title registered with RSAL. Title registration is
a well-established practice in the disciplines of Medicine and Healthcare. How-
ever, this is less common in our field. In Education, the journal, Campbell System-
atic Reviews, supports title registration for research syntheses on a social sciences
topic including education. In Applied Linguistics, RSAL is the only platform that
offers title registration.

Another route to pre-register with RSAL is through protocol registration. A
protocol is a detailed plan of how a research synthesis will be conducted. In effect,
it is a draft of the methodology section of a research synthesis manuscript. A pro-
tocol submitted to RSAL needs to include the following elements: background
and review rationale; review questions; inclusion and exclusion criteria; search
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strategy; data extraction and management; study appraisal (if applicable); data
synthesis; reporting; personnel; conflict of interest; timeline; references; supple-
mentary materials (if applicable). These components are informed by PRISMA-P
(Moher et al., 2015). Completing protocol registration enhances the transparency
and reproducibility of a research synthesis. If you submit a protocol to RSAL, it
is reviewed by one of the editors-in-chief to provide constructive comments for
improving the research design of the research synthesis. Publishing a protocol
with RSAL has added benefits. Compared to publishing a protocol on a research
repository like the Open Science Framework, accepted protocols submitted to
RSAL are published as a journal article with a designated DOI, meaning it is
tully citable. Moreover, since RSAL is one of the Taylor & Francis’ journals, it is
indexed in research databases and search engines, making the protocols more dis-
coverable. By publishing a protocol, researchers get to focus more on reporting
findings and insights rather than describing methodological steps in the final arti-
cle; readers can be directed to read the protocol for details related to the method-
ology, while the methodology section of the full article can be about key stages
and any modification from the original plan.

Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART)

RSAL is on a mission to promote critical discussions and innovative thinking
about research synthesis methodologies. One obstacle faced by applied linguists
when engaging in such conversations is the lack of field-specific guidelines and
standards. While guidelines such as PRISMA and AMSTAR?2 exist and are widely
used in different disciplines, there is a need to develop a methodological guide
for conducting research syntheses in Applied Linguistics, given the interdisci-
plinary and constantly evolving nature of the field. Together with the launch
of RSAL, the Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART) was introduced
(Chong, 2025). SMART is a 22-item checklist that covers three key stages of
research synthesis, namely preparation, method, and reporting. Its development
is underpinned by four methodological qualities known as STAR: systematic-
ity, transparency, accessibility, and reflexivity. The process of developing SMART
is collaborative, involving input from more than 20 researchers in Applied Lin-
guistics at different career stages, representing a wide range of sub-fields, and
research synthesis specialists in other disciplines. Unlike other research synthesis
guides, SMART addresses the tension between standardisation and innovation.
Like all methodological guides, SMART aims to establish methodological thresh-
olds and expectations that work for Applied Linguistics; at the same time, we are
reminded by Plonsky et al. (2025) to remain critical, reflecting on key questions
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such as: What are these methodological standards? Why are these standards suit-
able? Who gets to set these standards? What philosophical and epistemologi-
cal views are advocated through these standards? It is important to understand
that Applied Linguistics is an eclectic field of inquiry, straddling disciplinary
boundaries of Education, Psychology, Healthcare, Linguistics, and many more.
To accommodate the dynamic development of the field, it is essential that tools
like SMART would encourage diverse and innovative methodological practices
for conducting research syntheses.

How did SMART strike a balance between methodological standardisation
and innovation? We do so by introducing baseline practices and preferred prac-
tices, which is a unique feature of SMART. Baseline practices refer to actions that
are deemed essential to conducting a high-quality research synthesis; for exam-
ple, the involvement of at least two reviewers in screening, data extraction, and
data synthesis is regarded as non-negotiable. Preferred practices, on the other
hand, are recommendations recognising methodological practices in other dis-
ciplines that improve the rigour of research syntheses. An example is protocol
registration, which was discussed in the previous section. The inclusion of base-
line and preferred practices encouraged Applied Linguists to consider alternative
or additional methodological actions that would enhance the quality of synthetic
research. This feature allows SMART to remain agile and responsive to the latest
methodological developments in the field. For instance, it is expected that in
future versions of SMART, some preferred practices will become baseline prac-
tices due to field consensus, while new recommended actions emerge such as how
artificial intelligence can be used to conduct research syntheses.

The SMART checKklist is currently used by RSAL as a guide to assist prospec-
tive authors in planning, implementing, and reporting their research syntheses. It
is also used by the editors and peer reviewers to assess submissions and provide
feedback. Despite its current use by RSAL, SMART was developed as an edu-
cational tool for researchers who are new to research syntheses, who use it to
guide their research process; for experienced synthesists, SMART can be referred
to when exploring methodological innovations. To make SMART useful to the
field, a validation study is being conducted to gather insights into users’ experi-
ence and the validity of the checklist items. The findings of this study will help
refine SMART, making it a more fit-for-purpose tool for those seeking research
synthesis support.

Infographics

Research syntheses contain rich insights for researchers, practitioners, and poli-
cymakers. Due to the vast volume of information, research syntheses are usually
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presented as long reports. In the case of RSAL, research syntheses are published
as journal articles that can be up to 20,000 words. While informative, they remain
inaccessible to most users of evidence such as teachers. One of the principles
that underpins the SMART checklist is accessibility, which prompts researchers to
consider how synthesised findings can be communicated in a digestible manner
to a non-academic audience. There are different ways to make research syntheses
more accessible to readers outside of academia, such as using diagrams, figures,
and tables. Other examples include summarising findings in plain language, such
as evidence briefs on platforms such as OASIS (oasis-database.org).

RSAL is committed to open science practices, especially when it comes to facil-
itating effective science communication to maximise research impact. RSAL col-
laborates with TESOLgraphics (tesolgraphics.com), an international platform
jointly led by academics and practitioners that produces one-page infographics
for research syntheses. These visual summaries are produced by language teachers
and educators, ensuring the summarised information remains useful and usable to
other professionals in the industry (Sato et al., 2024). When a research synthesis
is accepted for publication by RSAL, the authors are asked to provide a textual
summary in bullet points following a template. This summary is then passed onto
a member of the TESOLgraphics team, who creates an infographic based on the
provided content. At the time of writing, RSAL has appointed our own graphic
abstract designer. RSALs infographics usually contain the following sections: defi-
nition of key term(s), number of studies summarised, what teachers can learn from
the research synthesis, contextual information about the synthesis (e.g., EFL), what
the major findings are, and how teachers can turn these findings into action.

The infographics are available to view as a thumbnail on the article webpage as
well as on the first page of the publication, before the article title and abstract. In
our negotiations with Taylor & Francis, we emphasised the importance of making
these infographics accessible to practitioners. We are pleased that we can make the
thumbnail of the infographic open-access on RSAL's website, as well as upload a
copy of the infographic to the TESOLgraphics site that readers can download with-
out paying a fee. The TESOLgraphics and RSAL teams also share the infographics
on social media, reaching language teachers around the world. At the time of writ-
ing, the TESOLgraphics X account has a follower base of over 4K, and their website
is visited by educators from 126 countries.

Multilingual title, abstract and keywords

To recognise and promote multilingualism in our field, another initiative of RSAL
includes the optional publication of translated title, abstract and keywords, for all
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article types, except book reviews. Kato and Sato’s protocol (2025) is our first pub-
lication to include both English and Japanese titles, abstracts and keywords.

Concluding thoughts

RSAL is on a mission to advocate for responsible and ethical production, dis-
cussion, and use of research syntheses in the evidence ecosystem to inform evi-
dence generation, facilitate evidence translation, and encourage use of evidence
(Shepherd, 2014). As a new methodological journal, we have introduced the var-
ious initiatives, including a dual substantive and methodological review system,
two routes for pre-registration (title registration and protocols), introduction of
SMART as a methodological assessment guide, use of multimodal infographics to
promote open-access and reach for non-academic audience, and the recognition
of multilingualism through the publication of translated titles, abstracts and key-
words. These initiatives will be reviewed periodically as the journal develops.

Al use declaration statement
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Definition

A bibliometric/scientometric review is a type of research synthesis that “encom-
passes all quantitative aspects and models related to the production and dissem-
ination of scientific and technological knowledge” (De Bellis, 2009, p.3). It is
valuable for identifying influential research, revealing developmental trends, and
evaluating scholarly impact within a particular academic domain. This section
does not make a clear-cut distinction between bibliometrics and scientometrics
due to their considerable overlaps, despite that the former deals with more gen-
eral information about publications and the latter focuses on scientific communi-
cation (Aryadoust, 2023).

Methodological stages

Below are the major stages for conducting a bibliometric/scientometric review:
1. Study design

As in every research, the first stage of bibliometric/scientometric reviews begins
with the study design. Scholars clearly define the research aim(s), specify the
research question(s) that best reflect the aim(s), and choose the appropriate bib-
liometric/scientometric approach that addresses the question(s).

2. Data collection

Data collection is mainly divided into four sub-stages. It starts with choosing
a bibliographic database (e.g., Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar)
that provides comprehensive literature coverage of the studied field and reliable
sources of data. With the selected database, scholars define search terms and apply
filters with a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure that the sample of
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publications aligns with the study aim(s). The next sub-stage is to retrieve all the
required data from the database and convert them into a suitable format for the
applied bibliometric tool. Data cleaning is the final step, which often involves
tasks like correcting errors, handling missing information, removing duplicates,
etc. To enhance the transparency and comprehensiveness of the data collection
process, researchers should draw upon a systematic review protocol, such as the
PRISMA statement (Page et al., 2021) or the SPAR-4-SLR protocol (Paul et al.,
2021), and offer scientific justifications for the decisions made at every sub-stage.

3. Data analysis

There are two main analysis procedures in bibliometric/scientometric reviews:
performance analysis and science mapping. Scholars carry out performance
analysis to evaluate the contributions of scientific actors based on a variety of bib-
liometric indicators, so the general scholarly landscape of the studied field can
be presented. Science mapping, which involves tasks like co-citation analysis, co-
word analysis, and bibliographic coupling, is performed to reveal the interactions
between scientific actors.

4. Data visualization

This stage is to create graphical representations of the analysis, which makes
the results easier to interpret and understand. Specific software programs can be
applied to directly display the visuals, particularly in science mapping studies.

5. Interpretation and reporting

The final stage is to interpret the results, acknowledge any limitations, and suggest
future directions. Also, it is of great importance to discuss how well the study sup-
ports the intended research aim(s) and addresses the research question(s).

Software/resources

Several software tools are available for conducting bibliometric/scientometric
reviews, including the following options.

1. Bibliometrix (https://www.bibliometrix.org)

Bibliometrix is an open-source R package that offers a comprehensive set of
tools for bibliometric/scientometric analyses. Its great flexibility and functionality
make it a popular choice among researchers.

2. Biblioshiny (https://www.bibliometrix.org/biblioshiny)
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Biblioshiny is a web-based application powered by the Bibliometrix R-package. Its
user-friendly and well-structured interface allows researchers to perform in-depth
analyses and visualizations without the knowledge of coding.

3. VOSviewer (https://www.vosviewer.com)

VOSviewer is a versatile tool for constructing and visualizing bibliometric net-
works, which represent the relationship between numerous elements of the schol-
arly world, such as journals, researchers, or publications. Additionally, this
software is especially useful for analyzing textual data based on its text-mining
functionality.

4. CiteSpace (http://cluster.cis.drexel.edu/~cchen/citespace)

CiteSpace is a Java-based application that helps analyze and visualize scientific
patterns and developmental trends in a knowledge domain. It is perfect for
researchers to track the research hotspots and fronts in any given field or disci-
pline.

5. BibExcel (https://homepage.univie.ac.at/juan.gorraiz/bibexcel)

BibExcel is designed for preprocessing and analyzing bibliographic data. While it
lacks built-in visualization features, it supports various export options that enable
visualization through other software.

Al use declaration statement
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Examples of bibliometric/scientometrics publications

Here are four publications that are good examples of conducting this kind of research synthesis:

Meihami, H., & Esfandiari, R. (Ed.). (2024). A scientometrics research perspective in applied
linguistics. Springer.

This book provides a comprehensive introduction to scientometrics in advancing and reshap-

ing the field of applied linguistics. Through a blend of theoretical insights and hands-on guid-

ance, it empowers readers to engage critically with scholarly production and communication

using scientometric methods and tools.

Plonsky, L. (2023). Introducing bibliometrics in applied linguistics. Studies in Second Language
Learning and Teaching, 13(4), 721-726.


https://www.vosviewer.com/
http://cluster.cis.drexel.edu/~cchen/citespace
https://homepage.univie.ac.at/juan.gorraiz/bibexcel
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-51726-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-51726-6
https://doi.org/10.14746/ssllt.40213
https://doi.org/10.14746/ssllt.40213

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

Section overview

71

The editorial introduces a special issue of SSLLT on bibliometrics in applied linguistics. It high-
lights that bibliometric research is a natural extension of ongoing methodological innovations
in the field, equipped with both methodological toolkits and synthetic mindedness.

Zakaria, A., & Aryadoust, V. (2024). A scientometric analysis of applied linguistics research
(1970-2022): Methodology and future directions. Applied Linguistics Review, 15(4),
1595-1619.

This article provides a systematic mapping of the applied linguistics field over five decades.

With a clear how-to-do guide, it is a valuable reference for researchers interested in conducting

bibliometric/ scientometric reviews.

Zhang, S., & Aryadoust, V. (2025). Why are some articles highly cited in applied linguistics? A
bibliometric study. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 1-23.

This bibliometric review brings a nuanced perspective on the dynamics of citation practices in

applied linguistics research. Focusing on highly cited papers and underlying mechanisms that

contribute to their prominence, it offers valuable insights for evaluating research performance
and impact in the field.
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Methodological considerations
in conducting
bibliometric/scientometric reviews
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Bibliometric and scientometric reviews have become vital in Applied
Linguistics, leveraging accessible data from repositories like Scopus and Web
of Science to systematically map research outputs. These reviews
quantitatively analyse scholarly publications to uncover research topic
evolution, key authors, influential articles, citation patterns, and
collaboration networks. Scientometric analysis extends this by exploring
connections between science and societal, technological, and economic
factors. With the surge in scholarly outputs in Applied Linguistics over the
past two decades, robust methodological considerations are essential for
reliable and transparent bibliometric reviews. This chapter examines these
considerations, drawing on two representative studies by the authors
focusing on corpus linguistics and written corrective feedback. It discusses
critical decisions covering expected (i.e. planned for) and unexpected (i.e.
resulting from the data collection and analysis) issues including keyword
selection for data retrieval, inclusion/exclusion criteria, challenges with
bibliometric data, software and statistical choices, and ensuring diversity and
equity in reporting. By synthesising insights from these studies and others,
this chapter offers a comprehensive guide for researchers, particularly
novices, for conducting bibliometric reviews in Applied Linguistics.

Keywords: bibliometric review, scientometric review, corpus linguistics,
metadata, applied linguistics

Background

With the advent of online research data repositories such as Scopus and Web of
Science allowing ease of access to bibliometric data, bibliometric and scientomet-

ric reviews have gained importance in many disciplines — including Applied Lin-
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guistics — as systematic methods to map and analyse the research outputs of a
given field. By quantitatively analysing scholarly publications through bibliomet-
ric analysis, these reviews reveal the evolution of research topics, key contributing
authors, the most influential articles or venues within a specific area, citation pat-
terns, and institutional collaboration networks. Unlike meta-analysis (Chapters 7,
8), bibliometric methods typically do not estimate effect sizes but instead examine
structural patterns in the literature. The scientometric analysis goes one step fur-
ther, using bibliometric approaches to analyse the relationships between science
and societal, technological, and economic factors using data sources including not
only bibliometric data but patent analysis and research funding, although such
analyses are as yet uncommon in Applied Linguistics (see Zakaria & Aryadoust,
2024 however for a notable exception).

With marked increases in scholarly outputs in Applied Linguistics over the
past two decades (Lei and Liu, 2019), the need for robust methodological consid-
erations in conducting such reviews is crucial to ensure reliability, transparency,
and the representativeness of any findings (see Chapter 1). This chapter therefore
explores the methodological considerations involved in conducting bibliometric
reviews with insights drawn from two representative studies in Applied Lin-
guistics published by the authors of this chapter, specifically focusing on corpus
linguistics and written corrective feedback (WCF). We discuss the key method-
ological decisions made when conducting these reviews, including the selection
of appropriate keywords for data retrieval, the study’s inclusion and exclusion
criteria for retrieved studies, the challenges of working with bibliometric data,
the choice of software and statistical approaches for analysis, and diversity and
equity in reporting results. Drawing on our experiences with these representative
bibliometric studies and other studies conducted by the third author and other
researchers, we aim to provide a comprehensive guide for researchers, especially
novices, who may consider conducting their own bibliometric reviews in Applied
Linguistics.

1.1 Representative study 1: A bibliometric review of corpus linguistics
(Crosthwaite, Ningrum & Schweinberger, 2022)

Crosthwaite, P, Ningrum, S., & Schweinberger, M. (2022). Research trends in cor-
pus linguistics: A bibliometric analysis of two decades of Scopus-indexed corpus
linguistics research in arts and humanities. International Journal of Corpus Lin-
guistics, 28(3), 344-377. https://doi.org/10.1075/ijcl.21072.cro

The first representative study in this chapter presents a bibliometric analysis
of the field of corpus linguistics. Corpus linguistics involves the principled col-
lection of electronically searchable texts aiming to represent the genre, register or
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language under investigation, before analysis using specialised software (known
as corpus tools) that can retrieve textual, statistical and visual data revealing
the patterns of language use contained within. This information can be used to
describe, compare, and teach language trends used for a wide range of linguistic
and pedagogical purposes. The bibliometric analysis of corpus linguistics by
Crosthwaite, Ningrum, and Schweinberger (2022) mapped the important
authors, publications, and regions of corpus linguistics research in the arts and
humanities between 2000 and 2020. The study included 5,829 articles from 429
Scopus-indexed journals that met the inclusion criteria for the study. The data
revealed an increase in research on corpus-assisted discourse studies, lexical bun-
dles, and academic writing over more established research areas, such as gram-
mar, alongside the formation of newer topics such as multilingualism and social
media. The study also highlighted the rise of China in corpus linguistics research,
reflecting its increasing importance as a site of Applied Linguistics research more
broadly, as well as an increase in corpus studies on Chinese, Russian, Spanish, and
Italian languages. The most influential contributors to the field in terms of citation
and publication counts as well as the most influential individual works were also
revealed. The results indicated multiple connections between advancements in
corpus research and historical socio-cultural changes in Applied Linguistics and
society at large.

1.2 Representative study 2: A bibliometric review of L2
written corrective feedback

Crosthwaite, P, Ningrum, S., & Lee, L. (2022). Research trends in L2 written
corrective feedback: A bibliometric analysis of three decades of Scopus-indexed
research on L2 WCF. Journal of Second Language Writing, 58, 100934. https://doi
.0rg/10.1016/j.jslw.2022.100934

WCEF is a key pedagogical approach in the field of second language writing
teaching and learning involving teachers’ marking of errors in learners’ written
production to facilitate subsequent revision for remediation of said errors, in
order to improve both writing quality and promote conditions for second lan-
guage acquisition. In our bibliometric study, Crosthwaite, Ningrum, and Lee
(2022) mapped 30 years of Scopus-indexed research on L2 WCE, analysing 493
journal articles, books and book chapters meeting the study’s inclusion criteria.
We tracked key research trends such as teacher and peer feedback, direct versus
indirect WCF, learner engagement with WCF, and the role of WCF in improving
grammatical accuracy. Notably, the data reveal the field has witnessed significant
geographical diversification, with an increasing number of studies emerging from
China, Iran, and Spain, moving beyond an early dominance of studies from the
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USA and UK. However, studies on languages other than English remain infre-
quent. A number of influential, highly cited L2 WCF researchers were identified
in the data over the study period, including clusters of L2 WCF researchers span-
ning a range of (inter)disciplinary research areas.

2. Methodological and ethical issues

When planning and conducting a bibliometric review, researchers face various
methodological and ethical dilemmas. These can be broadly categorised into
anticipated and unanticipated issues, and both must be addressed thoughtfully to
ensure the validity and reliability of the review.

2.1 Anticipated methodological and ethical issues

In conducting a bibliometric analysis, certain methodological and ethical deci-
sions must be made by the researchers ahead of retrieving the metadata for
subsequent analysis. These are anticipated in that appropriate retrieval of said
metadata cannot be conducted without first considering these issues, which are
mostly related to the inclusion and exclusion criteria for metadata retrieval. This
includes choosing the indexing database from which to retrieve article metadata
for analysis (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science), the selection of keywords for retrieval,
the types of documents to include (e.g., journal articles, book chapters, confer-
ence papers), whether the publications are available open access or behind sub-
scriptions, the timeframe(s) from which to include publications, and the ethical
considerations underlying many of these choices.

The selection of indexing databases from which to retrieve article metadata
for inclusion is of course crucial to the whole exercise. Typically, Scopus or Web
of Science are used in bibliometric studies due to their broad coverage of journals,
detailed metadata including publication date, author citations, author affiliations,
co-authorship networks, and journal impact factors. They also allow for ease of
retrieval and download of said metadata for subsequent analysis. In the two rep-
resentative studies of this chapter, Scopus allowed for the download of metadata
across journal articles, books, and book chapters using several simple checkboxes
and sliders following keyword input, downloading these into a .csv file for subse-
quent analysis. However, in our L2 WCEF study, for example, this approach omit-
ted some publication outlets that are gaining in prominence only recently (e.g.
Journal of Writing Research), or L2 writing-focused journals not indexed in Sco-
pus (e.g. Journal of Response to Writing). We describe studies using alternatives
to Scopus in Section 4 of this chapter. Another alternative is to select only publi-
cations from certain journals (Chapters 2, 3).
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Another crucial factor is the type of publications to be retrieved for analysis.
These may include journal articles, academic books, book chapters, conference
papers, undergraduate, graduate or PhD level theses/dissertations, pre-prints,
websites and many more. The decision on what to select will depend on the relative
level of peer review and study quality one may wish to capture in their bibliometric
study. In our L2 WCEF study, only final-stage journal articles, books, and book
chapters were included. This decision, while ensuring high-quality peer-reviewed
publications, may have omitted significant yet unpublished research in conference
papers for example, which in certain fields (e.g. computational linguistics) may be
more prestigious than publication in journal articles. An even narrower approach
was taken in our corpus linguistics study where only final-stage journal articles
were included given the vast size of the original dataset, therefore omitting influen-
tial book chapters and monographs (although the latter were discussed in terms of
which works were cited in our dataset of research articles).

Another anticipated issue is choosing open- versus closed-access publica-
tions. Open-access sources often have higher citation rates due to their broader
availability, which can skew results. Researchers must consider whether to include
only open-access journals or to balance their dataset with closed-access ones,
acknowledging that the accessibility of research can affect its inclusion and impact
in bibliometric reviews (see Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025 for evidence of this).

It is also important to consider the selection of (sub)disciplines for analysis.
This can include the selection of discipline when retrieving articles from the
repository itself in the first instance (if the repository allows for this), or it can
come in the form of selecting journals for inclusion from a broader disciplinary
category (e.g. arts and humanities; social sciences). For example, in our biblio-
metric study of corpus linguistics, we limited the scope of publications to those
of the arts and humanities, although this decision resulted in papers from com-
putational linguistics, which often report corpus-based research, being omitted
from inclusion. Journals in this subdiscipline often fall under the sciences and
tend to focus on the tool or program accuracy over the detailed analysis of cor-
pora. Papers that span multiple fields may also not be fully captured or appropri-
ately classified. Researchers considering conducting a bibliometric study should
therefore have a good general knowledge of their field so as to understand which
journals fall under their specific discipline and which do not, as retrieval of meta-
data from repositories such as Scopus may result in journals not strictly within the
target discipline being included.

Another key consideration is the timeline(s) for inclusion. Bibliometric stud-
ies on relatively new topics (e.g. generative AI) will result in a relatively narrower
timeline from which to draw related research, meaning that citation counts for
authors and articles will be skewed towards those generating high immediate
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impact but potentially without long-lasting impact. There may also be insufficient
citation counts for subsequent analyses if the timeline is too narrow. Moreover,
studies that seek to compare bibliometric trends over set periods such as decades
(as conducted in both our representative bibliometric studies in this chapter) run
the risk of earlier decades having relatively little in the way of publications, given
the far smaller number of journals available decades ago compared to the vast
array of journals now available in our field. For example, in our L2 WCF study,
the decision was made to retrieve data from 1991 onwards, as prior to 1991 only
four representative studies met our inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Defining the research area and selecting appropriate keywords are also crit-
ical to the success of any bibliometric analysis. Keywords must reflect the breadth
of the field while ensuring sufficient specificity to capture all relevant publications,
so simply searching for a single term may be insufficient. For instance, in WCF
research, terms like “written feedback,” “corrective feedback,” and “error correc-
tion” are frequent in L2 writing research, but each carries slightly different con-
notations, potentially leading to the inclusion or exclusion of studies that do not
fit the intended focus. For instance, studies on general written feedback or those
on oral corrective feedback are not to be mistaken for studies on WCE. Likewise,
studies that do not specify an L2 focus or with unclear L2 population need to
be excluded. Additionally, in our study on corpus linguistics, what counts as a
‘corpus’ can vary significantly across disciplines. For example, ‘corpus’ is used in
a non-linguistic sense (e.g., in art, referring to a body of work, or in archaeol-
ogy, referring to the collection of retrieved artefacts from a particular location).
Moreover, as highlighted in Dong et al. (2023a), the very definition of the tar-
get construct for analysis (in their case, ‘data-driven learning’) may have evolved
over time, from its conceptualisation in the 1980s to the modern day. This tempo-
ral evolution presents a methodological challenge for bibliometric studies, as key
terms and conceptual boundaries shift in response to theoretical advancements,
technological developments, and pedagogical refinements. To address such issue,
researchers may employ a diachronic perspective in bibliometric analyses by seg-
menting their dataset into temporal phases, allowing for a more fine-grained
analysis of how a field has developed across distinct scholarly periods, as illus-
trated in Dong et al. (2024). Such an approach enables scholars to distinguish
between foundational works that established the field, intermediary studies that
expanded its theoretical scope, and contemporary research that reflects its latest
innovations.

The choice of bibliometric software is another anticipated issue. In our rep-
resentative studies, VOSviewer was used for its ability to visualise co-citation net-
works and keyword co-occurrence maps, making it ideal for identifying research
trends. Additionally, VOSviewer’s hierarchical clustering algorithms allowed for
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the creation of clear, visually interpretable networks, although it does not have
the time-slicing feature that allows users to conduct historical analyses to see how
the influence of certain research topics has evolved, useful for identifying long-
term shifts in research trends (Zhang & Chen, 2020). Other tools are discussed in
Section 4.

The selection of quantitative metadata for analysis is also a major method-
ological decision to be considered. For example, do we compare author impact
through the number of all citations over time (thus skewing the data towards
older, established researchers), or citations in a certain period? Measuring and
comparing author productivity is also difficult when comparing authors who
mostly publish books versus those who publish journal articles, or those who pro-
duce non-traditional research outputs that could still be considered Applied Lin-
guistics e.g. dictionaries, reference guides, and performances. Other researchers
may be very productive in the field but choose to publish in outlets that are
not indexed in research repositories (e.g. Scopus), whose work, therefore, will be
omitted from subsequent analysis.

Conducting bibliometric analyses raises several ethical concerns. While ethi-
cal approval from university IRB boards is not typically required for Bibliometric
studies as no human data is required (typically ethics waivers may be arranged,
as they were for the two studies mentioned in this chapter), ethics in a broader
sense is fundamental to any proposed bibliometric study’s methods (Chapter 20).
It is important to ensure objectivity and systematicity while avoiding biases dur-
ing dataset construction and subsequent analysis. For example, limitations in
metadata inclusion, such as whether publications are limited to English, may
reduce dataset reliability or promote marginalisation of researchers based on
socio-economic background, gender, or institutional status. Another significant
issue involves the inclusion of publications from predatory journals, which may
engage in unethical practices like citation manipulation or publishing fabricated
research. Nowadays, there is a growing presence of predatory journals in main-
stream databases, requiring researchers to have a degree of expertise in the rel-
evant discipline to be able to spot predatory journals within the sample dataset.
This can be achieved by checking for suspicious signs such as unrealistic pub-
lication timelines between submission and acceptance as shown on a journal’s
website, by consulting experienced mentors or using resources like Beall’s List' to
verify journal credibility. Cross-referencing a journal’s indexing in trusted data-
bases and scrutinising its editorial board for recognised experts can further help
distinguish legitimate publications from predatory ones.

1. https://beallslist.net/
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2.2 Unanticipated methodological and ethical issues

In contrast to the expected methodological and ethical issues in the previous sec-
tion, a range of unanticipated issues arise typically following metadata retrieval
from the target repository, during analysis, or even following the publication of
the study itself. This section discusses several of these issues.

One key limitation in retrieving datasets from Scopus is the restriction on
exporting metadata for a large number of documents. Scopus allows users to
export metadata using various filters; however, the maximum limit for exporting
records is 20,000 per seven days. These records can be exported in formats such
as CSV, TXT, BIB, or RIS. As our dataset exceeded this limit, we had to split
the data into smaller batches and download them separately, which can be time-
consuming and error prone. This limitation becomes particularly problematic
for bibliometric studies requiring comprehensive datasets involving tens of thou-
sands of records. At the time our articles were written, the Scopus API would send
an email with a link to download the CSV dataset, which was accessible for one
week. This process often introduced delays as we had to wait for a new down-
load link to be sent, and also raised difficulties if we needed to re-download a
list we had previously downloaded. Additionally, managing and merging multi-
ple exported files to form a complete dataset can pose challenges in ensuring data
consistency and avoiding duplication.

Unanticipated issues often arise with missing data. For example, in our rep-
resentative studies, missing abstracts or keywords in many documents indexed in
Scopus made it difficult to determine their relevance without accessing the full
text. This can lead to the exclusion of potentially important studies because of
incomplete metadata (particularly if the researchers lack access to the work(s) in
question), skewing the dataset and influencing the resulting analysis. For exam-
ple, in our L2 WCF study, a number of articles were excluded where some form of
WCF might well have been employed (e.g., peer feedback during online collabo-
rative writing) but they were not specifically analysed. Another factor is that the
chosen repository (e.g., Scopus) may not be able to provide information on how
often articles were cited within a given timeframe (e.g. how many citations were
generated between 2001-2005, 2006-2010, etc.), meaning the number of citations
would only reflect the most recent citation count the repository holds. Article key-
words were also largely absent from articles in our L2 WCF study between 1991 and
2000 as this timeframe dated back to pre-broadband internet and the wide accessi-
bility of journals online. Studies on languages other than English may also be rare
in certain fields, making subsequent analysis tricky. For example, in our L2 WCF
study, only one study in a language other than English (Spanish) made our inclu-
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sion/exclusion criteria between 1991-2000. This meant this time frame could not
then be included in a subsequent regression analysis due to a lack of data.

Duplicate records are also an unexpected issue that may need to be resolved.
For example, if a given study has been published both as a conference paper and
a journal article with the same title, a decision should be made as to whether both
entries should be combined for subsequent analysis. Similarly, when analysing
author metrics, consideration for authors’ initials is important in the case where
multiple entries are found for the same person, e.g. M. Halliday vs. M.A.K.
Halliday. Sometimes, researchers may face the opposite problem where authors
with the same name and initial (e.g. Y. Kim) may appear to be the same person
but are in fact different authors. Inappropriate records also appear in datasets
retrieved from repositories such as Scopus if they have been incorrectly tagged.
For example, spelling errors in journal, title, or author names may require signif-
icant manual correction, while non-research focused articles such as editorials,
corrigendums, retraction notices, letters to the editors, and commentaries may be
included in the initial data retrieval but need to be manually excluded later.

Another limitation of bibliometric analysis is the challenge of time lag in
the rapidly evolving academic landscape. Bibliometric studies rely primarily on
published references, meaning that their findings inherently reflect past research
trends rather than capturing real-time developments. As a result, there may be an
unavoidable time lag between the latest advancements in a field and their visibil-
ity in bibliometric analyses. This issue is particularly notable in fast-moving areas
of Applied Linguistics, where emerging theoretical frameworks, methodological
innovations, and technological advancements may not yet be adequately repre-
sented in citation databases. Additionally, the indexing and updating processes
of bibliometric databases such as Scopus and Web of Science introduce further
delays, as newly published works take time to be processed and integrated. Con-
sequently, bibliometric analyses may not fully account for the most recent shifts
in scholarly discourse, which can impact the comprehensiveness and relevance of
their conclusions.

Researchers may also face reactions from scholars who feel that their work
was unfairly excluded from a review. For them, this exclusion may lead to inter-
personal and reputational challenges. In our own experience, some prominent
researchers expressed concerns about not being included in a bibliometric study
due to our predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, even though their work
was highly relevant to the field. This issue necessitates careful explanation regard-
ing inclusion and exclusion criteria in the study’s methodology section.
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3. Course of action

When dealing with both expected and unexpected challenges, researchers must
adopt flexible and transparent strategies. This section describes how the two rep-
resentative studies listed in this chapter addressed these challenges.

To address the dataset export limitations in Scopus, we divided data into
smaller subsets by applying filters such as publication year, subject area, or doc-
ument type, and exported them in manageable batches. This approach ensured
that the dataset remained within the 20,000-record export limit imposed by Sco-
pus. Although the recent feature allowing users to directly download CSV files
without relying on email has improved accessibility, it does not resolve the fun-
damental challenge of handling large datasets for bibliometric studies. To mitigate
these challenges, employing robust data cleaning and preprocessing techniques
becomes essential. We applied preprocessing techniques such as harmonising
keywords, resolving variations in journal titles, and verifying publication dates to
further enhance the accuracy and usability of the dataset.

Regarding the study’s inclusion and exclusion criteria, a crucial factor in deter-
mining whether our criteria were appropriate was to benchmark our final dataset
sample against that of another (smaller) sample that could also be considered rep-
resentative of the area under investigation. For example, in the representative study
on corpus linguistics, we compared the number of articles in our dataset with
a smaller subset of articles taken from four key corpus linguistics-focused jour-
nals (International Journal of Corpus Linguistics, Corpus Linguistics and Linguis-
tic Theory, Corpora, and International Journal of Learner Corpus Research). This
was because if one can consider all articles from these journals as ‘corpus linguis-
tics research), the proportion of articles in our sample dataset should be as close to
100% of the list of all articles in these four journals as possible. Our final sample was
determined to contain 555 out of a maximum 601 (92.35%) articles from these four
journals within the specified timeframe, which, together with manual checking of
each article in the sample, confirms our inclusion and exclusion criteria cover at
least 90% coverage of corpus linguistics research.

A key mechanism for screening articles is ensuring interrater/intercoder reli-
ability. In bibliometric analyses where large datasets are coded and categorised
by multiple researchers, interrater/intercoder reliability is critical to ensure the
validity of the results. In the studies by Dong et al. (2023a; 2023b), the researchers
used Cohen’s kappa to assess agreement in identifying discrepancies in data inter-
pretation and ensuring consistency across reviewers. In the two representative
studies in this chapter, each article was manually checked for exclusion and inclu-
sion by two researchers using a colour coding scheme in two matching Excel tabs
(green=agree, yellow=unsure, red=remove). Articles that were deemed irrelevant



82

Peter Crosthwaite, Sulistya Ningrum & Jihua Dong

by both researchers were excluded, leading to the creation of a new dataset for
another round of colour coding. After five full rounds, any remaining yellow-
coloured articles were discussed by the researchers before reaching a final agree-
ment, ensuring both researchers reached 100% agreement on the final dataset.

Regarding unexpected issues related to duplicates in retrieved metadata, one
solution taken in the two representative studies was to keep a thesaurus of article
keywords which combines all variants of a keyword into a single unit. For exam-
ple, in the corpus linguistics study, we merged the keywords ‘CADS], ‘CADA,
‘corpus-assisted discourse study; ‘corpus-assisted discourse analysis, and ‘corpus-
based discourse study’, recording each as ‘CADS. Similarly, for languages, varieties
such as ‘Hong Kong English’ and ‘Indian English’ were recorded as ‘English’;
‘Slovene’ was merged with ‘Slovenian; etc.

Regarding statistical analyses, a number of possibilities are available in terms
of the selection of inferential statistical techniques, which are informed by the
research questions the study is set to tackle. In the two representative studies in
this chapter, we adopted regression analyses (using the R statistical package) to
determine relative increases and decreases in topic popularity, languages of inves-
tigation, and geographic sources of publication. An additional step in ensuring
the validity of our study in terms of external scrutiny was to hyperlink the full
R notebooks used to conduct these regression analyses within the articles them-
selves, with the dataset also stored online for download. Another statistical course
of action taken in the two representative studies was to normalise the frequency
of keywords by timeframe to a value of n per 100. This was important in meaning-
tully comparing the relative increase/decrease of keywords within and across each
timeframe, being mindful that earlier time frames tend to have a smaller dataset
than more recent timeframes due to the ever-increasing volume of research pub-
lications over time. A similar approach was taken to analysing change over time
in countries of publication origin, with a proportional percentage increase over
time calculated using the geometric means of the earliest and latest timeframes.
Regarding author citations, it can sometimes be the case that a single multi-
authored article can be very highly cited. If the authors did not publish other cited
papers in the dataset, when generating the tables containing the highest-cited
authors it can appear as if a number of people have exactly the same number of
citations. Therefore, in our representative studies, fora particular timeframe, we
added a footnote to the tables informing the reader that authors with an asterisk
(*) next to their names worked on the same article. Additionally, because Scopus
could not provide the number of citations per individual timeframe, our citation
counts only matched the current historical citation count at the time of metadata
download. While this privileges older works in terms of citation count per time-
frame, it at least suggests the authors featured in top-cited lists have published
studies with a lasting legacy in that research area.
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Regarding tensions from researchers in the field post-publication, it is impor-
tant to thoroughly communicate inclusion and exclusion criteria both in the arti-
cle itself as well as externally. In the review, this should be clear in the study’s
methodology section but also in the study’s limitations section where all expected
and unexpected issues are clearly acknowledged. Regarding external commu-
nication, in the two representative studies, we consulted with experts in the
related field through personal correspondence and Applied Linguistics-related
social media groups; we also sought feedback by presenting preliminary findings
at conferences to gain the broader academic community’s input. This open dia-
logue helped address concerns about the applied criteria and ensured that our
dataset was as comprehensive as possible. As mentioned, making the sample
datasets and R notebooks available through open-access methods may also
increase transparency and help mitigate misunderstandings.

Regarding the ethical issues mentioned in Section 2, the key is to ensure that
each of the methodological steps discussed above is conducted objectively and
systematically without cherry-picking article types, sources, statistics, or coverage
to ensure the data fit the researchers’ pre-defined narrative(s). Moreover, clearly
acknowledging the limitations of the researchers’ approach to metadata inclusion
is vital in ensuring the reliability of the final dataset including specifying if the
retrieved articles included English-only publications or those in other languages.
It is also important (particularly if the study is eventually published) to ensure
that the selection of authors, institutions or regions for inclusion is, in fact, repre-
sentative of the field, so as to avoid marginalising individual researchers or groups
of researchers based on factors such as socio-economic background, gender, insti-
tution status. Finally, researchers need to consider how to handle publications
from predatory journals. Such journals may engage in unethical research practices
such as citation inflation/manipulation, publish research with false data or even
articles entirely produced using generative Al In the representative studies, this
issue was addressed by manually reviewing the journals’ quality (as discussed ear-
lier in this chapter) to ensure only legitimate publications are featured, although
expertise in the area may be a requirement for this.

4. Alternative courses of action

The chosen courses of action reflect those undertaken in the two representative
studies outlined in this chapter. However, other options are available to
researchers in overcoming both expected and unexpected issues that may arise
when conducting a bibliometric analysis. This section describes how other
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notable bibliometric studies in Applied Linguistics have overcome such issues for
the reader.

Regarding expected issues relating to inclusion of articles for analysis, while
our representative studies used Scopus, alternative courses of action could include
using different indexing databases such as Web of Science, which offers better cov-
erage in some areas of the humanities compared to Scopus. Recent Bibliometric
studies in Applied Linguistics looking at the use of corpora for data-driven learn-
ing and metadiscourse for example (Dong et al., 2023a, 2023b, 2024) used Web of
Science, which contains metadata on articles dating back much further than Sco-
pus and has stricter quality criteria for publications to be included in its database,
albeit at the expense of the coverage offered by Scopus. Additionally, Web of Sci-
ence’s Arts & Humanities Citation Index (A&HCI) is a specific feature that pro-
vides superior coverage in these disciplines (Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). Web
of Science also collects citations on software and datasets, an important omission
in our Scopus-driven bibliometric study on corpus linguistics as many top-cited
researchers in the field generate 1000s of direct citations to their corpus analy-
sis software or corpus data rather than papers associated with said software or
data. In addition, Web of Science combines early access and published works into
a single record, expanding the potential range of articles for analysis. Another
strategy is expanding database coverage by utilising the freely accessible Google
Scholar which indexes the full text or metadata of literature across a variety of dis-
ciplines. Although time-consuming, this methodology could have expanded the
dataset to include grey literature and non-indexed works. Some studies have used
Google Scholar for this purpose (e.g., Bornmann et al., 2016). However, despite
having the largest coverage, third-party software must be used to extract article
metadata and Google Scholar cannot account for low-quality or predatory pub-
lications. Regional databases such as SciELO for publications in Latin America,
Spain, and Portugal or the China National Knowledge Infrastructure may also be
used to gather more targeted data.

Regarding the bibliographic analysis software, while our representative stud-
ies used VOSViewer, other tools offer alternative functionalities and may be more
appropriate depending on the goals of the review. Tools such as OpenRefine,
Python, and specialised bibliometric software can be highly effective in consol-
idating multiple files into a cohesive dataset (Moral-Munoz, et al., 2019). Open-
Refine excels in cleaning and transforming data, making it ideal for identifying
and resolving inconsistencies. Python, with its extensive libraries like pandas
and NumPy, offers powerful scripting capabilities for automating complex data
integration processes. Meanwhile, bibliometric software like VOSViewer,” BibEx-

2. https://www.vosviewer.com/
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cel,? CiteSpace, or Gephi provides solutions for managing and analysing publi-
cation data, ensuring seamless integration of metadata. By leveraging these tools,
researchers can streamline merging of datasets while maintaining accuracy and
consistency (Moral-Munoz et al., 2019). A comprehensive overview of all available
tools for analysis is found in Zakaria & Aryadoust (2024). For example, Gephi*
offers deeper insights into citation clusters and co-authorship networks. Mean-
while, CiteSpace® excels at identifying upcoming trends and citation hotspots. It
combines information visualisation, data mining, and bibliometrics to automat-
ically identify clusters and emphasise temporal trends in a study subject (Chen,
2018; Liu & Wang, 2016). Citespace was used in Dong et al’s (2023a) bibliometric
analysis of metadiscourse as an evolving area of Applied Linguistics research as
this facilitates co-citation analysis. This involves developing a dynamic co-citation
network comprising references co-cited in all studies within the dataset. This
allows researchers to determine the themes of each co-citation cluster (and there-
fore, the target research area) by extracting noun phrases from the titles, key-
words, or abstracts of articles that cited the respective clusters (Chen, 2016).
Regarding the choice of statistics for analysis, Dong et al. (2023b) used biblio-
metric techniques to explore the field of data-driven learning, a sub-field of cor-
pus linguistics specifically dedicated to the use of corpora for language teaching
and learning. The study uses Shneider’s (2009) four-stage evolutionary model of
a research field, divided into a ‘conceptualising stage’ (1980s-1998), the ‘maturing
stage’ (1998-2011), and the ‘expansion stage’ (2011-now). Their study used key-
word co-occurrence analysis of article keywords to determine the top keywords
over a thirty-year publication period, and co-citation analysis of influential publi-
cations and journals. Importantly, their study also uses Structural Variation Analy-
sis (SVA), an alternative statistical approach to (co)citation tracking, that charts
‘transformative’ individual research outputs responsible for influencing a field
during these evolutionary periods. ‘“Transformative’ in this sense can be quan-
tified through SVA based on information in the publication, mainly cited refer-
ences. The higher the degree of variation, the more transformative a publication
will be. This approach intends to negate the impact of chronological bias inher-
ent in (co)citation practices where newer articles receive fewer citations than
older articles, serving as “a good indicator of potentially high-impact publica-
tions (regardless of their publication dates), and thereby signalling the direction of
future research in a field” (p.342). SVA has been used to identify studies with high
transformative potential such as Nobel Prize-winning publications (Sebastian &

3. https://homepage.univie.ac.at/juan.gorraiz/bibexcel/
4. https://gephi.org/
5. https://citespace.podia.com/
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Chen, 2021). This approach was also used in Dong et al’s (2024) bibliometric
analysis of second language writing assessment, identifying 11 recent publications
with ‘transformative potential’ as realised through SVA between 2018 and 2022.
Given the advantages of SVAs in mitigating chronological bias and capturing
emerging high-impact research, its application in Applied Linguistics bibliometric
studies holds significant promise. Future research could extend its use to other
subfields, such as multilingualism, language assessment, and technology-
enhanced language learning, to uncover evolving paradigms and the scholars
shaping these developments. Furthermore, integrating structural variation analy-
sis with network-based visualizations, such as bibliographic coupling and the-
matic clustering could provide a more comprehensive understanding of how
knowledge structures in Applied Linguistics evolve over time, offering valuable
insights for both researchers and policymakers in the field.

Another interesting approach is found in a bibliometric study exploring why
some articles become highly cited in Applied Linguistics (Zhang & Aryadoust,
2025), who applied multiple linear regression analysis techniques to identify 11
article-extrinsic factors predictive of highly cited articles, including number of
authors, subfield, methodology, title length, CiteScore, accessibility, and scholar
h-index. According to the study’s authors, such statistical analysis allows
researchers to “recognize the underlying forces affecting research impact” (p.1).

To address the limitation of outdatedness in bibliometric analysis, researchers
can implement several strategies to improve the timeliness and relevance of their
findings. One approach is to incorporate preprints and grey literature, such as
conference proceedings and working papers, which can capture emerging
research before it is indexed in bibliometric databases. Additionally, adopting a
longitudinal approach by periodically updating datasets enables researchers to
track evolving research trends more accurately. Integrating bibliometric analy-
sis with expert review or qualitative methods can further contextualize findings,
offering insights into recent developments that may not yet be reflected in citation
networks. Expanding database coverage by cross-referencing multiple sources,
such as Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, as mentioned previously can
help mitigate discrepancies in indexing speed and ensure more comprehensive
data collection. Finally, explicitly acknowledging the inherent time lag in biblio-
metric studies allows readers to interpret findings with an awareness of potential
gaps, while also encouraging continuous updates to maintain the accuracy and
relevance of bibliometric analyses as the field progresses.
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5. Conclusion

Bibliometric and scientometric reviews are powerful tools for mapping research
landscapes, but they come with significant methodological and ethical challenges.
By carefully selecting inclusion criteria, defining constructs, and choosing appro-
priate software, researchers can produce meaningful and equitable reviews. Being
transparent about the decision-making process and open to feedback from the
academic community helps ensure that the results are robust and accepted by
the wider field. We hope the Applied Linguistics community can benefit from the
experiences outlined in this chapter, and look forward to more bibliometric stud-
ies of key issues in Applied Linguistics in the near future. It is also hoped that this
chapter will serve as a foundation for further exploration and innovation in bib-
liometric studies of Applied Linguistics, fostering a more nuanced and compre-
hensive understanding of a particular intellectual landscape.

6. Questions for discussion

1. How can researchers ensure that bibliometric reviews account for diversity
and equity in terms of geographical representation?

2. What are the potential risks of relying solely on Scopus or Web of Science for
bibliometric analyses? What other databases can be used?

3. Whatare the limitations of bibliometric software in revealing emerging trends
in certain fields?

4. What ethical considerations arise when excluding certain types of publica-
tions (e.g., non-English language papers) from a bibliometric review?

5. How can researchers handle backlash from scholars whose work is excluded
from a bibliometric review?
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Further reading

Lei, L., & Liu, D. (2019). Research trends in applied linguistics from 2005 to 2016: A bibliomet-
ric analysis and its implications. Applied Linguistics, 40(3), 540-561.

This study is valuable for its comprehensive analysis of research trends in applied linguistics
using bibliometric methods, offering insights into topic shifts and citation patterns that guide
researchers in understanding the field’s evolution.

Zakaria, A., & Aryadoust, V. (2024). A scientometric analysis of applied linguistics research
(1970-2022): Methodology and future directions. Applied Linguistics Review, 15(4),
1595-1619.

This work provides a robust methodological framework for scientometric analysis, making

it an excellent resource for researchers seeking to map long-term trends and methodological

advancements in applied linguistics.

Sun, Y., & Lan, G. (2021). Research trends in ‘trans-’studies on writing: A bibliometric analysis.
System, 103, 1026 40.

Focused on translingual writing, this study demonstrates the application of bibliometric tech-
niques to niche areas, offering practical guidance for analysing specific subfields within applied
linguistics.
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CHAPTER 6

Towards methodological rigor

and analytical depth

in conducting bibliometric reviews
A case study in Applied Linguistics

Sai Zhang & Vahid Aryadoust

Hebei Normal University  Nanyang Technological University

This chapter critically reflects on our bibliometric review (Zhang &
Aryadoust, 2025), which examined the role of extrinsic factors in shaping
the citation landscape of Applied Linguistics literature. Accordingly, we
highlight two key methodological considerations in conducting bibliometric
reviews. The first purpose of this chapter is to explain our methodological
approach and document the research process in a transparent and
systematic manner so that the study can be understood, evaluated, and
potentially replicated by other researchers. The second purpose of this
chapter is to demonstrate our effort to identify potential biases and social
dynamics underlying citation practices within the disciplinary context and
to highlight the importance of connecting bibliometric findings to broader
theoretical and practical implications. This chapter would be useful for
researchers interested in conducting bibliometric reviews to get a deeper
engagement with this synthetic approach in Applied Linguistics and
beyond.

Keywords: applied linguistics, bibliometric reviews, citation practices,
methodological framework

Introduction

This chapter examines key principles of bibliometric reviews as a basis for explor-
ing how extrinsic factors influence the citation patterns within Applied Linguistics
literature. In a recent bibliometric study (Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025), we focused
on the ongoing debates over what is actually measured by citations. Despite the
widespread reliance on citation counts as a proxy for scholarly merit, empiri-
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cal evidence across disciplines has demonstrated that equating citation frequency
with research quality can be problematic (Kousha & Thelwall, 2024). We thus
aimed to discuss the dynamics and social mechanisms that contribute to highly
cited Applied Linguistics papers, as this would promote a more realistic and
context-sensitive interpretation of citation metrics within specific disciplinary
contexts. The bibliometric approach is well-suited to the nature of our investiga-
tion. It provides a systematic and quantitative way to measure scientific knowl-
edge (Plonsky, 2023), making it useful for exploring the underlying forces that
shape the visibility and impact of research outputs.

Guided by this research synthesis method, the case study by Zhang and
Aryadoust (2025) examined what factors contribute to the high citation rate of
articles in Applied Linguistics. Specifically, in this study, we collected, analyzed,
and interpreted the bibliographic data of 302 Quartile-1 journal papers that rank
in the top 1% by citations in Applied Linguistics literature (2000-2022). We began
with a descriptive analysis illustrating the bibliometric features of the target stud-
ies over time, and then conducted a multiple linear regression analysis to assess
the relationship between 11 explanatory factors and citation outcomes. Contrary
to the notion that citations are a straightforward reflection of scientific merit,
we found that citation counts were significantly predicted by 11 extrinsic fac-
tors that were independent of research quality: the number of authors, subfield,
methodology, title length, CiteScore, accessibility, and scholar h-index. Our find-
ings, including both citation drivers and their implications, contribute to a better
understanding of how scholarly impact is shaped and assessed within the context
of Applied Linguistics.

Beyond its empirical implications for citation-based research evaluation, the
study also presents a transparent and systematic methodological process. This
chapter discusses it in greater detail in the following sections, demonstrating
how bibliometric reviews can be conducted with methodological quality while
bridging analytical outputs to theory building and practice improvement. Follow-
ing the established conventions of research synthesis and bibliometric reviews,
the methodological and ethical issues are presented in a step-by-step manner,
along with the courses of action to address them. Alternative approaches and
their potential implications for the bibliometric research are also discussed. The
chapter concludes by highlighting key takeaways, guiding questions for future
inquiry, and recommended readings to support deeper engagement with biblio-
metric reviews.
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2. Methodological and ethical issues

At the outset of the study (i.e., Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025), one of the challenges
that we faced was the absence of standardized methodological protocols for con-
ducting bibliometric reviews in Applied Linguistics. While disciplines such as
business (Donthu et al., 2021) and management (Zupic & Cater, 2015) have devel-
oped field-specific guidelines through iterative methodological refinement,
Applied Linguistics has only witnessed a recent surge in bibliometric reviews
(Plonsky, 2023), leaving much room for methodological advancement. Though
useful how-to-do guides on research synthesis in the field are readily available
(e.g., Chong, 2025; Norris & Ortega, 2006; Plonsky & Oswald, 2015), they give
limited attention to the features of bibliometric methodology and do not offer a
framework for predicting citation counts in the fields.

Prior to conducting a bibliometric review that aims to identify the drivers
of citation counts, it is crucial to establish a framework with explicit procedures,
analytical techniques, and decision-making criteria. This would enhance method-
ological consistency, transparency, and reproducibility, all of which are corner-
stones for producing reliable and interpretable findings (Oztiirk et al., 2024).
Given that methodological choices are often layered with ethical dimensions, such
a framework also serves as a safeguard for research integrity. Therefore, our pri-
mary consideration was the development of an applicable methodological frame-
work comprising clearly defined stages of research as outlined below.

2.1 Study design

To design a bibliometric reviewit, is important to address two key points: the
specific research problems being investigated and the defined scope of the study.
These two steps are discussed next.

2.1.1 What research problems does the analyst aim to address?

The initial stage of a bibliometric review involves establishing the study’s aim(s).
There are two general aims in bibliometric reviews: the evaluative and the rela-
tional purposes (Sooryamoorthy, 2021). The evaluative aim is mainly to compare
the performance of scientific actors (e.g., journals, authors, articles, institutions,
and countries) in terms of their productivity and impact. The relational aim, on
the other hand, can be achieved through science mapping tools, which help exam-
ine the relationships within research, including the structure and dynamics of
research fields, and the patterns of co-authorship. Aim ambiguity arises when
researchers fail to make a clear distinction between these two concerns and their
respective methodological solutions (Oztiirk et al., 2024). For example, in stud-
ies seeking to reveal the intellectual structure of a scientific discipline, reliance
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solely on evaluative indicators such as publication numbers and citation counts
would be essentially limited. Instead, science mapping tools (e.g., co-citation
analysis, bibliographic coupling, co-word analysis, and co-authorship analysis)
are methodologically relevant in this context (e.g., Aryadoust, 2020, 2023). On the
other hand, to address questions like “Which journal has the greatest influence?”,
“Who are the most prolific authors?”, and “What are the highly cited publica-
tions?” (Aryadoust & Zhang, 2025, p.4), performance analysis is a better choice,
as it provides deeper insights into the productivity and impact of scientific con-
tributors within the field being studied. As such, the “methodological fit” between
research aim(s) and bibliometric approaches should be deliberately defined and
clearly articulated.

2.1.2 What is the scope of the bibliometric review?

Defining the scope is another methodological dilemma because every decision —
how broad or narrow — can have trade-offs that affect the study’s generalizabil-
ity and interpretability. As proposed by Donthu et al. (2021), the scope of a study
should be broad enough to justify the use of bibliometric approaches, as these are
inherently designed to process and interpret large-scale datasets. However, defin-
ing clear boundaries, such as the analytical unit and the time window, ensures
that the study is focused and manageable. The basic unit of analysis for biblio-
metric reviews is documents (Sooryamoorthy, 2021), which take various forms,
such as journal articles, book chapters, reviews, conference proceedings, etc. It
can also proceed with different levels such as individuals, research teams, insti-
tutions, countries or regions. This multiplicity in selecting the subject of inquiry
requires meticulous consideration to ensure alignment with the study’s aim(s),
and each choice carries implications for the depth and breadth of the analysis.
Regarding the time coverage of a review, researchers must decide whether to ana-
lyze data as a static “snapshot” of a field at a specific time point or to segment
the timeline into slices to trace its evolutionary patterns and dynamic shifts (Aria
& Cuccurullo, 2017). This temporal flexibility empowers bibliometric reviews to
capture both the current state of a research field and its developmental trajectory
over time. Importantly, by applying specialized time series clustering techniques,
the analyst can trace the emergence, development, and decline of research clus-
ters over time (see Aryadoust et al., 2020; Zakaria & Aryadoust, 2024).

2.2 Data collection

Data collection should address several critical considerations, including the
choice of database for the literature search, strategies for ensuring a transparent
and reproducible review process, and methods for managing misspellings, dupli-
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cates, and incomplete records in the dataset. In the meantime, they are ethical
imperatives in nature, which help prevent systematic biases and reduce risks of
misinterpretation (also see Chapter 5, Section 2.1). Each of these considerations
will be discussed next.

2.2.1 What database will be used for literature search?

The successful completion of a bibliometric review largely depends on the avail-
ability of bibliographic data that suits its aim(s) and scope. This underscores the
critical role of data sources. Numerous available databases can provide the meta-
data on scientific documents for bibliometric reviews, e.g., Scopus, the Web of
Science, Google Scholar, PubMed, Microsoft Academic, Dimensions, and Cross-
ref. Researchers must navigate these options with caution, as limited database
coverage can lead to an inaccurate or biased representation of the studied field.
Comparative analyses of database performance across disciplines have been
extensively documented (Visser et al., 2021). However, it remains a demanding
task for applied linguists to decide which database is best suited for their field or
study. While general frameworks for evaluating bibliographical databases provide
valuable insights, which emphasize criteria such as availability, comprehensive-
ness, accuracy, and relevance (Pranckuté, 2021; Sooryamoorthy, 2021), our study
faced the challenge of adapting these principles to the unique demands of our
research context (see Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025).

2.2.2 How can transparency and reproducibility
in the review process be ensured?

Bibliometric reviews may lack clear documentation of their data collection
process, making it difficult for others to replicate their findings (Oztiirk et al.,
2024). Research transparency and reproducibility are not just methodological
concerns; they are core components of responsible conduct of research. It is thus
pivotal to ensure all steps are articulated in a way that readers can follow. As
Linnenluecke et al. (2020) stated, bibliometric reviews demand rigor akin to other
types of research synthesis: researchers cannot arbitrarily include publications
but demonstrate a structured and defensible process for identifying and selecting
papers. While certain methodological flexibility exists in literature search strate-
gies — there is no universal “right” or “wrong” approach — every decision must
be transparent and scientifically supported for better research reproducibility.
We believe this rule applies to all data-gathering procedures, where researchers
should explicitly detail their methodological choices, including the rationale for
database selection, search terms, inclusion and exclusion filters, coding schemes,
as well as any encountered limitations.



Chapter 6. Towards methodological rigor and analytical depth

95

2.2.3 How should misspellings, duplicate records,
and incomplete data be handled?

Since bibliographical databases are not free from errors, data cleaning is another
critical issue that must be dealt with. Inaccuracies in the publication metadata fre-
quently occur regarding misspelled names of authors, journals, and institutions,
incorrect information on publication years, volumes, issues, and pages, as well
as errors in citation counts and cited references (Pranckuté, 2021). Incomplete
publication records present great barriers, too, especially when the absence of
complete author lists in collaborative works and missing institutional affiliations
fundamentally undermine studies focusing on research collaboration patterns
(Sooryamoorthy, 2021). Databases may also incorporate working papers along-
side published versions without systematic duplication or fail to filter out low-
credibility sources such as predatory journals (Lim et al., 2024). To mitigate these
challenges, therefore, one must consider the inherent limitations of any selected
database. This awareness also necessitates implementing rigorous data prepro-
cessing prior to analytical workflows, which often involves tasks such as correct-
ing errors, handling missing information, and removing duplicates.

2.3 Data analysis

The next step in bibliometric reviews involves data analysis, which should con-
sider key methodological choices, such as the selection of appropriate statistical
techniques and the approach to graphically presenting the results.

2.3.1 Which statistical techniques will be selected?

Bibliometric reviews generate quantitative insights into bibliographic data using
a variety of statistical techniques (Aryadoust, 2023). One’s choice of analytical
approaches, whether descriptive or inferential, should be strategically con-
strained, employing exclusively those that demonstrate substantive relevance to
addressing the defined research questions. The most straightforward way to ini-
tiate a bibliometric review could be the descriptive analysis, which illustrates the
contributions of scientific actors to a particular field. Much like how empirical
research often begins with a summary of descriptive statistics before progressing
to deeper analysis, an overview of scientific literature with its components ana-
lyzed and reported in a descriptive way can be commonly observed in biblio-
metric reviews (Donthu et al., 2021). Statistical tools in this type of reviews can
include complex methods, such as multivariate or path analysis (see Zhang &
Aryadoust, 2026, for an example), which examines multiple variables simulta-
neously to uncover patterns or relationships within bibliographic data (Soorya-
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moorthy, 2021). In such cases, the emphasis shifts to selecting the most relevant
variables. This is particularly crucial in predictive research aimed at identifying
the drivers of citations. For instance, in regression or path analysis, the careful
inclusion of predictor variables — avoiding the omission of key factors and the
inclusion of irrelevant ones — is essential for ensuring both the validity and the
interpretability of the results (Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025, 2026).

2.3.2  How will the results be presented graphically?

Analytical outputs can be presented in intuitive graphical forms, improving the
interpretability of complex data and effectively communicating messages to
diverse audiences (Passas, 2024). This dual advantage makes visual analytics a
common choice in bibliometric reviews. When planning the visual presentation
of research findings, one must carefully select the visualization method and the
software tool that align with methodological requirements and data character-
istics. For basic charts like annual publication trends or citation accumulation
curves, general statistical software like R, Jamovi, JASP, SPSS, and STATA (or sim-
ply Excel) remain practical options. Their customizable axes, labels, and format-
ting capabilities allow researchers to present data in an accessible and visually
engaging manner. However, specialized bibliometric visualization tools provide
superior capabilities for more complex analytical tasks. Popular options include
Biblioshiny, SciMAT, CiteSpace, CitNetExplorer, and VOSviewer (for a compre-
hensive list, see Moral-Mufioz et al., 2020; see also Zakaria & Aryadoust, 2024, for
relevant tools used in Applied Linguistics). These tools are particularly advanta-
geous for mapping studies due to their advanced network processing algorithms,
built-in normalization techniques, and interactive features enabling dynamic data
exploration (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017).

2.4 Results interpretation

Finally, results interpretation involves connecting the quantitative findings to
broader insights and considering their implications for both theory and practice.

2.4.1  How can quantitative results be linked to meaningful insights?

The aims of bibliometric reviews directly shape how researchers interpret their
results. This echoes Zupic and Cater’s work (2015), in which they argued that
bibliometric reviews generally fall into three categories based on their primary
aims, focusing on “structure, dynamics, or a narrow research question” (p.448).
Our study reported in Zhang & Aryadoust (2025) exemplifies the third category
through its inquiry into extrinsic factors that contribute to highly cited Applied
Linguistics articles. It is thus essential to critically assess whether the analytical
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and visual outputs are in line with such a focus. In other words, the analyst should
fully explain how well their findings support the intended research aim(s) and
how well they address the research question(s) of the study. In addition, effective
interpretation relies on the analyst’s ability to situate quantitative findings within
disciplinary nuances (Oztiirk et al., 2024). To increase the analytical depth, the
findings necessitate contextualized interpretation through the lens of Applied Lin-
guistics with domain-specific knowledge. This also means that the analyst should
emphasize not just what the data shows, but how it advances the understanding
of the field’s status quo and unresolved challenges.

2.4.2 How can the bibliometric review contribute to both theoretical
understanding and practical applications?

Bibliometric reviews have long been critiqued for failing to integrate the findings
with theoretical advancement and practical implications (Hulland, 2024). Many
previous studies tend to be overly descriptive without offering adequate interpre-
tation or compelling insights to guide future inquiry. While the descriptive por-
trayal of a scholarly landscape holds value, its true potential emerges only when
combined with synthetic wisdom that interrogates gaps and inspires new direc-
tions. Accordingly, Mukherjee et al. (2022) proposed ten ways for bibliometric
reviews to contribute effectively, giving us much food for thought. As they sug-
gested, the theoretical merits of bibliometric reviews can be achieved if the study
(1) discovers knowledge clusters objectively, (2) unpacks nomological networks,
(3) analyzes social dynamics in knowledge production and dissemination, (4)
traces the field’s developmental trends, or (5) highlights unresolved gaps to inform
future exploration. Meanwhile, the study can fulfill practical values by (1) evaluat-
ing research productivity and impact objectively, (2) establishing boundaries for
coverage claims, (3) discovering social dominance or hidden biases for improve-
ment efforts, (4) observing irregularities for further investigation, or (5) assess-
ing performance to support fair and informed decision-making. Mindful results
interpretation as drawn from these approaches is thus crucial for our bibliometric
review to obtain both scholarly and real-world impact.

3. Course of action

To address the lack of standardized bibliometric protocols for predictive modeling
in Applied Linguistics, our study developed a methodological framework (see
Figure 1) by integrating interdisciplinary bibliometric guidelines and adapting
established research synthesis practices. Specifically, we drew inspiration from
the collection of work on research synthesis (Norris & Ortega, 2006; Plonsky &
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Oswald, 2015), which provided the systematic procedures and key considerations.
Also guided by the general principles in bibliometrics (Donthu et al., 2021), we
made field-specific adjustments in data collection to ensure a good representa-
tion of prominent Applied Linguistics publications over time and interpreted the
results with attention to disciplinary trends and nuances. We believe this integra-
tion not only enhances methodological transparency and reproducibility but may
also provide a useful framework for future bibliometric reviews to balance quanti-
tative rigor with contextual relevance. To operationalize the proposed framework,
the following section elaborates its core components and targeted solutions to
address the methodological challenges mentioned earlier. The rationale for each
course of action is also provided.

Evaluative
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Figure 1. The methodological framework for our bibliometric review

3.1 Study design

3.1 Aim setting

To carry out our study (Zhang & Aryadoust, 2025), we began by defining a clear
evaluative purpose. While citation counts are widely recognized as a proxy for
scholarly influence, often shaping the reputation of publications and their authors
within a field, significant gaps remain in understanding the complexities that
drive citation dynamics (Aksnes et al., 2019). To verify the hypothesis that cita-
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tion frequency is a function of various influencing factors besides scientific merit
(Garfield, 1972), particularly in the field of Applied Linguistics, we examined the
extrinsic factors that may not be necessarily related to research quality but could
be significantly associated with article citations. In doing so, our ultimate goal was
to better understand how scholarly influence is shaped in Applied Linguistics, and
to highlight the importance of evaluating research impact with greater objectivity
and rigor.

We further refined our aim into two research questions: (1) What are the
bibliometric features of highly cited papers in Applied Linguistics published in
the past 22 years? and (2) What extrinsic factors influence the citation counts of
these highly cited papers in Applied Linguistics? Aligning this research aim with
concrete research questions helped us establish a focused roadmap for what to
explore next.

3.1.2 Scope definition

The scope of the case study focuses on the top 1% highly cited articles published
between 2000 and 2022 from 55 Quartile-1 (Q1) Applied Linguistics-related jour-
nals. Specifically, journal articles were selected as our unit of analysis, as they are
key sources for disseminating influential research. Limiting the selection to Q1
journals, which are widely recognized for high-quality work, helps control for the
effect of research quality and allows the analyst to stay focused on extrinsic fac-
tors. The chosen timeframe in this study captures over two decades of research,
allowing for an in-depth examination of both historical developments and recent
advancements in Applied Linguistics.

Another challenge when defining our research scope was determining the
threshold for highly cited papers. By consulting prior research and established
citation benchmarks, we took the “top 1%” as the vanguard for impactful schol-
arship. These choices were based on clear and transpararant criteria, so that we
could work with a manageable dataset, and more importantly, capture the most
representative research that has greatly shaped and advanced the Applied Linguis-
tics field.

3.2 Data collection

3.2.1 Database selection

To ensure a comprehensive source of data, we compared major bibliographic
databases and selected Scopus for our study. This decision was informed by prior
research highlighting Scopus’s broader coverage, particularly in the social sci-
ences and Applied Linguistics domains (Aksnes et al., 2019; In'nami & Koizumi,
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2010). To empirically verify this, we conducted parallel searches using the query
“applied AND linguistics” across both Scopus and the Web of Science, limiting
results to the 2000-2022 period. The results were striking: Scopus yielded 219,730
records, whereas the Web of Science retrieved only 19,008. This substantial dis-
parity underscored Scopus’s superior inclusivity and representation within the
target domain. Moreover, each article indexed in Scopus comes with various
types of meta-data, covering citation information, bibliographical information,
abstract and keywords, etc. The database’s advanced search functionalities and
export options made it well-suited for our investigation (Pranckuté, 2021). As
such, choosing Scopus is consistent with the study’s methodological commitment
to the breadth, relevance, and availability of data in exploring Applied Linguistics
scholarship.

3.2.2 Research transparency and reproducibility

A transparent and reproducible review was performed in this study by following
a clearly structured and documented methodological protocol. Accordingly, a full
account of our methodological approach was offered, including scope definition,
journal and database selection, inclusion and exclusion criteria, data extraction,
coding procedures, and data analysis.

A notable feature of the study is the application of the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 statement, par-
ticularly in the reporting of the data collection process. We explicitly stated our
search query and filtering criteria (e.g., document type, language, publication
years), and further provided a PRISMA diagram to visualize each step of the
inclusion process. Data coding procedures were also meticulously developed and
executed, with all dependent and independent variables precisely defined, quan-
tified, and grounded in the existing literature. For example, the choice to nor-
malize citation counts using citations per year as the dependent variable shows
our awareness of age-related citation bias. While we acknowledged the subjec-
tivity in categorizing an article’s subfield or methodological orientation, this was
mitigated through the application of a well-calibrated procedure, as detailed in
the supplemental materials. Importantly, we applied a rigorous intercoder relia-
bility process to ensure consistency and accuracy in data coding and resolved dis-
crepancies through discussion and refinement of the coding manual. In all, these
methodological choices, explicitly laid out in both the main text and supplemen-
tary appendices, underscore our endeavor for research rigor and transparency in
the study.
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3.2.3 Data accuracy

After extracting bibliographic records from Scopus, we identified inherent limita-
tions in database metadata, particularly in author affiliations, open access status,
and funding information, which are sometimes inconsistently reported or entirely
missing. To handle these issues, we downloaded each of the 302 target articles
and thoroughly read their content to cross-validate the data. This manual process
helped identify and correct typographical errors in author names and institu-
tional affiliations, thus enabling accurate coding of variables such as internation-
ality and geographical origin.

Special attention was given to incompleteness or misclassification in open
access and funding information, as Scopus does not always correctly index these
details. Duplicate entries were also removed based on title screening to ensure
that each article in the dataset was unique and relevant to the study scope.
Through this rigorous validation process, we mitigated potential biases arising
from metadata inaccuracies and enhanced the reliability of our dataset.

3.3 Data analysis

3.3.1 Statistical techniques

To address the two research questions, we employed a combination of descriptive
and inferential statistical techniques. To address Research Question 1, which
aimed to identify the bibliometric features of highly cited articles within the field,
a detailed descriptive analysis was conducted. It involved examining the chrono-
logical distributions of citations and the statistical properties of the studied vari-
ables. This initial stage was essential not only for an overview of citation patterns
and scholarly practices in Applied Linguistics, but also for an empirical founda-
tion upon which more complex inferential analyses could be meaningfully built.
To answer Research Question 2, we conducted a multiple linear regression
analysis. This statistical method is suitable for simultaneously assessing the
impact of multiple predictor variables on a single outcome, making it appropriate
for our investigation to determine the extent to which extrinsic factors influence
citation counts. We further applied a logarithmic transformation to correct for
excessive skewness in the dependent variable and tested the assumptions of linear
regression, including linearity, homoscedasticity, normality, and multicollinearity.
Moreover, the use of standardized and sheaf coefficients allowed us to compare
the relative predictive strength of individual and grouped variables. In sum, these
statistical approaches provided reliable answers to the study’s guiding research
questions and facilitated an empirically grounded investigation into the social and
visibility dynamics shaping citation practices within the studied domain.
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3.3.2 Graphical presentations

We utilized a variety of visualization methods to present and interpret the patterns
found in highly cited Applied Linguistics articles. First, temporal trends were ana-
lyzed through two complementary graphics: a scatter plot mapping citation counts
of each studied article against publication years to highlight a right-skewed distrib-
ution favoring earlier publications, and a histogram illustrating annual aggregated
citation totals to identify peaks and declines. Next, frequency distributions for con-
tinuous variables, namely, citations per year, author counts, and reference counts
were depicted, which highlighted right-skewed data and justified methodological
choices like logarithmic transformations. Thirds, categorical variables, including
accessibility, internationality, funding, geographical origin, subfield, and method-
ology, were presented using bar and pie charts, enabling clear comparisons of pro-
portions. These visuals not only characterize the overall citation landscape in
Applied Linguistics over the past two decades, but also establish a synergistic rela-
tionship between computational analytics and interpretative clarity.

3.4 Results interpretation

3.4.1 From numbers to insights

To bridge quantitative results with meaningful interpretation, we synthesized our
findings by situating them within the disciplinary context of Applied Linguis-
tics. The study showed that normalized citations were significantly predicted by
the number of authors, subfield, methodology, title length, CiteScore, accessi-
bility, and scholar h-index. Rather than merely reporting these associations, we
contextualized them within broader disciplinary discourses. For instance, we sug-
gested that the higher citation rates observed in the “language contact” subfield
may be attributed to the current prominence of the translanguaging research
theme in multilingual education (Lin & Lei, 2020). Similarly, we explained why
research synthesis articles attracted more citations, given the growing method-
ological sophistication and the increasing value placed on secondary research
within Applied Linguistics (Chong & Plonsky, 2023). In discussing variables like
scholar h-index, we went beyond numerical patterns to engage with underlying
scholarly mechanisms such as the Matthew Effect and the social constructivist
nature of citation behavior. We also considered publishing practices unique to
the field, such as the prevalence of solo or small-team authorship and the limited
uptake of open access despite its potential to increase research visibility. In this
regard, the study moved beyond surface-level statistical associations and critically
analyzed how broader epistemological and social dynamics influence citation
practices in Applied Linguistics.
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3.4.2 Theoretical and practical implications

From a theoretical standpoint, the present review contributes to both citation the-
ories and scholarship by highlighting the cognitive biases and social dominance
in knowledge dissemination (Mukherjee et al., 2022), as reflected by the extrinsic
citation drivers and their underlying social mechanisms. In particular, it supports
the social constructivist approaches to citation analysis, which regard citations
not merely as indicators of academic merit, but as socially constructed acts shaped
by strategic and rhetorical scholarly practices (Aksnes et al., 2019).

In addition, identifying significant gaps, such as the underrepresentation
of open-access articles and methodological studies in Applied Linguistics, pro-
vides a grounded basis for rethinking how academic value is assigned and how
future research agendas can be better situated to address visibility biases. In
terms of practical implications, the study contributes to ongoing discussions on
evaluative bibliometrics, particularly with regard to fairness and methodological
transparency, and offers guidance for more informed and equitable research eval-
uation. We acknowledge the limitations of citation-based metrics, and advocate
for a more holistic evaluation approach in Applied Linguistics incorporating both
quantitative and qualitative measures. This awareness encourages scholars and
policymakers to interpret citation metrics more cautiously and contextually.

4. Alternative courses of action

Several alternative methodological and analytical pathways are available for this
bibliometric review, which are presented stage-by-stage below. Exploring these
alternatives would shed light on the methodological flexibility in bibliometric
reviews by illustrating how varying approaches, such as different units of analysis,
data sources, or analytical techniques, might influence the patterns observed, the
trends highlighted, and the conclusions drawn. Embracing these possibilities also
answers the call to drive ongoing methodological innovations in Applied Linguis-
tics (Plonsky, 2023), and invites a broader dialogue about the best research prac-
tices in bibliometric reviews (Oztiirk et al., 2024).

4.1 Study design

The present study focused mainly on extrinsic factors — those independent of the
scientific quality of an article — to account for variations in citation counts. An
alternative path would involve exploring the intrinsic dimensions that fundamen-
tally characterize research excellence, as they are commonly recognized as the
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main drivers of citation impact (Kousha & Thelwall, 2024). Research quality is
a multidimensional construct, encompassing key attributes such as methodolog-
ical rigor and plausibility, originality and novelty, as well as scientific and soci-
etal impact (Aksnes et al., 2019). Incorporating these intrinsic factors could yield a
more comprehensive explanatory model, for researchers to disentangle the extent
to which citations reflect genuine intellectual contributions. This endeavor, while
supporting our original findings, would also provide empirical evidence for the
arguments surrounding the normative versus the social constructivist theory of
citations (Bornmann & Leydesdorft, 2015). Nonetheless, operationalizing intrin-
sic quality would introduce substantial methodological complexity, as the assess-
ment of research quality is highly subjective, and influenced by the heterogeneity
of quality standards across fields and disciplines (Thelwall et al., 2023).

4.2 Data collection

This study utilized Scopus as the sole source of bibliometric data, a choice that has
been well justified (see Section 3.2). One step further, a more comprehensive data
collection strategy that integrates additional sources could strengthen the quality
of our dataset. Combining multiple none-overlapping databases would allow for
a more inclusive representation of scholarly outputs, as different platforms often
index distinct sets of publications. However, the benefits of expanded coverage
come with trade-offs. Specifically, merging datasets from multiple sources would
introduce challenges such as duplicate records, inconsistent formats, and differ-
ences in citation indexing practices. In this regard, a useful procedural guideline
was provided by Lim et al. (2024) for integrating bibliometric data from multiple
databases, which highlighted the role of specific bibliometric software tools (e.g.,
Bibliometrix and Biblioshiny) alongside manual efforts in facilitating this process.
Meticulous data cleaning processes are thus required to ensure the validity and
reliability of the final dataset.

4.3 Data analysis

We employed multiple regression analysis to identify predictors of citation
counts. Alternative analytical strategies, particularly those grounded in machine
learning, share similar patterns with regression but outperform with large-scale
content-based and bibliometric data (Fu & Aliferis, 2010). Algorithms like deci-
sion trees, random forests, support vector machines, and K-nearest neighbors are
capable of modeling non-linear relationships and capturing complex interaction
effects that traditional regression models might overlook (for an in-depth review,
see Aiza et al., 2023). Recent advances in deep learning have further propelled
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this line of research, with neural network-based approaches gaining traction due
to their ability to optimize numerous parameters, exhibit high robustness, and
extract high-quality features (Li et al., 2022). Since machine learning algorithms
typically require large, high-quality datasets to perform effectively, we need to
replan our study scope and data strategy accordingly. In addition, the increased
complexity of these models often comes at the cost of interpretability, posing
potential challenges when we attempt to translate the synthetic findings into
meaningful insights.

4.4 Results interpretation

Given that quantitative outputs may not fully capture the complexities underlying
citation behaviors, the interpretation of citation patterns can be enriched through
qualitative inquiry, such as interviews or surveys with the authors of highly
cited articles. “An insider’s perspective” on the citation process could be adopted,
illuminating those deliberate strategies for greater visibility, as well as authors’
reflections on what they believe contributed to their article’s impact (Tahamtan
& Bornmann, 2019). Such a qualitative approach, with valuable contextual and
explanatory depth, would give more credibility to the inferences we had drawn
from bibliographic data and statistical modeling. While issues such as recruitment
bias, memory limitations, and subjectivity in interpreting narratives may exist
(Aksnes etal., 2023), triangulation could be a critical strategy to enhance the
validity and reliability of findings in such contexts.

5. Conclusion

This chapter has charted a dual methodology to support bibliometric reviews in
Applied Linguistics. First, by explaining each step of our methodological process,
we demonstrated how bibliometric rigor can be systematically operationalized to
yield reliable and replicable scientific claims. Notably, we argued that research
transparency is both a methodological and ethical requirement, guided by well-
designed methodological frameworks and explicitly articulated rationales for
each choice made. Second, we underscored the importance of connecting bib-
liometric outputs to broader theoretical and practical implications, a step often
overlooked in previous studies. Our case study illustrated that the true value of
bibliometric reviews emerges only when quantitative data is meaningfully inter-
preted through a contextual lens, illuminating both research gaps and future
directions within the studied domain. As a whole, by reflecting on our process
and outcomes, this chapter aims to provide a roadmap for researchers seeking
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to conduct bibliometric reviews that are not only methodologically sound but
also theoretically and practically meaningful. This echoes Mukherjee et al. (2022)
that all forms of scholarly research, including research synthesis, play a vital role
in advancing the body of knowledge, as long as they are grounded in rigorous
design, transparent reporting, and theoretical and practical relevance.

6. Questions for discussion

1. How does the bibliometric approach in this case study enhance the under-
standing of research visibility and impact?

2. What methodological decisions in the case study contribute to its rigor and
transparency?

3. Should bibliometric reviews be field-specific?
What key components of our methodological framework help ensure that
bibliometric reviews are methodologically robust and practically useful?

Al use declaration statement
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Further reading

Aryadoust, V. & Zhang, S. (2025). How to conduct bibliometric and scientometric research in
language education? In H. Nesi (Eds.), International encyclopedia of language and
linguistics. Elsevier.

This article offers a practical guide for conducting bibliometric and scientometric research in
the field of language education. Besides introducing key bibliometric methods and tools, it
highlights the role of disciplinary contexts and research specificity, making it a useful resource
for those seeking to evaluate research performance and map science in their respective fields.

Meihami, H., & Esfandiari, R. (Ed.). (2024). A scientometrics research perspective in Applied
Linguistics. Springer.

This book thoroughly showcases how scientometric methods can be used to analyze and under-

stand research practices and trends in Applied Linguistics. Featuring contributions from a

diverse array of international scholars, it represents the state of the art in adopting sciento-

metrics to explore uncharted territories in the field, and offers valuable insights for both early-

career and established researchers for future scientometric explorations.
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Plonsky, L. (2023). Introducing bibliometrics in Applied Linguistics. Studies in Second
Language Learning and Teaching, 13(4), 721-726.

This editorial introduces a special issue dedicated to the use of bibliometrics within the field of
Applied Linguistics. It emphasizes the importance of reflecting on the discipline’s publication
conventions and research practices through systematic and empirical methods, and situates bib-
liometrics within the broader context of ongoing methodological reform in Applied Linguistics.

Zhang, S., & Aryadoust, V. (2026). Extrinsic drivers of scientific impact in second language
assessment: A bibliometric path analysis. Language Testing. Advance online publication.

This paper serves as another concrete example of how to conduct bibliometric reviews with
methodological rigor and analytical depth. Situated in the context of language assessment, it
goes beyond basic descriptive statistics and uses path analysis to investigate the complex inter-
play of extrinsic factors in shaping the field’s scientific impact.
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What is a meta-analysis?
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Definition

Meta-analysis can be understood in both a narrow and broad sense (Plonsky &
Oswald, 2015). It can be defined narrowly as “a statistical method for calculating
the mean and the variance of a collection of effect sizes across studies, usually cor-

»
>

relations (r) or standardized mean differences (d),” or more broadly as “not only

these narrower statistical computations, but also the conceptual integration of the

literature and the findings that gives the meta-analysis its substantive meaning”
(Plonsky & Oswald, 2015, p.106).

Methodological stages

Conducting a meta-analysis involves several major stages:

1.

Defining the research question

The first critical stage in conducting a meta-analysis is to clearly define the
domain of interest and formulate precise research question(s). The ques-
tion(s) should be specific, measurable, and focused to ensure a meaningful
synthesis of findings across studies.

Establishing inclusion and exclusion criteria

This stage involves setting clear criteria for selecting studies to be included in
the meta-analysis. Inclusion and exclusion criteria should be based on factors
such as study design, population characteristics, outcome measures, and pub-
lication type to ensure consistency and reliability in the analysis.

Systematic literature search and study selection

This stage involves conducting a comprehensive search across multiple data-
bases (e.g., ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, Web of Science, PsycINFO)
to identify relevant studies. Tools such as PRISMA (Page et al., 2021) can be
used to document the selection process.

https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.07jin
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4.

Data extraction and coding

Once relevant studies have been selected, the next step is to systematically
extract key data and organize it for analyses. This involves designing a coding
sheet and double checking by multiple researchers to enhance reliability.
Statistical analyses

The next stage is to conduct statistical analyses to synthesize findings across
studies. This involves weighting effect sizes, choosing a meta-analysis model
(i.e., fixed-effects or random-effects models), assessing heterogeneity to deter-
mine variability among studies, conducting sensitivity analyses and detecting
publication bias (e.g., funnel plots, Egger’s test).

Interpretation and reporting

The last major stage is to interpret the results, discuss practical implications,
limitations, and future research directions.

Software/resources

Several software tools facilitate the execution of a meta-analysis by supporting
study selection, statistical analyses and visualization.

1.

ASReview

ASReview (https://asreview.nl/) is an open-source tool to help researchers
select relevant studies while reducing screening time and minimizing human
error. It is particularly useful in the systematic literature search and study
selection stage of meta-analysis.

Covidence

Covidence is another tool for conducting research synthesis, particularly for
systematic reviews and meta-analyses. It is widely used for study screening,
data extraction, and risk-of-bias assessment.

Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA)

CMA is a computer program for meta-analysis, offering a wide range of statis-
tical models and visualization tools. It is suitable for researchers with varying
levels of statistical expertise.

R Programming

R is an open-source programming environment with various meta-analysis
packages (e.g., meta, metafor) that allow for extensive customization and
advanced statistical modeling.

JASP and Jamovi

JASP and Jamovi are valuable tools for conducting meta-analyses, particularly
for researchers who prefer a user-friendly, open-source statistical software.
Both provide intuitive interface with built-in modules for statistical analysis,
including meta-analytic computations and visualizations.
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Examples of meta-analysis publications

Here are five publications that are useful resources for conducting meta-analysis:

Norris, J. M., & Ortega, L. (2007). The future of research synthesis in applied linguistics:
Beyond art or science. TESOL Quarterly, 41(4), 805-815.

This publication provides a reflective overview on the evolution of research synthesis, including
meta-analysis, in applied linguistics. It outlines the benefits, limitations, and defining character-
istics of systematic syntheses, which is valuable for understanding the state of research synthesis
methodologies in applied linguistics.

In'nami, Y., & Koizumi, R. (2010). Database selection guidelines for meta-analysis in applied
linguistics. TESOL Quarterly, 44(1), 169-184.

This article is a valuable resource for understanding how to effectively select databases for meta-
analysis in applied linguistics. It emphasizes the importance of database selection in ensuring
comprehensive literature searches.

Plonsky, L., & Oswald, F.L. (2014). How big Is “big”? Interpreting effect sizes in L2 research.
Language Learning, 64(4), 878-912.

This article is a valuable reference for understanding meta-analysis, particularly in terms of
interpreting effect sizes. It serves as a field-specific guideline that enhances the interpretation of
effect sizes, providing researchers with a nuanced understanding in L2 research contexts.

Boers, F., Bryfonski, L., Faez, F, & McKay, T. (2021). A call for cautious interpretation of meta-
analytic reviews. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 43(1), 2-24.

This publication serves as a critical examination of the methodological choices and potential
pitfalls in existing meta-analytic reviews.

Norouzian, R., Jin, Z., & Webb, S. (2025). Increasing meta-analytic quality: A multivariate
multilevel meta-analysis of note-taking through exposure to L2 input. The Modern
Language Journal, 1-23.

This meta-analysis employs a multivariate multilevel meta-analysis (3M) approach to increase

transparency and accuracy by accounting for dependencies and methodological differences

across studies. The reproducible code can be used as a learning tool for novice scholars of meta-
analysis.
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CHAPTER 7

Lessons from a modern meta-analysis
Methodological insights

Zhouhan Jin & Reza Norouzian
University of Macau = Oregon Department of Education

This chapter provides a reflective exploration of conducting a meta-analysis
by revisiting Norouzian et al. (2025). Norouzian et al. (2025) looked at the
effectiveness of note taking through exposure to L2 input, improving on an
earlier study conducted by Jin and Webb (2024). The study retrieved 55
effect sizes from 27 studies to examine how various factors (e.g., time, note-
taking treatment type, proficiency) moderate the effect of note taking. It
utilized a multivariate multilevel meta-analysis (3M) approach to account
for dependencies across studies while incorporating three methodological
confounds. This chapter details the methodological dilemmas we
anticipated and those we encountered, the alternative approaches we
considered, and the resolutions we adopted. We also emphasize our
commitment to open science by sharing reproducible code and data. By
summarizing the lessons learned from managing these methodological
challenges, this chapter aims to provide practical guidance for researchers
seeking more transparent, rigorous, and reproducible meta-analyse, and
foster discussions on improving research methodologies in the field of
second language acquisition.

Keywords: note-taking, multivariate multilevel meta-analysis, research
synthesis, methodological challenges, open science

Background

This chapter reflects on a published meta-analysis on the overall impact of note-
taking learning through exposure to L2 input (Norouzian et al., 2025). Note-
taking is a widely recognized learning strategy used in both first language (Ly;
Kobayashi, 2005) and second language (L2; Siegel, 2021) educational contexts. It
serves two primary functions: the encoding function, which occurs during note-
taking and the external storage function, which allows learners to review notes
later for reinforcement (Dunkel, 1988). While note-taking has been extensively
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studied in L1 contexts, its role in L2 learning remains underexplored. This under-
representation is surprising, given that note-taking could be particularly bene-
ficial in L2 contexts where learners process unfamiliar linguistic input through
taking notes and retaining it for future use (Siegel, 2021). Given its potential to
enhance comprehension and retention of linguistic input (Jin & Webb, 2024), a
deeper investigation into its effectiveness is warranted.

A recent meta-analysis by Jin and Webb (2024) was the first to systematically
synthesize the overall effect of note-taking through exposure to L2 input. Their
findings indicated a small-to-medium positive overall effect (Hedges’ g=10.56, 95%
CI [0.24, 0.88]), suggesting that note-taking can enhance L2 learning outcomes.
The study also examined various moderating factors that might explain variabil-
ity in note-taking effectiveness across different studies.

However, like most meta-analyses in Applied Linguistics, their study
employed the classic approach to meta-analysis, which assumes that effect sizes
are statistically independent. As Norouzian and Bui (2024) have argued, this
assumption is often unrealistic in educational research, where study designs fre-
quently involve dependencies such as repeated measures of the same learners
or nested data structures. The classic approach also lacks a systematic way to
account for methodological heterogeneity, such as variations in study duration
and assignment methods (e.g., intact class vs. randomization) across the studies.
These methodological differences can potentially influence study outcomes. If left
unaccounted for, they can confound interpretations of moderator effects, poten-
tially leading to inaccurate conclusions about the extent to which note-taking is
effective. To overcome these challenges, Norouzian et al. (2025) employed a mul-
tivariate multilevel meta-analysis (3M) approach to provide a more transparent
and robust analysis by accounting for (a) dependencies in the evidence presented
by primary studies, (b) methodological differences confounding the effectiveness
of interventions, (c) differences in research designs, and (d) enhancing the acces-
sibility of findings by using percentages. In addition to adopting a 3M model, our
research synthesis was further guided by the (M)UTOS framework to systemati-
cally organize and interpret moderator variables. The conceptual and operational
implications of this framework are introduced in detail in the sections that follow.

The meta-analysis synthesized findings from 27 studies, retrieving 55 effect
sizes to determine the overall impact of note-taking learning through exposure
to L2 input. Results revealed that note-taking was generally beneficial, with at
least a 63% likelihood of producing a meaningful learning gain. Among different
note-taking strategies, structured approaches such as vocabulary notebooks and
framework notes yielded higher learning outcomes than conventional, unstruc-
tured note-taking. Furthermore, the effectiveness of note-taking was moderated
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by factors such as learners’ proficiency level, the type of input mode (reading vs.
listening), and the measurement format (recognition vs. recall tests).

These findings provide significant implications for both L2 learners and edu-
cators. The study highlights the importance of structured note-taking interven-
tions in language learning and provides empirical support for instructional
practices that integrate effective note-taking strategies. Also, this percentage-based
interpretation of effect sizes responds to one of the misconceptions discussed in
Chapter 1 that research syntheses are useful only for researchers. By translating
statistical estimates into percentages, we aim to make the findings more accessible
to teachers and other practitioners beyond academia. Additionally, the 3M
approach sets a new standard for meta-analytic research in Applied Linguistics,
demonstrating the need for methodological rigor in synthesizing data. By shed-
ding light on the conditions under which note-taking is most beneficial, this meta-
analysis offers valuable insights for future research and pedagogical applications.

However, during and prior to conducting this synthesis, we encountered a
range of methodological and ethical challenges that required careful deliberation
and adjustment. The subsequent sections will further explore the methodologi-
cal and ethical dilemmas encountered in this study, the course of action taken to
address them, alternative approaches, and the broader implications for L2 learn-
ing and research methodologies.

Methodological and ethical dilemmas

Beyond technical considerations, several of the dilemmas we encountered were
ethical in nature. These included decisions about the inclusion of non-peer-
reviewed studies (balancing inclusivity with quality control), whether to adjust
for intact-class clustering to avoid inflated precision, how to handle sparse delayed
posttest data without overstating findings, and how transparently to document
analytic decisions through open science practices. Each of these decisions had
implications not only for methodological rigor but also for fairness, representa-
tiveness, and responsible knowledge production.

Our synthesis began with the recognition that conducting a rigorous meta-
analysis in Applied Linguistics would involve navigating multiple methodological
and ethical dilemmas. Drawing upon our work written by Norouzian et al. (2025),
we systematically anticipated potential issues and documented unexpected chal-
lenges that emerged during the synthesis. These dilemmas spanned from devel-
oping a conceptual model to finalizing the coding scheme and making inclusion
decisions for studies of varying quality. We structure this section by first address-
ing the issues we anticipated and then those that arose during the process.
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Anticipated methodological issues

Challenges in variable definitions and classification

Before commencing the synthesis, we anticipated considerable ambiguity in the
definitions of variables used across primary studies. One primary challenge was
how to classify moderator variables within a framework that organizes them in a
principled way. One such organizing framework is (M)UTOS (Aleo et al., 2020;
Norouzian & Bui, 2024). The (M)UTOS framework calls for organizing modera-
tors into methodological (M), unit (U), treatment (T), outcome (O), and setting
(S) variables.

But it is researchers that get to use their expert judgment to assign moderators
to these categories. In our case, studies often used different terminologies or pro-
vided insufficient details about their methodologies. For instance, note-taking
approaches ranged from conventional, unstructured note-taking to more struc-
tured and strategic note-taking such as framework notes or vocabulary notebooks.
However, not all studies explicitly described their instructional procedures or the
degree to which students were guided in their note-taking practices. Similarly,
learner proficiency is another variable that was inconsistent or absent from the
reports. Some studies used standardized tests such as TOEFL, while others pro-
vided no explicit information, requiring us to infer proficiency based on contex-
tual cues.

Additionally, we anticipated subjectivity in coding certain study character-
istics. For example, we accounted for three nonsubstantive or methodological
differences in (a) the length of studies from the pretest to the last posttest (in
weeks), (b) the frequency of employing the note-taking treatment, and (c) the
overall design (true vs. quasi-experiments) across our studies. In terms of the
overall design, it is important to determine whether a study is qualified as a true
experiment, where participants or classes are randomly assigned to groups, or
as a quasi-experiment, where such randomization is not used. We anticipated
that several studies would provide ambiguous methodological details, requiring
us to interpret available descriptions cautiously. Since this classification directly
impacted the robustness of effect sizes, we understood early on that coder judg-
ment would play a significant role in data extraction and coding reliability.

Low-frequency categories also posed challenges (see Norouzian, 2025). After
examining the frequency of each category occurring across the studies, we found
that several categories needed to be modified. For example, different Lis such as
Japanese only appeared in one study, accounting for a total of two effect sizes,
while Chinese appeared in two studies, accounting for eight effect sizes. However,
it is recommended that a minimum of three studies is included in each moderator
subgroup (Li, 2016; Vuogan & Li, 2023).
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Ethical considerations — Inclusion of non-peer-reviewed studies

Another dilemma we anticipated involved balancing the inclusion of a compre-
hensive dataset with maintaining methodological rigor, which aligns with the
discussion in Chapter 8 regarding the inclusion of grey literature and research
published in less visible venues. Three of the studies (Amini & Sadati, 2023;
Nagep, 2022; Ulfani et al., 2023) retrieved through Google and Google Scholar
were published in less visible venues, including non-peer-reviewed journals.
These sources raised concerns about quality control and the reliability of reported
findings. We therefore carefully evaluated whether the inclusion of such studies
could be ethically and methodologically justified.

Unanticipated challenges during the synthesis

Moderators inapplicable across all studies

As we progressed through the coding process, we found that some moderators
could not be universally applied across the dataset. For example, while we initially
aimed to include a moderator for the average duration (in minutes) of note-taking
interventions, this variable was not applicable in observational studies where
learners self-selected note-taking strategies without an instructional component.

Adjusting for intact-class assignment

During the synthesis, we found that approximately 70% of the selected studies
assigned participants using intact classes rather than individual randomization.
This clustering introduced potential bias because data gathered from a group of
learners sharing the same class, teacher and instructional context tends to exhibit
varying degrees of dependency (see Hedges, 2007; Norouzian, 2025). This depen-
dency or overlap reduces the overall information worth of the collected data for
generalizability purposes. Therefore, it is critical to adjust studies that assign par-
ticipants to groups by intact classes to align them with studies that assign individ-
ual students to groups.

Unreliable delayed posttest data

During analysis, we found that only 3 out of 27 studies reported delayed posttest
results, yielding just four effect sizes. The limited dataset raised concerns about
the robustness of any findings drawn from these data. As a result, we faced a deci-
sion point: whether to include these limited effects or exclude them to avoid unre-
liable results.



120

Zhouhan Jin & Reza Norouzian

Developing a conceptual model

Despite the practical ubiquity of note-taking in educational settings, the con-
ceptual framework explaining its role in L2 learning remains underdeveloped in
the literature. Early in our synthesis, we encountered significant uncertainty in
conceptualizing a theoretical model that would guide our meta-analysis. Initial
versions of this framework were overly complex, potentially overwhelming to
readers. Indeed, because so few studies have explicitly theorized or empirically
examined how note-taking affected the impact of L2 input, we found limited evi-
dence aligned with our emerging conceptual model.

Balancing moderator inclusion

One key dilemma emerged during the synthesis is to balance the inclusion of a
comprehensive set of moderators with the need to maintain statistical clarity, ana-
lytical rigor, and adherence to word limits. Although the inclusion of more mod-
erators could theoretically yield a more complete picture of the variability in note-
taking effects, including too many moderators would risk model overfitting and
interpretive repetition. Therefore, we decided to selectively include certain mod-
erators.

These dilemmas, both anticipated and unanticipated, shaped the course of
our synthesis and ultimately strengthened its methodological foundation. In the
following section, we detail the specific actions taken to address these challenges.

Courses of action

To respond to the methodological and ethical dilemmas outlined above, we
adopted a combination of strategic planning, iterative refinement, and collabora-
tive decision-making. Below, we outline the specific steps taken to ensure method-
ological integrity and analytic transparency throughout the synthesis.

Refining the coding process

To improve the reliability and consistency of our coding framework, we held
extensive discussions to clarify ambiguous definitions, and systematically catego-
rized moderators using the (M)UTOS framework. We created a reference table
(see Table 1) to document which moderator fell under each (M)UTOS category,
enhancing clarity and ensuring alignment across our dataset.

For ambiguous definitions, such as note-taking type, and learner proficiency,
we reviewed the primary texts collaboratively, revisited our definitions, and
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Table 1. (M)UTOS for note-taking moderators

No. Moderator M U (0] T S Notes
1 study_length M/

2 time_to_test M/

3 no_treat M/

4 true_experiment M/

5 time o/

6 outcome o/

7 measure o/

8 test_type O/

9 study_setting S/
10 lang_context S/
11 region S/
12 input_mode T/

13 material_type T/

14 note_option T/

15 note_instruct T/

16 prof u/

17 ortho_script U/

refined the classification scheme until full consensus was achieved. For example,
we agreed to differentiate note-taking types into distinct categories: conventional
note-taking, framework notes, and vocabulary notebooks. However, disagree-
ments emerged regarding the classification of note-taking instruction. After in-
depth discussion, we decided to explicitly define this category to reduce future
ambiguity. We added a clarifying note stating that note-taking instruction
includes but is not limited to instruction on how to use abbreviations, organize
notes, recognize organizational cues like numeric identifiers, and attend to the
teacher’s flow of speech when input is aural. As a result, the note-taking instruc-
tion category emphasizes the provision of general guidance on note-taking skills
rather than a specific type of note-taking (e.g., framework notes or vocabulary
notebooks). These refinements significantly enhanced the transparency, consis-
tency, and interpretability of our coding process and helped establish a shared
understanding that we relied on through the rest of the coding and analysis
process.
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In parallel with refining note-taking classifications, we also took deliberate
steps to address ambiguity in the reporting of learners’ proficiency levels. Given
the considerable variability in how proficiency was defined or reported, we exam-
ined each study carefully looking for contextual cues. For example, in Siregar
(2022), we inferred an “intermediate” proficiency classification based on partic-
ipants’ pretest scores and the nature of the assessment instruments detailed in
the appendix. These measures suggested a moderate command of language pro-
ficiency, aligning with our definition of intermediate-level learners. Similarly, in
Nagep (2022), although no standardized test scores were reported, we consid-
ered “intermediate” to be safe given that English was required by the program
and English was the medium of instruction. In studies that included standardized
test scores, such as Al-Ghazo (2023), we used well-established cutoffs from instru-
ments like the TOEFL to justify our classification decisions.

Additionally, in order to maintain sufficient group sizes for meaningful com-
parison, we merged “Chinese” and “Japanese” under the broader category of “East
Asian”. For variables that were difficult to categorize due to low frequency or
ambiguity, we created a “miscellaneous” category. All the subjectivity involved in
the coding decision were under multiple rounds of discussion and refinement
to resolve coding disagreements. Finally, we established a coding scheme that
ensured consistency across studies, minimized subjective interpretations, and
allowed for more accurate meta-analytic comparisons.

Use of proxy measures for inconsistent moderators

When facing moderators that are not applicable across all studies, such as instruc-
tional length, which is irrelevant for conventional note-taking as it does not
involve instruction, it would be useful to use moderators that act as proxies for the
original moderator, or those that may overlap with it (Norouzian, 2025). There-
fore, we decided to use a proxy, which is a time-related variable — the length of
studies from the pretest to the last posttest (in weeks) — to maintain comparability
across studies. This approach can also help improve the comparability of studies
and enhance the validity of the findings (Becker, 2017).

Statistical adjustments for intact-class designs

Ideally, adjusting for the amount of overlap between the participants coming
from the same classes requires knowing the intra-class correlation (ICC) values,
which are almost never reported in primary studies. To address this, we adopted a
medium-low ICC of 0.15, as suggested by Hedges (2007), to reflect a conservative
level of similarity among students within the same class. ICC values range from o
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to 1. Values near 1 suggest that participants within the same class exhibited highly
similar performance, indicating strong dependency. In contrast, values near o
imply that participants performed very differently, reflecting near-independence
among observations.

For intact-class adjustments to work, two additional elements are typically
required: (1) the total number of intact classes recruited for the entire study and
(2) the number of participants in the treatment and control groups. When this
information was available, we used the 3m R package (Norouzian & Bui, 2024) to
make the necessary corrections to effect sizes and their sampling variances.

To illustrate the adjustment process, Norouzian (2025) used a subset of our
dataset named dat_note, derived from our meta-analysis (Norouzian et al., 2025).
The dataset includes unadjusted Hedges’ g effect sizes (g), their sampling vari-
ances (v_g), the assignment type (assign_type, e.g., individual or intact class),
the number of intact classes (n_class), and the number of participants in treat-
ment (Nt) and control (Nc) groups. A step-by-step guide for implementing these
adjustments is available at https://rnorouzian.github.io/m/p.html. The adjusted
values, which are reported as g2 (adjusted Hedges’ g) and v_g2 (adjusted sampling
variance), are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Hedges’ g and its sampling variability adjusted for assignment by intact classes

g v_g assign_type n_class Nt Nc g2 v_g2

0.319 0.0830 class 4 25 24 0.3073 0.2206
0.986 0.0912 class 4 25 24 0.9499 0.2306
0.723 0.0870 class 4 25 24 0.6966 0.2255

Note. Hedges’ g estimates are italicized to highlight their minimal change.
Sampling variances of Hedges’ g estimates are boldfaced to highlight their substantial change.

As shown, the adjustments more than doubled the sampling variances and
slightly decreased the effect sizes, indicating how assignment by intact classes can
compromise both the precision and magnitude of observed effects if left uncor-
rected. These adjustments could reduce the risk of overestimating the precision
and generalizability of findings. Although ICC values and clustering details are
often omitted in primary studies, we advocate for future researchers to report
them clearly. Doing so would enable more accurate meta-analytic corrections and
help improve the methodological transparency and reproducibility of synthesis
studies involving grouped or nested designs.


https://rnorouzian.github.io/m/p.html

124

Zhouhan Jin & Reza Norouzian

Addressing sparse data in delayed posttests

Although our initial plan included an investigation of delayed posttest effects,
only three studies offered usable data, providing just four effect sizes. After several
rounds of discussion, we determined that including these effects would yield an
unreliable effect size summary, given the sparse categorical moderator (i.e..time)
for the delayed posttest category (i.e. posttest2). Therefore, we decided to exclude
these delayed posttest effects from our narrative interpretations to maintain trans-
parency and avoid drawing conclusions from insufficient evidence. However, we
still provided results from delayed posttest (posttest2) using figures and tables
within the supplementary materials for readers interested in reviewing the full
dataset.

Conceptual model development

We refined our conceptual model (see: https://rnorouzian.github.io/m/p.html
#fig) through rounds of discussion. Early versions often attempted to account for
more variables than our dataset supported. Through several refinements, we nar-
rowed our focus to key constructs, which are input, note-taking processes, and
learning outcomes. We also identified two primary pathways to learning: a direct
effect of L2 input on learning outcomes (path c), as previously established in
Krashen’s (1985) Theory of Comprehensible Input, and an indirect effect where
note-taking mediates the impact of input (paths a x b). An additional complexity
arose in linking this model to our (M)UTOS moderator framework. The
(M)UTOS framework classifies moderators into methodological (M) and sub-
stantive dimensions. As we clarified in the supplementary materials, all UTOS
variables could potentially moderate either the note-taking process itself (path a)
or the processing of L2 input (path c). For example, learners’ L1-L2 orthographic
distance may affect the ease with which learners can understand the input (Zhang
& Zhang, 2022), and in turn affect their ability to take notes. Similarly, the differ-
ent regions where the study was conducted might also influence learners’ note-
taking perceptions and habits (Siegel & Kusumoto, 2022).

Ultimately, we developed a conceptual framework that focused on how note-
taking mediated the relationship between input exposure and learning outcomes.
This final model (see Figure 1) was included in our publication and served as a
visual aid to represent the theoretical rationale that guided our analysis.
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework for note-taking

Approach to moderator inclusion and documentation strategy

To address these concerns, we adopted a selective and principled approach to
moderator inclusion. We prioritized moderators using two main criteria:

1.

Prevalence in the Dataset: Moderators needed to be present in a sufficient
number of studies to allow for meaningful comparisons. Several moderators
were excluded due to insufficient or incomplete data. For example, the oppor-
tunity to review notes lacked sufficient baseline data to support valid learning
gain estimates. Similarly, the moderator on note-taking instruction length
could not be reliably analyzed, as it was inherently inapplicable to conven-
tional note-taking treatments and risked introducing coding bias.

Redundancy Avoidance: Moderators that overlapped conceptually with oth-
ers or produced duplicative patterns were excluded. For example, the institu-
tional level variable used in Jin and Webb (2024) as a proxy for proficiency
was replaced by a more direct and validated proficiency measure derived
from contextual indicators such as TOEFL scores and institutional require-
ments. In addition, moderators like the number of note-taking sessions over-
lapped conceptually with methodological variables already included in our
model (i.e., frequency of treatment), and were therefore excluded.

Due to the word limit of the manuscript, we chose to provide a detailed account
of the decisions behind moderator selection and exclusion in our online supple-
mentary document (https://rnorouzian.github.io/m/p.html). Besides, this com-
prehensive, publicly accessible online resource includes the complete dataset, R
scripts, full model outputs, outlier detection procedures, and additional results
not reported in the article. It allows interested readers to examine the full analytic
process, verify the findings, and even replicate the meta-analysis independently.
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Ethical inclusion of non-peer-reviewed studies

To balance comprehensiveness with quality, we evaluated each non-peer-
reviewed study on its methodological transparency, completeness and relevance.
After careful examination and discussion, we decided to include these less visible
studies. The argument for including such studies was that the authors of these
studies are often novice researchers with potentially diverse native language back-
grounds. These studies may be rejected by leading L2 journals not due to flawed
research design, but because of issues such as lack of novelty or weak academic
writing. We argue that neither of these reasons alone is sufficient to exclude such
studies from a meta-analysis. For instance, studies with limited novelty may serve
as (partial) replications of prior research, thereby increasing the precision in the
meta-analytic findings. Furthermore, as long as these studies report the necessary
information for meta-analysis such as relevant procedures, moderators’ infor-
mation, and statistical summaries, their writing quality does not interfere with
data extraction or synthesis. Other important aspects of the studies, such as their
design and data analyses, can still be assessed by meta-analysts on a case-by-case
basis. To apply a blanket rule that such studies, by default, should be excluded
from a meta-analysis introduces a form of researcher bias to the meta-analysis.
This concern parallels the discussion in Chapter 8, which also outlines several
practical steps for maintaining methodological quality without disadvantaging
studies published in less visible venues. Thus, upon careful examination and in
alignment with our inclusion criteria, we decided to include these studies in our
meta-analysis. This choice allowed us to expand the empirical scope of our syn-
thesis, enabling a more nuanced understanding of how note-taking influences L2
learning across diverse study designs and participant populations.

Alternative courses of action

Throughout the synthesis, we considered a number of alternative approaches
to address the methodological challenges we encountered. While we ultimately
selected strategies that best aligned with our goals for rigor, transparency, and
clarity, it is important to acknowledge the paths not taken, and to reflect on the
potential consequences if we had decided to choose them.

Handling inapplicable moderators in observational studies

In cases where certain moderators, such as the duration of instruction, were inap-
plicable to observational studies, we considered multiple coding strategies. One
option is to leave the moderator blank (coded as NA). However, it would poten-
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tially reduce the sample size due to missing data. Another way is to code the
instruction length as o. While coding such values as o would allow the inclusion
of more studies in moderator analyses, it could misrepresent the construct and
inflate the number of studies with o values. Because instruction is inherently inap-
plicable to observational designs, we believed that these studies should not be
treated as lying on the same continuum. Ultimately, applying a proxy (i.e., study
duration in weeks) as discussed earlier could be a better choice to minimize both
missing data and conceptual distortion (Norouzian, 2025).

Use of default assumptions for cluster adjustment

In adjusting for intact-class assignments, we relied on an assumed ICC value
of 0.15. An alternative would have been to adopt a more conservative or liberal
default, or to exclude cluster-adjusted studies altogether.

Each of these paths presented trade-offs. A lower ICC might have under-
estimated intra-class similarity, inflating the precision of summary effects (e.g.,
narrower CIs, and lower p-values). A higher ICC might have been overly conserv-
ative, reducing precision excessively. Excluding studies using intact classes would
have eliminated the majority of our dataset and introduced selection bias. Our
selected ICC offered a balanced and literature-supported compromise.

Inclusion of delayed posttest effects

One alternative we considered was to merge immediate and delayed posttest
effects into a single “posttest” category while statistically adjusting for the fact that
the delayed posttest studies likely had longer durations. This would have allowed
us to retain all available data while accounting for study length as a potential con-
founding factor. However, although this method could have increased the number
of effect sizes, it also risked obscuring differences between immediate and delayed
effects, potentially reducing interpretive clarity. We ultimately decided to exclude
the limited delayed posttest effects to allow for greater transparency within the
results.

More comprehensive conceptual model

When designing the model, the (M)UTOS framework served as a foundation
for our conceptualization. We also considered alternative models that could have
incorporated a broader range of variables, such as those that inhibit learning or
shape learner engagement in more nuanced ways. One such direction could have
been to explicitly include variables beyond those that we used in our current
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model. For example, learner-related variables such as working memory, attention,
or language anxiety might affect the extent to which learners can effectively
engage with input and concurrently take notes. Similarly, cognitive overload, par-
ticularly in contexts where learners are exposed to dense or unfamiliar academic
input, may reduce the effectiveness of note-taking by overwhelming learners’ pro-
cessing capacities. Our current model’s exclusion of these variables likely reflects
the limited reporting of them in the primary studies. Nevertheless, such variables
may play a significant role in moderating the relationship between note-taking
and learning.

Additionally, while our analysis focused on the encoding function of note-
taking (i.e., the process of note-taking), an alternative analytical pathway could
have involved examining the external storage function of note-taking (i.e., review
effects). This perspective emphasizes the value of notes that support delayed
review and consolidation. Including studies that allow learners to review their
notes before posttests could offer insight into the delayed and cumulative benefits
of note-taking, especially in longitudinal learning contexts. This would require a
modified conceptual model, potentially one that incorporates an additional path-
way from note-taking to delayed learning outcomes.

Finally, while our current model treats the cognitive processes underlying
note-taking (e.g., encoding) as unobservable, a more fine-grained future
approach might attempt to estimate these latent cognitive constructs, provided
that relevant proxies (e.g., time-on-task, richness of notes) are available.

Taken together, these alternative courses of action suggest that although the
current conceptual model offers valuable insights, other potential models may
also be helpful in capturing different dimensions of note-taking and its role in L2
learning.

Retention of all moderators regardless of frequency

Another possible course of action was to retain every coded moderator, even
those backed by only one or two studies, and to present all results with equal
emphasis. This would have maximized comprehensiveness and potentially high-
lighted lesser-known influences on note-taking effectiveness.

However, this strategy would be more likely to produce unstable or mislead-
ing effect estimates. To avoid drawing conclusions based on insufficient evidence,
we chose to prioritize variables supported by broader empirical coverage. That is,
we ensured that each moderator subgroup should at least have three studies (Li,
2016; Vuogan & Li, 2023). Nonetheless, we included descriptive summaries of the
less frequent moderators in supplementary materials for interested readers.
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Embedding all information in the main article

Before initiating our synthesis, we designed a comprehensive coding sheet that
aimed to capture a broad range of potential moderators. This extensive coding
process reflected our commitment to thoroughly examining the factors that might
influence the relationship between note-taking and L2 learning. This comprehen-
sive approach was intended to maximize insights drawn from our synthesis.
However, if we include all of the moderators, we would include more analyt-
ical details and diagnostics within the published article. This could either signif-
icantly condense other narratives such as background and discussion or sacrifice
transparency and clarity in the presentation of results. Embedding such a large
amount of information in the main article would overwhelm the reader and
reduce the accessibility for replication. The chosen strategy of providing full doc-
umentation via a supplementary site preserved both conciseness and openness.

Exclusion of non-peer-reviewed studies

We also considered excluding all non-peer-reviewed studies on the grounds that
they may lack rigorous quality control. This would have simplified the synthesis
process and reduced the risk of incorporating poorly conducted research.

However, such exclusion could introduce publication and selection bias as
discussed in Chapter 1 and so overlook meaningful contributions from specific
publication types and less visible sources. Many non-peer-reviewed studies in our
dataset provided sufficient methodological detail and data transparency. By evalu-
ating these studies case by case, we aimed to preserve comprehensiveness without
sacrificing quality.

Taken together, these alternative paths highlight the importance of careful
judgment in synthesis research. Each decision entails trade-offs between inclusiv-
ity, validity, clarity, and interpretability. While we believe our chosen course of
action best serves the aims of our study, these alternatives offer useful insights and
raise important considerations for future meta-analysts.

Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the methodological journey of conducting a multi-
variate multilevel meta-analysis on note-taking in L2 learning, reflecting both
anticipated and unforeseen dilemmas. From coding challenges and conceptual
uncertainty to dataset limitations and ethical considerations, the process
demanded flexibility, transparency, and sustained critical reflection. Our goal
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throughout was to ensure methodological integrity while enhancing the inter-
pretability and practical value of our findings.

Key lessons include the value of early planning and iterative discussion when
defining moderators and developing conceptual frameworks. Strategic coding
refinement and adjustments for study design (e.g., intact-class assignments) were
essential to achieving robust estimates. Furthermore, we found that a balance
must be struck between inclusiveness and analytic focus, especially when working
within word limits.

Future researchers may benefit from adopting a flexible yet principled
approach to conducting meta-analyses, one that remains open to emergent chal-
lenges while grounded in theory and best practices. The integration of 3M models
with the (M)UTOS framework provided both analytic rigor and conceptual clar-
ity, offering a replicable pathway for future work.

Ultimately, the reproducible code presented in the supplementary materials
contributes to open science practices. For those conducting meta-analyses, open
science promotes transparency, enables reuse of data and workflows, thereby
advancing methodological rigor and innovation in Applied Linguistics. It can
also serve as valuable eductional resources for readers and other practitioners. To
further embed open science in the meta-analytic workflow, researchers can pro-
vide datasets and analysis code in public repositories, and offer detailed supple-
mentary documentation. By adopting these practices, future meta-analyses can
become more transparent, reproducible, and ultimately advance knowledge of
meta-analysis in the field.

Questions for discussion

1.  What strategies can researchers use to decide which moderators to prioritize
in a meta-analysis?

2. How can research teams effectively collaborate to resolve coding disagree-
ments and refine conceptual models?

3. How does the use of the 3M approach improve the meta-analytic findings
compared to traditional methods?

4. In what ways can supplementary materials or other open science practices be
used to enhance the comprehensiveness and transparency of a meta-analysis
or research synthesis in general?
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Further reading

Norouzian, R. (2025). Advancing meta-analysis in Applied Linguistics: Coding and effect size
considerations for improved rigor. Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 53-73.

This paper focuses on enhancing the methodological rigor in meta-analyses within the field
of Applied Linguistics, particularly through improved coding practices and detailed consider-
ation of effect sizes. It integrated theoretical insights with practical challenges for conducting
robust meta-analyses, which are crucial for synthesizing research findings and advancing the
field effectively.

Norouzian, R., & Bui, G. (2024). Meta-analysis of second language research with complex
research designs. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 46, 251-276.

This paper introduces why complex research designs in SLA create dependency problems
for meta-analysis, and how to handle such dependencies, making it especially valuable for
researchers looking to move beyond traditional meta-analytic models toward more robust,
transparent approaches.

Norouzian, R., Jin, Z., & Webb, S. (2025). Increasing meta-analytic quality: A multivariate mul-
tilevel meta-analysis of note taking through exposure to L2 input. Modern Language
Journal, 109(1), 171-193.

This study applies a multivariate multilevel meta-analysis (3M) approach to synthesize research
on note-taking in L2 learning, accounting for dependencies and methodological variation
across studies. It serves as a detailed, practical example of implementing advanced meta-
analytic methods with fully reproducible code and materials, making it a practical example of
improving transparency and rigor in meta-analyses.

Siegel, J. (2021). Developing notetaking skills in a second language: Insights from classroom
research. Routledge.

This book examines how L2 learners develop note-taking skills in real classroom settings, inte-
grating empirical research with practical guidance for instruction. It provides valuable context
on the pedagogical side of note-taking, helping researchers and teachers understand how note-
taking interventions can be designed and evaluated in authentic learning environments.

Boers, F., Bryfonski, L., Faez, E, & McKay, T. (2020). A call for cautious interpretation of meta-
analytic reviews. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 43(1), 2-24.

This paper critiques common pitfalls in interpreting meta-analytic results in Applied Linguis-
tics, emphasizing issues like heterogeneity, moderator analyses, and publication bias. It advo-
cates for a more nuanced reading of meta-analytic findings, offering practical advice for those
who want to conduct a meta-analysis.
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CHAPTER 8

Learning through conducting
meta-analyses

Supervisor and student reflections

Stuart Webb & Su Kyung Kim

University of Western Ontario =Korea University

Meta-analyses can appear daunting to both beginning and established
researchers because they require a comprehensive understanding of the
research literature and involve analytical approaches that differ from those
used in most empirical studies. As a result, research students and their
supervisors may hesitate to include meta-analyses in graduate research.
However, conducting a meta-analysis offers several important benefits for
research students. The process encourages a deeper understanding of
research designs in the field and helps students critically evaluate existing
methodologies and findings. It also enables them to identify research gaps
that can inform future empirical studies. In addition, engaging with meta-
analytic techniques helps students develop advanced statistical and
analytical skills. Drawing on our experiences conducting student-led meta-
analyses, this chapter discusses the challenges and benefits encountered by
both students and supervisors.

Keywords: meta-analysis, PhD supervision, PhD research, MA research,
vocabulary

In recent years, our research team has conducted several meta-analyses (e.g.,
Uchihara et al., 2019; Webb et al., 2020, 2023; Yanagisawa et al., 2020), some of
which have contributed to the requirements for student degrees (e.g., Jin & Webb,
2024; Kim & Webb, 2022; Sutton & Webb, 2026; Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021; 2022).
There are good reasons for students to conduct a meta-analysis as the main com-
ponent of a master’s degree or as the initial study within a doctorate. First, meta-
analyses require the development of comprehensive knowledge of a topic that
should be a target learning outcome in most research-intensive programs. More-
over, the results of the meta-analyses may reveal the most useful research ques-
tions for subsequent studies about the topic. However, meta-analyses can appear
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daunting to both beginning and established researchers. They require strong and
comprehensive understanding of the research literature. Moreover, they include
different types of analyses from most studies, thus requiring an additional aspect
of learning. For these reasons, research students may be less likely to conduct
meta-analyses within their studies.

When deciding on whether the best option for students is to conduct a meta-
analysis, there are several things for supervisors to consider. First, the broad scope
of the search for studies that meet inclusion and exclusion criteria in a meta-
analysis and the amount of detailed knowledge required of each study involve a
large amount of independent work on the part of the student. This means that it
might be more difficult to provide the same degree of oversight in meta-analyses
than in empirical studies. For example, the database search in Kim and Webb
(2022) elicited 7,246 titles and abstracts of studies that needed to be screened. Sub-
sequently 69 studies were assessed for eligibility. Moreover, it is highly likely that
there will be some ambiguity with interpretation of the details across these stud-
ies. Because studies are not designed and written to conform with each other, it
is difficult to anticipate where ambiguity will occur. This means that transparency
in screening and coding studies is particularly important and regular communi-
cation between students and supervisors is essential to ensure that both parties
are in agreement of the process that is being followed. Therefore, it is extremely
important that supervisors and students understand the challenges that might
occur at the different stages of the meta-analysis, and whenever there is uncer-
tainty, to meet and discuss the advantages and disadvantages of possible options.

Before starting a meta-analysis, graduate students may have mixed feelings.
First, students may understand that conducting a meta-analysis can serve as a use-
ful guideline for reading and interpreting prior studies about their chosen topic.
This may help them to reduce their anxiety about research. Second, students may
see meta-analysis as an efficient way to analyze previous research, a necessary step
for their studies, while also revealing opportunities to find additional research
topics beyond their dissertation. However, students may also feel burdened by
the need to understand meta-analyses, which differ from more common forms of
experimental research. Lastly, students will likely find the requirement of learning
meta-analysis methods to be an additional challenge. This may require students
to take courses — either online or offline — to acquire the necessary skills for con-
ducting meta-analyses. While this training is valuable and necessary, it may be an
added financial burden which can also add anxiety to graduate studies.

The reflections presented in this chapter are informed by our experiences
conducting several systematic research syntheses using meta-analytic methods. In
these studies, we adopted established procedures for research synthesis, including
systematic literature searches across multiple databases, the application of explicit
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inclusion and exclusion criteria, structured coding of study characteristics, and
quantitative aggregation of effect sizes. These procedures were guided by widely
used methodological frameworks for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (e.g.,
Borenstein et al., 2009; Higgins & Green, 2008; Moher et al., 2009). Drawing
on these experiences, the chapter discusses the methodological and ethical chal-
lenges that supervisors and graduate students may encounter when conducting
meta-analyses within research degree programs.

Methodological and ethical dilemmas

Balancing comprehensiveness and precision in defining and selecting modera-
tors, coding their subgroups, and addressing issues of publication bias remain
key methodological and ethical dilemmas for research students conducting meta-
analyses. These dilemmas are not only methodological but also ethical in nature
because they involve decisions about fairness in study inclusion, transparency in
analytic choices, and responsibility toward both the research literature and the
well-being of student researchers. These challenges also resonate with broader
methodological developments in meta-analytic research within Applied Linguis-
tics (see Plonsky, Hu, & Zhao, Chapter 3).

Scope

As with most types of research, an initial challenge can be deciding on the scope
of the study. This is particularly important with meta-analyses because when the
scope increases, the search demands may become unmanageable. For example, it
might be tempting in meta-analyses of L2 learning to also include studies of L1
learning and code L1-L2 as a moderator variable to look at how that affects gains.
That might provide an interesting comparison. However, if the focus of the study
is frequently researched (e.g., incidental vocabulary learning, spacing effects),
the scope of the search and the extent to which the data could be analysed and
included within a single study may go beyond what is manageable. Students (and
supervisor!) may often be motivated to take on a wider scope than is manageable.
Thus, it is important to ensure that the scope of the meta-analysis can provide an
achievable outcome.
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Inclusion of non-WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized,
Rich, and Democratic) studies

One of the more challenging aspects of the literature search is the ethical question
of whether non-peer reviewed research and studies from lesser known sources
should be included in the meta-analysis. Because a comprehensive literature
search may identify a large number of studies from a wide range of sources,
supervisors are unlikely to be familiar with all of the studies that meet the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria. A question that may then arise is how to ensure that
the included studies meet expected quality standards? A meta-analysis may yield
incorrect or misleading results if the methodologies of the included studies do
not provide sufficient information for transparent interpretation of learning con-
ditions or the methodological rigour to effectively answer the research questions
(Boers etal., 2021). This may lead to the ethical dilemma of how to conduct a
comprehensive search without disadvantaging research such as conference pro-
ceedings, master’s and doctoral dissertations, and articles from non-WEIRD con-
texts that might be published outside of more prestigious publications. This issue
raises an ethical consideration regarding fairness in knowledge representation.
Excluding studies from less visible outlets or non-WEIRD contexts may system-
atically bias the evidence base and limit the generalizability of meta-analytic con-
clusions.

Coding

When conducting a meta-analysis, research students often face methodological
challenges, particularly in coding prior studies’ methodologies. In the initial stages
of coding studies, it is difficult to anticipate all moderator variables. The variables
that have received the most attention in the literature are easy to anticipate and
are likely to be clear. For example, in Kim and Webb’s (2022) coding of studies
of repeated practice, the moderators provision of feedback (present, absent) and
feedback timing (immediate, delayed) were anticipated and transparent. Similarly,
because there are many studies investigating the effects of spaced practice on
vocabulary learning, it was easy to anticipate that vocabulary would be one cate-
gory for the moderator learning target. However, it was less clear whether vocab-
ulary would include both studies of single word learning and multiword learning
or whether these types of studies should be coded as separate categories. It was
also unclear whether less frequently investigated learning targets such as gram-
mar, pronunciation, and processing might be included as categories. In addition
to methodological consistency, coding decisions also have an ethical dimension
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because inconsistent interpretation of study characteristics may influence the
transparency and credibility of the synthesis.

Students may be inclined to include as many potential moderators as possible
to demonstrate a thorough examination of variables. However, some moderators
may not have sufficient sample sizes (k) in the dataset. This can result in small
subgroup sizes for each moderator, making it difficult to draw reliable conclu-
sions. However, due to findings from earlier studies, students may hesitate to
exclude certain moderators, even when their inclusion is not statistically justified.
For example, individual studies often have varying conditions (e.g., stimuli, target
items or features, the number of repetitions), leading students to feel pressured
to incorporate all possible conditions while simultaneously striving for a more
focused analysis.

Creating labels for moderator variables

One major issue when coding studies can be creating understandable and widely
acceptable labels for moderators. Because studies are designed for different pur-
poses and written by different researchers, there may be little conformity in the
terms that are used to describe learner, treatment, and methodological variables.
Moreover, methodologies may often lack sufficient detail, making it difficult to
interpret the variables of interest. For instance, defining and coding the type of
knowledge measured, participant proficiency level, and test type can be challeng-
ing, because of variation in the terms used, while aspects of the design such as
treatment and test duration may not be transparent or always included. This will
likely be a major issue for students, because they are the ones who are trying to
interpret and code the studies. However, it is also something that supervisors need
to anticipate because differences in interpretation of terminology and definitions
will lead to inconsistencies in the coding process, which in turn may impact the
findings.

Another issue may be coding a study that combines multiple conditions.
For example, when a study includes both comprehension-based (e.g., reading
or listening) and production-based (e.g., sentence writing, picture description)
learning conditions, students may categorize it as mixed. However, this broad
classification can make result interpretation difficult, especially when the mixed
subgroup has a larger sample size than other subgroups under a moderator. Such
inconsistencies can obscure meaningful distinctions between different learning
conditions and reduce the clarity of the analysis.
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Statistical knowledge

Because meta-analyses are less common than intervention studies, it may be
challenging for students (and supervisors!) to gain the methodological and sta-
tistical expertise required. Methodologically, meta-analyses require systematic
literature searches and screening procedures (e.g., constructing comprehensive
search strategies, applying rigorous inclusion and exclusion criteria, and follow-
ing systematic review protocols to ensure transparency and replicability). They
also involve the careful identification and operationalization of study charac-
teristics (e.g., coding and data extraction) and the critical evaluation of study
quality (e.g., randomization, control conditions, reporting completeness). Statis-
tically, students conducting meta-analyses must be able to compute and inter-
pret effect sizes from diverse reported data, understand model selection (fixed-
or random-effects), and evaluate heterogeneity (e.g., Q statistic, I?) and potential
publication bias using advanced techniques such as moderator analyses (e.g.,
meta-regression, subgroup analysis) and funnel plots (e.g., Egger’s regression).
Unlike single empirical studies that analyze researcher-generated data within a
single design, meta-analyses synthesize results across multiple studies, requiring
not only the ability to manage methodological diversity and interpret cumulative
evidence across the field but also statistical proficiency in synthesizing heteroge-
neous data. There may not be available courses on how to conduct a meta-analysis
nor how to analyse the data. Indeed, this was the situation in our university con-
text. Therefore, it may be necessary to look elsewhere to develop the skills neces-
sary to conduct meta-analyses.

Writing up the meta-analysis

Writing up a meta-analysis presents challenges to both supervisors and students.
Writing for publication may be the most difficult aspect of graduate studies for all
students regardless of their English language background. Learning how to write
a meta-analysis article presents students with many challenges because along with
the focus on the primary research question, the article also needs to present expla-
nation, background, and discussion of the many moderator variables. Describing
all aspects of the study with sufficient detail and keeping within the word limit can
be difficult. For example, how much detail should be provided about the differ-
ent studies that are discussed in the Introduction and Background sections? How
much detail is necessary in the Methodology? To what extent should the findings
be discussed in the Results section? What can be included in the Discussion out-
side of the results? Finally, how can all of this information be included in a man-
uscript with a 8,500 or 10,000 word limit? Because writing a manuscript can be
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stressful for students, supervisors are tasked with providing both the support and
critical feedback necessary for a positive learning experience. For supervisors this
may include the following challenges. First, the student’s narrative of the manu-
script may differ from how the supervisor may have framed it. This should be fine
because there are likely to be several ways to successfully write a manuscript. It
should also be considered a positive outcome because it allows students to learn
first from the feedback of their supervisor and then subsequently from the feed-
back of examiners and reviewers. However, a challenge for supervisors is ensuring
that students learn through the writing process rather than having their writing
difficulties solved by the supervisor. This can be a time-consuming process that
involves going through many drafts of the manuscript. In the end, however, it
allows students to learn through the process and hopefully develop the skills nec-
essary to write improved drafts of subsequent manuscripts.

Student well-being

Perhaps, the most important ethical issue for supervisors and students to consider
before conducting a meta-analysis is the well-being of student researchers. Super-
visors therefore have an ethical responsibility to consider how the demands of
conducting a meta-analysis may affect students’ workload, stress levels, and sense
of isolation during the research process. Of course, this is something that should
be considered in relation to any student research project. However, there might
be a couple of issues that are more relevant with meta-analyses than other types
of research. For example, because meta-analyses are less common than interven-
tion studies, students might be less able to draw on and learn from the resources
within the university, faculty members, and their peers. At our university, while
there are many courses offered on different types of statistical analyses, there was
not one that included meta-analysis. Moreover, although our research team has
conducted quite a few meta-analyses, at the time each one was undertaken, most
were unique to the studies being conducted by the rest of research team. In addi-
tion, the literature search and coding of studies in meta-analyses tends to involve
a very large number of hours reading over a period of months. This may prompt
a greater amount of time on their own and lead to feelings of isolation and loneli-
ness for students. Finally, the challenges of learning a new form of statistical analy-
ses may cause anxiety if there are few peers around to learn from.
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Course of action

Scope

For students, the scope of the study may present unforeseen challenges. This
is because closely related topics may emerge when screening studies during the
search process. One example of this was how to address frequency effects when
screening studies for a meta-analysis of meaning-focused L2 vocabulary learning.
Because many studies of meaning-focused L2 vocabulary learning examine the
effects of frequency of occurrence of target words, it made sense to code for fre-
quency because it was a theoretically motivated variable. A decision then needed
to be made about whether to expand the focus of the meta-analysis to include
frequency effects or examine frequency effects on its own. In this case, we felt
it would be better to do two meta-analyses, one focused on frequency effects in
L2 vocabulary learning (Uchihara et al., 2019) and the other on meaning-focused
L2 vocabulary learning (Webb et al., 2023). Including both within a single arti-
cle would have limited the detail that could have been covered in each due to
word limit restrictions. Similarly, in a meta-analysis of L2 learning through view-
ing meaning-focused audiovisual input, Sutton and Webb (2026) found that many
studies included closely related learning conditions such as learning through
viewing L2 meaning-focused audiovisual input with captions or subtitles. A deci-
sion then had to be made about whether it would be useful to expand the scope of
the study to also include one or both of these conditions. In this case, we decided
that expanding the scope would present unmanageable demands on screening
and coding of the studies because the topic of viewing L2 meaning-focused audio-
visual input with captions or subtitles was very large. Moreover, the findings
for the original topic, learning through viewing L2 meaning-focused audiovisual
input, might be less transparent and meaningful when combined with studies of
captions and subtitles.

Inclusion of non-WEIRD studies

We have taken several steps to ensure that the included studies met expected qual-
ity standards without disadvantaging research published outside of prestigious
outlets. First, we have included doctoral dissertations within our search (e.g., Kim
& Webb, 2022; Uchihara et al., 2019; Yanagisawa et al., 2020). The advantage of
including PhD dissertations within the search is that it reduces the chance of pub-
lication bias affecting the results. Publication bias refers to the increased likeli-
hood that results of studies published in journals will show statistically significant
findings in comparison to those in dissertations. Second, we never limited the
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search to only prestigious journals. There are several reasons why we believe this
is useful. These include the fact that no matter the status, all peer-reviewed jour-
nals are likely to include some articles that have methodological issues. Similarly,
because a journal is less well known does not mean that research quality is poor.
In some contexts, researchers may be encouraged to submit their research to local
journals, may have a need to have their research published more quickly, or may
lack the confidence to believe that publication will occur in more prestigious out-
lets. By including a wide variety of publication outlets in the search, researchers
from non-WEIRD contexts are less likely to be disadvantaged.

The third step that we have taken to ensure a comprehensive search that fol-
lows ethical guidelines is to carefully check that the research meets the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria, and when there is a lack of clarity, we meet to discuss
the study and how to move forward with it. The fourth step we have taken is
running additional analyses to see how the inclusion of any studies influences
research findings. This provides greater transparency for readers because it allows
them to see how the inclusion of certain studies may affect findings. For example,
we reported sensitivity and influence analyses — including publication bias tests
(fail-safe N, trim-and-fill, funnel plots) — and examined variance inflation factors
(VIFs) to assess multicollinearity in the meta-regression models (e.g., Kim &
Webb, 2022; Webb et al., 2023). These checks demonstrated that our results were
not driven by certain studies.

Coding

Differences in definitions can lead to inconsistencies in the coding process. One
problem that we faced when coding variables in our meta-analysis on spaced
practice (Kim & Webb, 2022) was how to define the moderator variable retention
interval because researchers use different definitions. Initially, we defined it as
the interval between the end of practicing the target feature and testing. For
example, if the last day of practice occurred on July 1 and the delayed posttest
occurred on July 15, then the retention interval was 14 days. This definition was
based on studies of meaning-focused and intentional vocabulary learning (e.g.,
Webb et al., 2023; Webb et al., 2020). However, as noted by one reviewer, Suzuki
(2017) reported that in studies of spaced learning, when posttests are administered
to participants at multiple intervals (e.g., immediate posttest, delayed posttest 1,
delayed posttest 2), the immediate posttest and first delayed posttest may serve
as additional practice sessions. Thus, if the schedule for testing was immediate
posttest on July 1, delayed posttest 1 on July 8, and delayed posttest 2 on July 15,
the retention interval should be seven days because learning can occur through
the earlier posttests. In this case, while there was justification for both approaches,
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we followed the recommendation of the reviewer to incorporate Suzuki’s (2017)
interpretation, which was specific to studies of repeated practice.

Creating labels for moderator variables

Deciding on the labels for moderator variables may present challenges. Because
of variation in the terms used across studies and differences in the ways in which
variables are operationalized in the research literature, choosing labels for vari-
ables that are transparent and justified can be difficult. For instance, defining and
coding moderators such as test type, measurement, number of repetitions and fre-
quency of practice were challenging for Kim and Webb (2022), because researchers
used different labels and definitions. As a result, we struggled to establish widely
persuasive labels and definitions that could accommodate diverse perspectives.
For example, two moderator variables were labeled frequency of practice and
number of sessions. The variables were justified within the literature, because fre-
quency of practice can refer to both within-session and between-session practice,
whereas number of sessions refers to the individual session in which learning took
place. However, if not well-acquainted with these definitions, the labels may seem
to refer to the same variable, and so detailed and transparent definitions were
required to reduce the potential for misinterpretation.

Statistical knowledge

Developing the methodological and statistical expertise required to conduct
meta-analyses is an ongoing challenge. Our research team initially learned meta-
analyses through self-study. Borenstein etal’s (2009) Introduction to meta-
analysis was an essential resource, as was the Comprehensive Meta-Analysis soft-
ware used to analyse data. One of the team members also enrolled in the course
Comprehensive Meta-Analysis through meta-analysis.com, which further
improved understanding of meta-analysis as well as the software used for analysis.
Working as a team and supporting each other has been an important component
of the success of our meta-analyses and this is particularly true of developing sta-
tistical knowledge.

Writing the meta-analysis

Finding useful models of published meta-analyses may be the most useful starting
point for students setting out to write up a meta-analysis. Meta-analyses published
in good journals with the same or similar word limits as the target journal provide
students with models of how to organize the different sections of the article and
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raise awareness of which information is required and the level of detail necessary
for each section. Initially, there were few meta-analyses closely linked to our top-
ics so those that we found provided a starting point to follow for how we might
write up our meta-analyses (e.g., de Vos et al., 2018; Swanborn & de Glopper,
1999). L1 meta-analyses also provided useful models for how a topic might be
discussed. For example, for our L2 meta-analysis of spaced practice, we drew on
Donovan and Radosevich (1999) and Cepeda et al’s (2006) meta-analyses of the
effects of spaced retrieval on L1 learning. It is important to note that no individ-
ual study is likely to provide a perfect model of how to write up a new study. Each
study is written according to different parameters such as the journal constraints
and the feedback of reviewers and editors. Moreover, if the authors of an earlier
published work were to write the study again, it is likely to be different because
knowledge and reporting guidelines tend to change over time. However, several
different studies may help reveal how the different parts of each section of an arti-
cle may be written and this may ease the writing burden to some degree.

If meeting the word limit of a target publication is challenging, including
some of the findings and analyses in supplementary materials is a useful strategy.
In Kim and Webb (2022), ten appendices covering 68 pages were included in sup-
plementary materials. These appendices covered information that was necessary
for replication such as the PRISMA flow diagram, coding scheme, category crite-
ria, and details of included studies in the meta-analysis. Appendices also included
important analyses that were challenging to include due to space limitations such
as publication bias analyses, and moderator analyses for each posttest under each
category. By including this information in supplementary materials, the narrative
of the manuscript may read better from start to finish and readers can access other
necessary information to evaluate the research in the supplementary materials if
they are interested.

Student well-being

To help ensure the well-being of students, it is most important for supervisors to
raise awareness of the challenges that might be faced while conducting a meta-
analysis. Students should understand the extent to which they will be able to get
support from the university, their supervisor, faculty members, and peers. They
should also be aware of the time-intensive nature of conducting meta-analyses,
the large amount of critical reading involved, and the potential for this to feel iso-
lating. Because there should typically be multiple options for student research,
discussing the advantages and disadvantages of each option before moving for-
ward with a study may allow students to select the best option for their needs.
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In our research team, we initially conducted four meta-analyses as a three-
person team consisting of a supervisor and two students (Uchihara et al., 2019;
Webb et al., 2020, 2023; Yanagisawa et al., 2020). Working as a team helped to
develop knowledge of how to conduct meta-analyses, clarify any misconceptions
that occurred along the way, and build on the knowledge gained through conduct-
ing each study. Support could be provided between students, from supervisor to
student and from student to supervisor. Moreover, the knowledge gained through
conducting the initial meta-analyses helped support new meta-analyses con-
ducted by subsequent students (e.g., Jin & Webb, 2024; Kim & Webb, 2022).
By working together as a team and sharing knowledge, students may find meta-
analysis more collaborative and less isolating, which may enhance student well-
being. Similar supervisory dynamics are described by Chalmers and Hamilton
(Chapter 15), who discuss collaboration between doctoral researchers and super-
visors when conducting systematic reviews.

Alternative courses of action

Scope

In the previous examples related to scope, the most appropriate course of action
was to limit the scope of the research. This allowed us to provide a more detailed
and transparent analysis of individual topics. However, at times it may also be
useful to expand the scope of the research. For example, Kim and Webb (2022)
included a more comprehensive scope of studies in their meta-analysis of studies
of repeated practice than Uchihara et al. (2019), Webb et al. (2023), and Sutton
and Webb (2026). Kim and Webb needed to consider whether to include studies
of the different schedules for repeated practice (spaced vs massed, shorter vs
longer spacing, expanding vs equal spacing) in one article, or to examine each on
its own. In this case, Kim and Webb decided to include all three types of spac-
ing in a single study to provide a more comprehensive account of the effects of
repeated practice. This allowed readers to gain greater insight into how the dif-
ferent types of studies of repeated practice contribute to L2 learning within one
article. The disadvantage of this approach was that by including multiple meta-
analyses within a single article, each topic was condensed, perhaps making the
article less reader friendly.
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Inclusion of non-WEIRD studies

Earlier we discussed the steps that were taken to ensure quality standards are
met without disadvantaging non-WEIRD studies. However, mitigating publica-
tion bias in meta-analyses also involves thorough study identification and the use
of bias-detection tools. As a general strategy, students can conduct exhaustive lit-
erature searches across multiple databases and include gray literature (e.g. dis-
sertations, conference proceedings, and other unpublished studies) to capture
relevant findings beyond the published domain (Higgins & Green, 2008). This
inclusive approach helps ensure that studies with nonsignificant or unfavorable
results — which might otherwise remain unpublished — are not systematically
overlooked (Higgins & Green, 2008). Clear inclusion criteria for the review can
guard against included studies based on their outcomes and promote a transpar-
ent, unbiased selection process. To describe the study inclusion criteria and the
number of included and excluded references in the process, students can provide
a PRISMA flow diagram (Moher et al., 2009). Students can also employ specific
statistical techniques to detect and address publication bias in the gathered data
(Borenstein et al., 2009). Publication bias could be probed visually and analyti-
cally (funnel plots, Egger’s test) and, where appropriate, adjusted (trim-and-fill
or selection models), alongside comparisons of published vs. gray literature (e.g.,
Egger et al., 1997; Stanley & Doucouliagos, 2014). By combining comprehensive
search efforts with these analytical tools, students can greatly reduce the impact of
publication bias and strengthen the credibility of their meta-analytic conclusions.
Additionally, students can remove the flagged outlier (e.g., Zhao & Aryadoust,
2024). Zhao and Aryadoust employed influence diagnostics (e.g., externally stu-
dentized residuals) to detect overly influential studies and then conducted sensi-
tivity analyses comparing models with and without the outlier.

Students can pilot the eligibility criteria on a subset of studies (e.g., 10-20%),
have two coders screen that subset independently, and reconcile disagreements to
surface ambiguous cases. The team can then revise the coding dataset and report
inter-rater agreement (e.g., x or percent agreement, e.g, Norouzian, 2021) before
proceeding to full screening. The team can then run follow-up robustness checks
(e.g., studentized residuals, outlier removal, publication bias tests). These steps
help ensure that inclusion/exclusion decisions and analytic choice do not exces-
sively influence the overall conclusions. Such procedures reflect the field’s growing
emphasis on transparency and rigor in meta-analyses and enhance the credibility

of the findings.



Chapter 8. Learning through conducting meta-analyses

147

Coding

As discussed previously, it is important to ensure that any moderator variable
coded in the meta-analysis is clearly defined and grounded in prior studies, pro-
viding a strong theoretical justification for its inclusion. The data from moderator
variables is unlikely to be consistent and so supervisors and students may need to
decide how to treat variables that do not quite conform to expected parameters.
For example, it is important to decide on how to treat moderator variables that are
less frequent within the data. If a moderator subgroup is represented by only a few
studies, it may be more appropriate to synthesize those results narratively rather
than statistically, particularly when the moderator is theoretically important but
the quantitative data are too sparse for robust analysis. Similarly, when included
studies are coded under a broad mixed category, students can describe the indi-
vidual study designs in detail to illuminate the heterogeneity within that grouping
instead of treating mixed as a homogeneous label.

Creating labels for moderator variables

The approach we discussed previously involved providing detailed and trans-
parent definitions that were grounded in the literature. However, this might not
always be possible. Because there tends to be variation in how activities used for
learning are operationalized across studies, it may be difficult to classify activities
according to well-established labels. This is because often a treatment may involve
multiple activities that contribute to learning. For example, Bloom and Shuell
(1981) included both multiple-choice and fill-in-the blank activities within their
learning condition. Because these activities are quite different and involve differ-
ent types of psychological conditions that contribute to learning (multiple-choice
contributes to learning through receptive recognition while fill-in-the-blanks con-
tributes to learning through form recall), it was not easy to decide on how to fit
this under a transparent category label that also fit other activity types. In this
case, we created broader categories (comprehension activities, production activi-
ties, combined activities that include both comprehension and production exer-
cises) that allowed transparent interpretation of coding. An advantage of using
a broader more inclusive label is that it may increase the number of studies and
effect sizes within a category. The disadvantage of this approach is that the results
are less precise because the category includes different activities.
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Statistical knowledge

Earlier we discussed the different ways in which the statistical knowledge required
for a meta-analysis might be gained. Here we discuss how gaining a more thor-
ough understanding of the statistical methods required to conduct meta-analysis
support the research process. Applying rigorous statistical methods improves the
comprehensiveness, transparency, and credibility of meta-analyses. It is impor-
tant to attend to selecting and transforming effect sizes appropriately (e.g.,
Hedges’ g with a small-sample correction, Fisher’s z for r, log odds for propor-
tions) (Borenstein et al., 2009; Cooper, 2017; Hedges & Olkin, 1985; Lipsey &
Wilson, 2001; Morris, 2008). When a single study yields multiple outcomes, time
points, or contrasts, model that dependence — preferably via multilevel/mul-
tivariate meta-analysis or robust variance estimation with small-sample adjust-
ments — rather than averaging effects ad hoc (Cheung, 2014; Hedges et al., 2010;
Van den Noortgate et al., 2013). Heterogeneity could be quantified and interpreted
with Q, 7, I* and, crucially, prediction intervals when k is small (Kim & Webb,
2022). Meta-regression requires careful specification (pre-registered moderators,
centering, checks for multicollinearity via VIFs) and defensible inference; report
model comparison and the proportion of heterogeneity explained (Knapp &
Hartung, 2003; Riley etal., 2011; Thompson & Higgins, 2002; Veroniki et al.,
2016). Robustness could be demonstrated with influence and sensitivity analyses
(leave-one-out, standardized residuals; alternative 72 estimators; alternative effect-
size computations; varying assumed within-study correlations for dependent
effects) (e.g., Viechtbauer & Cheung, 2010).

Writing the meta-analysis

Previously we discussed how models of published meta-analyses may reveal the
easiest pathways to writing up the study. Meta-analyses tend to be relatively for-
mulaic in the level of detail and organization of that information. This can be
particularly true of Discussion sections which often sequence answers to the
main research questions followed by the interpretation of the moderator vari-
ables. Because there can be quite a few moderator variables, there may be little
space available for more detailed discussion. This may lessen the writing burden
for students. However, it is important to note that there are different ways to write
up meta-analyses and sometimes the most common model may not necessarily
provide the best pathway. For example, the data examined within a meta-analysis
typically provides the most transparent findings for the primary research ques-
tion, because the greatest amount of data is used to answer that question. In con-
trast, moderator variables typically include only a portion of the total data set to
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answer the extent to which they influence findings. This means that the degree to
which the effects of the different categories for a moderator variable are revealed
by the analyses is reduced. Therefore, it may be useful for supervisors to suggest
that their students include greater detail in interpreting the findings for the pri-
mary research questions. While it is still important to provide some interpretation
of the moderator analyses, there may be value in devoting slightly less space to
this part of the discussion particularly when sample sizes are small.

The findings for the primary research questions should be interpreted care-
fully, in accordance with domain-specific guidance and benchmarks, to aid reader
comprehension. Many meta-analyses in L2 research align interpretations with
SLA-specific guidance and benchmarks (Norouzian & Bui, 2024; Plonsky, 2013;
Plonsky & Brown, 2015; Plonsky & Oswald, 2014). In our meta-analysis (Kim &
Webb, 2022), the theories and ideas of spaced practice derive from psychology.
Accordingly, we aligned our effect-size interpretations with both SLA-specific
benchmarks (e.g., Plonsky & Oswald, 2014) and psychology-specific benchmarks
(Schifer & Schwarz, 2019). For example, an effect size of 0.50 is typically inter-
preted as medium under the SLA benchmarks but as large in psychology research.

Student well-being

Previously we discussed the support that supervisors and research team members
can provide for students conducting meta-analyses. However, support does not
have to be internal. Support may be gained from students, faculty members, and
researchers outside of the immediate faculty and university contexts. Although
universities aim to provide a sufficient network of internal support for students,
there is no reason why support cannot be developed across universities. In fact,
it makes sense that support systems are created outside of a university because
there is great value for students in expanding their research networks beyond a
program and university. One example of how this can be done is the Interuniver-
sity PhD Network (iUP) which was developed to provide support, learning, and
collaboration opportunities between PhD students in Applied Linguistics pro-
grams at University College London, University of Hawaii at Manoa, and the
University of Western Ontario (Iwaizumi et al., 2025). Support might also be pro-
vided through contacting individual researchers at other institutions. Considering
options for support outside of the university may provide a pathway for greater
student support and well-being.
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Conclusion

The aim of this chapter has been to shed light on some of the benefits and
challenges of conducting a meta-analysis within a research degree. Our research
team has had some success in undertaking meta-analytic studies in MA (Sutton
& Webb, 2026) and PhD degrees (e.g., Jin & Webb, 2024; Kim & Webb, 2022;
Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021, 2022). However, there was a great deal of learning
for both students and the supervisor in each of these studies. We have discussed
where some of the challenges for supervisors and students may occur during
a meta-analysis. Research degrees are opportunities for learning, and we have
learned a great deal through conducting meta-analyses.

There are good reasons to include a meta-analysis as a study within a research
degree. First, students completing a meta-analysis are likely to achieve targeted
learning outcomes. They should develop comprehensive knowledge of a topic,
gain valuable skills in critical thinking and can develop methodological and sta-
tistical expertise. However, it is important that both supervisors and students are
aware of the benefits and challenges that they may experience through the process
of completing a meta-analysis.

Because meta-analytic studies involve a large amount of independent work
on the part of students, regular communication between students and supervisors
is extremely important. Moreover, because there is likely to be ambiguity across
the literature in definitions, labels, and operationalization of constructs, there are
likely to be different pathways that could be taken during coding. Thus, meet-
ing and discussing the different options for coding is critical. The review process
may allow students to develop clearer definitions of key terms and moderator
labels, which improves the consistency and accuracy of their coding. Addition-
ally, by analyzing many studies, students gain a deeper understanding of research
designs within their field, helping them critically evaluate methodologies and
findings. This broader perspective enables them to identify research gaps in pre-
vious studies, which can serve as a foundation for future empirical research, an
especially valuable advantage for MA and PhD students preparing for future stud-
ies. Furthermore, engaging with meta-analytic techniques helps students acquire
advanced statistical knowledge, which not only enhances their ability to assess
overall effectiveness in their research area but also equips them with transferable
analytical skills applicable to other fields. Together with other chapters in this vol-
ume that reflect on different forms of research synthesis — including qualitative
synthesis (Kato, Section 5 overview), scoping reviews (Liu, Chapter 11), and sys-
tematic reviews (Oxley, Chapter 13) — this chapter highlights the importance of
reflective methodological decision-making when conducting research syntheses
in Applied Linguistics.
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Questions for discussion

1. What are the different sources of support for students conducting meta-
analyses in your university context?

2. Which types of support are most needed for students conducting meta-
analyses in your university context?

3. What are the most effective ways for supervisors to help their students navi-
gate the process of conducting meta-analyses?

4. What are some topics that should be discussed between supervisors and stu-
dents before undertaking a meta-analysis as part of a research-based degree?

Further reading

Borenstein, M., Hedges, L. V., Higgins, J. P.T., & Rothstein, H.R. (2009). Introduction to meta-
analysis. Wiley & Sons.

This book is the most comprehensive work on meta-analysis. It provides clear explanations of
effect sizes, heterogeneity, moderator analysis, and publication bias, along with conceptual illus-
trations. We recommend this book because it offers a solid foundation in both the logic and the
practice of meta-analysis, suitable for students new to quantitative synthesis.

Cooper, H. (2017). Research synthesis and meta-analysis (sth ed.). Sage.

This book emphasizes the process of research synthesis from formulating research questions
and conducting systematic search to coding and reporting results. It is useful for students to
understand balanced treatments of conceptual procedural and statistical aspects of synthesis.

Lipsey, M.W,, & Wilson, D.B. (2001). Practical meta-analysis. Sage.

This book provides step-by-step guidance on conducting meta-analyses with real data exam-
ples. We recommend this book because it helps bridge the gap between theory and application
and planning to carry out meta-analyses.

Norouzian, R. (2021). Interrater reliability in second language meta-analyses. Studies in Second
Language Acquisition, 43(4), 896-915.

This article provides a comprehensive discussion of reliability indices, interpretation, and
reporting practices specific to L2 studies. We recommend it because it helps strengthen the
methodological rigor of meta-analyses and promote transparent and replicable coding proce-
dures.

Norouzian, R., & Bui, G. (2024). Meta-analysis of second language research with complex
research designs. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 46(1), 251-276.

This article provides the methodological sophistication of meta-analyses in L2 research by
addressing how to synthesize studies with complex designs. We recommend this paper for
researchers seeking to understand strategies for handling dependent effects sizes and multilevel
structures using modern statistical approaches.


https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470743386
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470743386
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071878644
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071878644
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263121000061
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263121000061
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263123000311
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263123000311
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Norouzian, R., Jin, Z., & Webb, S. (2025). Increasing meta-analytic quality: A multivariate
multilevel meta-analysis of note taking through exposure to L2 input. Modern Language
Journal, 109(1), 171-193.

This article shows how a classic meta-analysis approach can be improved through the use of a

multivariate, multilevel meta-analysis approach. We recommend this paper because it provides

clear models of each approach while also revealing the steps that can be taken to move from a

classic to a multivariate, multilevel meta-analysis approach.
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SECTION 5

Qualitative research synthesis
and practice review



Section overview

What are qualitative research synthesis,
qualitative synthesis of research,
and practice review?

Sho Kato
University of St Andrews

Definition

There are two types of qualitatively informed research synthesis: qualitative
research synthesis (QRS) and qualitative synthesis of research (QSR). Chong
et al. (2024) defined QRS as “research synthesis that employs qualitative methods
to synthesise qualitative research evidence” (p.3) and QSR as “research synthesis
that employs qualitative methods to synthesise research evidence derived from
both qualitative and quantitative paradigms” (p.3). Research syntheses that adopt
qualitative analysis provide researchers and teachers with in-depth and ecologi-
cally valid evidence, promoting “reflective teaching and evidence-based innova-
tions” (Chong & Plonsky, 2021, p.1026) by synthesising qualitative findings in
naturalistic studies. Chapter ¢ in this section presents a supervisor’s experience
of guiding two master’s students through their respective research synthesis: QRS
and QSR. Through the lens of the lead author, the chapter explores the method-
ological and ethical dilemmas that emerged before and during the QRS/QSR
processes while supervising both students.

A practice review is another type of secondary research that employs primar-
ily qualitative methods to synthesise both academic and non-academic resources.
Some examples of non-academic resources include government reports, blogs,
teaching materials, and practitioner magazines. Qualitatively informed research
syntheses and practice review share some similarities; for instance, both focus on
in-situ pedagogical interventions and aim to bridge the gap between research and
practice. However, practice review is distinctive in that its sources include materi-
als that are rich in practice-related information, making it highly relevant to lan-
guage teachers and policymakers (see Chapter 1 in this book). The purpose of a
practice review is to offer an overview of current practices such as pedagogies.

https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.09kat
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Chapter 10 shares an experience of conducting a practice review, reflectively look-
ing back on the process of a review on translanguaging practices in Anglophone
classrooms. Its reflective discussion offers insights into methodological and ethi-
cal issues for those considering conducting a practice review collaboratively.

Methodological stages

The following methodological stages are based mainly on Chong and Plonsky
(2021) and the ‘Method’ items in the Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool
(SMART) (Chong, 2025).

1.

Design research questions
This is a vital stage in conducting a qualitatively-informed research synthesis
and practice review. Their research questions should carefully be considered
to elucidate certain complex phenomena (e.g., what, why, or how), but do
not necessarily have to be the questions with those interrogatives. For exam-
ple, Chen (2016, p.367) set for the qualitative research synthesis the following
research questions:

1. What are the characteristics of technology-supported peer-feedback
activities found in the primary studies from 1990 to 2010?

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages in technology-supported
peer-feedback activities demonstrated in the primary studies?

3. What are the technologies used in the synchronous or asynchronous
types of peer interaction in the primary studies and what are the differ-
ences between synchronous or asynchronous types of peer interaction?

4. What are the main themes emerging from the GT analysis and what is the
metatheory for the synthesis?

Establish inclusion and exclusion criteria

This stage involves establishing clear criteria for screening articles. Inclusion

and exclusion criteria should be predicated on elements such as its research

design and the focus of the domain of interest. In the case of a qualitative
research synthesis, a qualitative or mixed research design should be consid-
ered. The inclusion of raw data, interpreted data, or both should also be taken
into consideration. For a practice review, closer-to-practice criteria, which
could be related to current issues practitioners face, should be included. The
involvement of practitioners would be helpful when setting these criteria. It

would be preferable to clarify the rationale for each criterion. Both Chapter 9

and 10 also demonstrate dilemmas the authors and the students faced when

considering inclusion criteria and how they addressed them.
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Identify search strings for conducting a literature search

The next stage is to develop a literature search strategy. Search terms should
be developed so that they can cover potential articles or documents for the
synthesis. Therefore, it may be necessary to include interchangeable terms
as well. It is also recommended that a research team be created to agree on
the terms. Ideally, the involvement of practitioners would bring an important
insight on search strings, making them closer to practice.

Conduct a literature search

Literature search can be conducted across various databases (e.g., Scopus,
Web of Science, and ERIC) to find relevant articles. Country-specific data-
bases (e.g., J-Stage and CiNii for topics related to Japan) can also be adopted
if necessary. For a practice review, literature can be non-academic (e.g., a gov-
ernment report, a bulletin). Having access to a range of non-academic pub-
lications is crucial and thus the encouragement to involve partners in the
industry or profession.

Screen literature using criteria

This stage can be divided into two phases: (1) first-level screening and (2)
second-level screening. First-level screening is conducted through reading
titles and abstracts, based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Second-
level screening is performed on full texts based on the same set of criteria. At
this level of screening, at least two reviewers should be involved in screening a
minimum of 10% of the potential studies. The involvement of practitioners as
reviewers is recommended, although adequate training needs to be provided.
As with Stages 6-8, inter-coder reliability should be at least 80% (Belur et al.,
2021). Disagreement among reviewers needs to be discussed and resolved.
Appraise study

Evaluate included studies using a suitable tool or checklist (e.g., Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP). These tools could be adapted for a prac-
tice review and qualitative research synthesis. In the case of involving practi-
tioners in the process, it is essential that the tool/checklist is rewritten using
jargon-free language.

Extract data

At this stage, one important decision should be made as to whether to extract
raw data (i.e., verbatim transcription), interpreted findings (i.e., researchers’
interpretations of raw data), or both. This decision is dependent on the type
and focus of the synthesis. When the synthesis team encounter missing infor-
mation and if the missing information is critical for synthesis (e.g., description
of an intervention), the team can contact the authors of the study to request
additional information. However, if this is not possible, the team should
acknowledge this as a limitation or reconsider whether to include the study.
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8. Synthesise data
This is a crucial stage for a qualitative or practice review. Based on the
research questions, the extracted data should be analysed qualitatively in a
qualitative research synthesis, and qualitatively and/or quantitatively (usually
using descriptive statistics) in a practice review. As with the previous stages,
practitioners should be involved in the coding and synthesising process to
ensure ecological validity.

9. Report synthesised data
Given the practice-focused nature of the review, reporting of findings is
expected to be easy-to-read for practitioners. In addition to creating tables
and charts in the article, creating infographics, evidence and gap maps, or
other visual aids would be good options to present complex information.

Software/resources

1. NVivo
This is a software that supports qualitative analysis. It enables its users to
code, organise, and retrieve qualitative data. It is especially helpful when con-
ducting a review that requires the handling of a large amount of qualitative
data.

2. Rayyan (https://www.rayyan.ai/)
This is a simple and powerful tool for screening articles. It facilitates collabo-
ration among reviewers when conducting first-level and second-level screen-
ing. It also includes Al functions such as deduplication and recommended
ratings for inclusion.

Examples of the relevant publications

Chen, T. (2016). Technology-supported peer feedback in ESL/EFL writing classes: A research
synthesis. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 29(2), 365-397.

This article is an exemplar of a qualitative research synthesis. It provides detailed information
on each methodological stage. In the data evaluation stage, in addition to thorough descriptions
of how to evaluate literature and code literature, this article specifies how another reviewer was
involved in the coding process. The analysis and interpretation stage includes detailed informa-
tion about how the coding was conducted. The figure and table about data analysis and coding
visualise the process and make it easy to understand.


https://www.rayyan.ai/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2014.960942
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Grima, G., Hooper, A., Mullins, L., Redmond, B., Sharott, P., & Ashworth, B. (2024).
Understanding current practice and research priorities in teaching Writing. Education
Endowment Foundation. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-
evidence/evidence-reviews/writing-practice-review

This is a practice review that focuses on current practices in teaching writing. For those who
are interested in practice reviews, this publication will be a valuable resource in that it has a
thorough description of methodological steps including how the authors handled the extracted
data. The data are presented in a reader-friendly way for practitioners. This article summarised
information with effective use of tables and figures, which show the findings at a glance.

Al use declaration statement

The author confirms that no Al tools were used in the preparation, writing, formatting, and
editing of this work.
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CHAPTER 9

Supervising master’s students conducting
qualitatively-focused research syntheses
in a Japanese context

Eoin Jordan; Jason Kushnir* & Sho Kato'
! University of St Andrews, Scotland | * Independent Researcher, Japan

This chapter reflects on the lead author’s experience of supervising two
master’s students in conducting two separate qualitatively focused research
synthesis dissertation projects, both of which were focused on the Japanese
educational context. The two supervisees have contributed to this chapter as
additional authors, to ensure that it presents a rounded and accurate view of
supervisions. Key challenges faced during the dissertation projects are
detailed in this chapter; these were overcome iteratively, through ongoing
and open discussion between supervisees and supervisor. The chapter
should be a useful resource for dissertation supervisors or master’s students
considering undertaking qualitatively focused research syntheses,
particularly those focused on a specific national context.

Keywords: qualitative research synthesis, qualitative synthesis of research,
education in Japan, postgraduate supervision, master’s dissertation

Background

Introduction

This chapter provides a reflective account of two master’s dissertations that con-
ducted Qualitative Research Synthesis (QRS) (Chong & Plonsky, 2021), and its
close variant Qualitative Synthesis of Research (QSR) (Liu & Chong, 2024), in
a Japanese context. QRS involves the synthesis of only qualitative, or qualitative
elements of, research, whereas QSR allows for quantitative research to be synthe-
sised as well, while still maintaining a fundamentally qualitative approach to syn-
thesis. More details on the distinction between QRS and QSR are provided in the
section overview for Section 5 of this book. The chapter is written in the voice of,
and primarily from the perspective of, the lead author (Eoin), who was the super-

https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.09ajor
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visor for these two pieces of research, while also incorporating input from the
two researchers/dissertation supervisees themselves, who are the second (Jason)
and third (Sho) authors of the chapter. The chapter is intended to provide readers
with an overview of the research conducted, as well as insights into some of the
challenges faced during the supervised research process and how these were over-
come. Additionally, it provides insights into important considerations when con-
ducting QRS or QSR focused on one specific national context, in this case Japan.
The chapter should therefore be of particular interest to postgraduate dissertation
supervisors or postgraduate students who are thinking about conducting QRS or
QSR, as well as practitioners or researchers more generally who are interested in
conducting research syntheses in a specific national context.

Jason and Sho, the two researchers whose work is presented here, were
distance-learning students on the University of St Andrews MSc TESOL (Teach-
ing English to Speakers of Other Languages) programme when they conducted
their dissertation research. I was assigned as supervisor for each of them through
two different “matching” processes that paired academic staff with dissertation
proposals from students. Both Jason and Sho were based in Japan, and my famil-
iarity with the Japanese educational context, having lived and worked in the coun-
try for eight years, was one factor in me being matched as their supervisor. In
addition, my interest in educational technologies aligned with the areas of focus of
their proposals. Both students had encountered QRS in a research methods mod-
ule earlier in their master’s studies, and indicated an intention to use this method
in their dissertation proposals. Jason began his dissertation research in late 2022,
making his final submission in April 2023, while Sho began his research in early
2023 and submitted in August 2023.

While I had experience in conducting and supervising qualitative research
prior to supervision of the dissertations detailed in this chapter, and was broadly
familiar with QRS, I had not previously conducted or supervised research using
this specific methodology. Supervision was therefore as much of a learning expe-
rience for me as it was for Jason and Sho. I was able to help them with understand-
ing the timeline and expectations for producing a successful dissertation, as well
as by providing general guidance on quality in research, and how to report their
work appropriately. However, we worked together through information about dif-
ferent forms of research synthesis, as well as occasionally consulting with the first
author of Chong and Plonsky (2021), who was a colleague.

Early on in discussing Jason and Sho’s research proposals, it was clear to me
as their supervisor that their future career paths were likely to be Japan-based,
and therefore it would be most meaningful for them to conduct research that
would be of particular value in that context. Additionally, my own positioning
was (and is) that context is of great importance to any educational research, and
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that findings from one research context are not easily transferrable to another
one without careful consideration of the similarities and differences between the
respective contexts. This belief, broadly aligned with a constructivist research par-
adigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), is rooted in my own lived experience of being a
language teacher in several different countries, teaching students of different ages,
in different kinds of institutions. While there have been some aspects of my teach-
ing practice that I have been able to employ successfully in more than one context,
other aspects needed to be changed significantly. Working out what was and was
not transferrable took careful consideration, reflection, and some degree of trial
and error.

My underlying belief in the importance of context, together with Jason and
Sho’s involvement with the Japanese context, led to discussions in our initial
supervision meetings about the possibility of conducting QRS studies based in
the national context of Japan, rather than internationally focused syntheses, which
had been suggested in their original proposals. Focusing on a single national con-
text also presented as an opportunity to address, to some degree at least, the
methodological tension that exists within internationally-focused research syn-
theses that incorporate qualitative research, such as: Chong and Reinders (2025);
Curtis et al. (2025); Whitworth and Rose (2025); Zingaretti and Frear (2025). The
tension is that these studies, while providing findings that are interesting and use-
ful to both practitioners and researchers, are taking qualitative research studies
typically based in a constructivist paradigm, which assumes findings cannot be
generalised to other contexts, and seeking to synthesise these findings across mul-
tiple different contexts. While there is still variation within any national context,
narrowing the focus of a research synthesis to a single national context appeared
to be one way of reducing the methodological tension noted here, while also yield-
ing findings that would be of strong relevance to practitioners and researchers
working in that context. This issue is explored in more detail in Sections 2.1.3,
3.3 and 4.3 in this chapter. Chapter 10 of this book also explores the challenges
of employing a slightly wider geographical/cultural range (the Anglosphere) to a
research synthesis project.

The remainder of this introduction provides an overview of Jason’s and Sho’s
dissertation research projects, presented in chronological order. Next, key
methodological and ethical considerations encountered before and during the
process of synthesis are detailed, and following that, an account of how these
considerations were addressed is shared, as well as alternative possible courses of
action. The chapter ends with a summary of lessons learned, some questions for
further contemplation, and some recommended further reading.
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1.2 Overview of Jason’s dissertation research

Jason worked as an English teacher at multiple institutions in Japan at the time he
was working on his dissertation. His dissertation research focused on barriers to
education technology uptake in post-secondary education in Japan, with the title
“Barriers to educational technology in Japanese education: a qualitative research
synthesis of post-secondary teacher views”. This area of focus was rooted in some
of his own experiences working as a teacher in Japan, and noting variable uptake
of educational technology, including through the COVID-19 pandemic, when
greater use of this technology was necessitated. QRS was adopted as an approach
because of the limited number of articles that were expected to meet the inclu-
sion criteria for the research, and also because it was manageable within the
time period allowable for a dissertation. His research examined teacher percep-
tions reported in 17 qualitative and mixed methods studies. Results generated
from a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of the primary data suggested
that teacher confidence in the implementation of educational technology was an
important barrier, which may be exacerbated by a perceived lack of support and
training.

After successfully completing his dissertation, Jason published this on the
OSEF preprints site (Kushnir, 2023). To date (4 December 2025), it has received 230
views and 365 downloads.

1.3 Overview of Sho’s dissertation research

At the time of his dissertation, Sho was working as an English teacher in a high
school in Japan. He was interested in the use of technology to support vocabu-
lary learning, noting the pressure on high school students to learn greater vol-
umes of English vocabulary under recent English curriculum reforms introduced
by the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technol-
ogy (abbreviated to MEXT) in 2018 (MEXT, 2018), and therefore the pressure
on teachers to find ways to facilitate this. His dissertation, titled “Technology-
mediated Vocabulary Learning in EFL Classrooms in Japan: A Qualitative Syn-
thesis of Research” ultimately ended up being a qualitative synthesis of research,
rather than a qualitative research synthesis — the distinction and rationale for this
change is explained later in this chapter (see 2.2.1 and 3.6). As with Jason, Sho had
initially intended to conduct a QRS, based on expectations regarding the num-
ber of articles that would meet the inclusion criteria, and the limited time period
available to complete his dissertation research. Data was extracted from 17 stud-
ies, and then synthesised using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The
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results highlighted characteristics of technology-mediated vocabulary learning in
a Japanese context, as well as affordances and limitations.

After successfully completing his dissertation, Sho also published this on the
OSF preprints site (Kato, 2023). To date (4 December 2025), it has received 206
views and 189 downloads.

2. Methodological and ethical considerations

This section will outline some key methodological and ethical considerations that
were relevant to Jason’s and Sho’s research. These are separated into items that
were considered prior to the main research process beginning, which accounts for
the majority, and then one issue that arose during the research process itself.

2.1 Considerations before the research began

2.1.1 Practicality and ethics in an age of data abundance

One practical issue that attracted both Jason and Sho to consider research synthe-
sis for their dissertations was that it would not require collecting new data from
human participants, and the ethical approval and informed consent processes
associated with this. In particular for Sho, who was working at high school level
with many students who are under the age of 18, obtaining informed consent
would have presented additional challenges relative to collecting data from adults,
as collecting data from this group of non-adults may have required parental con-
sent. For both Sho and Jason, the short duration of the dissertation research
period (approximately three months), and the need to formulate a research plan
and then gain ethical approval for this before commencing data collection, meant
that the actual window for collecting data would have been small. Data collection
would need to have finished far enough ahead of the final submission deadline to
allow sufficient time for analysis and writing up, further compressing the poten-
tial data collection period. While ultimately navigating ethics approval processes
and obtaining informed consent from participants would likely have been achiev-
able for both Sho and Jason, it would have taken time away from analysis, relative
to a research synthesis project where there were fewer ethical “hurdles” to clear.
Practicality was also a central consideration in the decision to undertake a
qualitative form of research synthesis, rather than a more quantitatively focused
approach such as meta-analysis. As noted in 1.1, Jason and Sho had encountered
QRS in one of their research methods modules during their master’s study, and
already had a foundational understanding of this method, and its potential to
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provide useful information for practitioners. While a more quantitatively focused
method could have been considered, this would have involved a steeper learning
curve for both researchers. If they had conducted a meta-analysis then they would
have needed to do a considerable amount of additional study on statistical tech-
niques, over and above the learning they had done in this area on their research
methods modules, to enable them to engage with this method effectively and
robustly.

Additionally, from my perspective as a supervisor, an important ethical con-
sideration was that we are now living in a world of data abundance. Indeed, this
has been noted by other authors as a reason for the importance of research syn-
thesis (Gusenbauer, 2021). Given the large amount of published data on many
topics that already exists, and the nontrivial investment of time required by both
researchers and participants to generate new data, increasing our overall research
focus on synthesising and understanding data that already exists seems both an
ethical and useful approach. That is not to say that there is no value in generat-
ing any new data, but rather that the collection of new data from human partici-
pants should be done selectively, with a strong focus on quality and on avoiding
‘research waste’ (Glasziou & Chalmers, 2018), after considering the possibility that
a meaningful contribution could also be made to the field of interest by synthesis-
ing published data.

2.1.2  Supervisory ethics

A further ethical consideration from my perspective as supervisor was my respon-
sibility to guide and support Jason and Sho in conducting research that had
relevance to their interests, but also to their current and future working lives.
Both researchers had busy jobs, as well as other personal commitments outside
of these, so it was important from my perspective to encourage them to pursue
research topics that were meaningful to and in some way synergetic with their
work, and that would also potentially help them to develop expertise to support
future career development. Ultimately, they had enrolled on the MSc TESOL pro-
gramme in large part to support their career development, so as their disserta-
tion supervisor, I felt a strong sense of responsibility to ensure that we did not
lose sight of this broader goal when considering the topic and approach for their
research.

2.1.3 Methodological tension between qualitative research
and research synthesis
As noted in 1.1, one methodological consideration that arose early on in my dis-

cussions with Jason and Sho about their plans to conduct a research synthesis
was the width of the contextual focus within this. The research syntheses both
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Jason and Sho had encountered through their research methods module study
experiences were internationally focused; however, in our initial meetings, we dis-
cussed the nature of qualitative research, and the typical situation of this type of
research within a constructivist paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), where find-
ings are usually not intended or believed to be generalisable across contexts. I
suggested that one way of addressing, to some degree at least, this methodologi-
cal tension could be to focus their research syntheses on one specific context, to
reduce the contextual differences between the studies being synthesised. Our dis-
cussions considered that one important dimension for this contextual “narrow-
ing” could be geography, and the idea emerged of conducting a research synthesis
focused either on a geographical region that may share some cultural similarities,
such as Confucian Heritage Countries (Evers et al., 2011), or on a specific country,
such as Japan.

2.1.4 Supervisee and supervisor roles within the research

One further consideration that had both methodological and ethical dimensions
was the degree to which I could, as a dissertation supervisor, collaborate with Sho
and Jason in their research. Typically, research syntheses are conducted by more
than one person, and this is advised in recent guidelines (Chong, 2025); however,
dissertation supervisors within the International Education and Lifelong Learn-
ing Institute (IELLI) at University of St Andrews need to adhere to guidelines that
limit the degree to which feedback and support is given to supervisees, to ensure
consistency and fairness in how the whole cohort of students is treated. As the dis-
sertation is an individual piece of work, which is ultimately graded by the supervi-
sor together with a second marker, it would not be appropriate or ethical for either
a supervisor or anyone else to have a large input into the projects. This tension
between me playing a significant part in the research process to ensure the robust-
ness of that process, and the need to ensure consistency in the master’s disserta-
tion assessment process as well as confidence that the research could reasonably
be considered the individual work of the student, was an important consideration
when I discussed with both Jason and Sho the roles that we each would play at
each stage of the research process.

2.1.5 Publication languages to be used in the synthesis

Another consideration that arose and was discussed with both Jason and Sho
prior to the research process commencing was the publication languages that
would be included in their respective syntheses. Examples of QRS that they had
seen employed inclusion criteria that limited included sources to those that were
published in English (e.g. Chong & Reinders 2020). Given the dominance of Eng-
lish as a language for international peer-reviewed journals, this made sense for
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an internationally-focused QRS, but once we began discussing the possibility of
research syntheses focused specifically on Japan, this prompted a question about
whether or not publications in the “local” language of Japanese should also be
included. A substantial amount of academic literature related to language teach-
ing in Japan is published in Japanese, such as articles in in-house Japanese univer-
sity journals, and this body of literature could shed additional light on the field of
interest within Jason and Sho’s research.

When discussing what languages of publication should be included in the
respective research syntheses, practicality was a consideration as well. The
researchers would need to be confident in engaging in detail with Japanese lan-
guage academic literature if they were to incorporate this into their studies. If
included, consideration was then also needed regarding whether this should have
any impact on the language employed when coding texts.

2.2 Considerations that arose during the process of synthesis

2.2.1 Initial inclusion criteria not yielding sufficient results

While the majority of the potential issues that could arise were discussed by
the researchers and me prior to beginning the research process, one issue that
emerged after this process had begun was that searches using the initial inclusion
criteria specified by both Jason and Sho did not yield sufficient numbers of publi-
cations to conduct a meaningful research synthesis. This only became clear after
each researcher had reviewed titles and abstracts of publications, and had noted
that while their initial search had yielded a significant number of results, on closer
examination based on the inclusion criteria, only a relatively small number of
these met all the inclusion criteria.

Following this outcome, I discussed with each researcher what elements of
the inclusion criteria they could consider adjusting to allow for a larger number of
texts to be included, while also preserving the integrity of the research.

3. Course of action

This section will detail how the methodological and ethical considerations noted
in Section 2 were addressed.
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3.1 Practicality and ethics in an age of data abundance

As indicated in 2.1.1, Jason and Sho both already had an intention to conduct a
QRS study at the point when I became their supervisor. However, our discussions
about the practicality of this option for a student working on a time-limited dis-
sertation, as well as the broader ethical point (also covered in 2.1.1) relating to the
abundance of data in existence, helped to affirm this intention. After careful con-
sideration, both researchers decided to move ahead with QRS (although in Sho’s
case, this later switched to QSR).

3.2 Supervisory ethics

In the early stages of supervision, I made sure that I was responsive to the inten-
tions and interests of both researchers, while also raising and discussing with
them how their planned research projects might be useful to their own educa-
tional contexts and future career development. For Jason, his intended focus on
barriers to educational technology was rooted in his lived professional experi-
ences during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also reflected an ongoing interest in
educational technology, and an awareness of Japanese governmental moves to
introduce greater technology into society. With this in mind, it seemed likely that
this focus would be relevant to his future professional activities in education in
Japan.

Sho viewed technology as a tool that may be useful to aid students with Eng-
lish vocabulary learning, which he had identified as a significant challenge for
students in his particular context, as a result of MEXT changes to English lan-
guage education and elementary, junior high and high school levels. His research
plans were developed with an awareness that challenges around English language
vocabulary learning are likely to be an important concern within the Japanese
educational system moving forward, and therefore that his dissertation research
would be of relevance to his future professional activities.

3.3 Methodological tension between qualitative research
and research synthesis

Following my discussions with Jason and Sho regarding the methodological ten-
sion between QRS and the nature of much qualitative research (described in
2.1.3), as well as the possibility of addressing this by narrowing the geographical
context of their research syntheses, both researchers ultimately decided to limit
the scope of their work to Japan. While the broader region of East Asia was dis-
cussed as a possibility too, and one which would likely have yielded a larger body
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of literature for potential inclusion, the researchers and I felt that there was signif-
icantly more coherence in just focusing on Japan. Limiting the scope to one coun-
try limited cultural variations and variations in the educational system within the
research, which would have been more diverse if the literature had been synthe-
sised across multiple countries, even if those countries shared some cultural her-
itage. Since supervising Jason and Sho, I have also taken a similar approach in
another collaborative QSR project focused on the Japanese context (Stringer &
Jordan, 2025), for similar reasons. For both Jason and Sho, the focus on Japan was
relevant to their future careers too — a consideration discussed in 2.1.2 and 3.2.
The challenges of synthesising literature from a wider realm (the Anglosphere)
are explored in more detail in Chapter 10 of this book.

3.4 Supervisee and supervisor roles within the research

After careful discussion about finding a balance between preserving the integrity
of both the research process and the dissertation assessment process, we agreed
that an appropriate approach would be for me as supervisor to act as a “second
pair of eyes” on the data extraction and coding that Sho and Jason undertook. We
agreed that, while the researchers would undertake all data extraction and coding
themselves, I would review a sample of the data extraction and provide feedback
on this for them to act on. At a later stage in the process, I would then review
a sample of the initial codes developed by the researchers, with reference to the
original texts that were coded, and provide feedback on this too. Both reviews
noted here were undertaken within the standard framework of holding six hour-
long supervision meetings, and communication in between these meetings via a
private Microsoft Teams channel, to ensure consistency in approach with other
dissertation students. As supervisor, I offered advice and feedback on other parts
of the research process too (e.g. development of research questions and inclusion
criteria), but it was the data extraction and coding stages where my review was
particularly in depth.

Jason and Sho recorded our discussions about data extraction and coding
(as well as other aspects of the research process) in meeting notes. Together
with Microsoft Teams asynchronous discussions, these became a record of evi-
dence to show that a rigorous and carefully considered research process had been
implemented. For example, after our third meeting, Jason wrote the following in
his notes about article selection:
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Selected articles — Eoin suggested that we go through the complete if tentative set
of selected articles (n=20), based on inclusion criteria aligned with the QRS. In
particular:
Participants. It was noted that in three articles the participants were:
a. not necessarily involved in EFL (CFL, JFL)
b. in vocational schools rather than HE
One additional article was flagged because the EFL focus was not clearly
established. (The EFL focus was however confirmed after the meeting.)
(Jason, notes from third dissertation supervision meeting)
As a further example, after our fifth meeting, Sho wrote the following in his meet-
ing notes about themes identified through the coding process:
There are some similar themes and those can be put together (e.g., diffi-
cult and complicated, helpful and favorable, effective and efficient, etc.).
(Sho, notes from fifth dissertation supervision meeting)

3.5 Publication languages to be used in the synthesis

Careful consideration was given to the languages of publication that would be
permissible within the inclusion criteria for Jason and Sho’s research. Both syn-
theses were focused on English language teaching, so given this, together with
the dominance of English globally as a language of academic publishing, it made
sense in both cases to include publications written in English. Given the Japan-
based nature of their research, both researchers recognised the value of including
Japanese publications within their searches; however, as the dissertation is an
individual piece of research, this also necessitated the researchers needing to be
confident that they could engage in depth with Japanese language literature by
themselves.

In Jason’s case, despite having a good general level of Japanese language abil-
ity, he did not feel confident that he would be able to do this independently, and he
was ultimately able to find sufficient literature in English to support his research.
Sho was confident in his ability to engage with Japanese literature, and so included
this within his literature search. For Sho’s bilingual research, we also then consid-
ered how this might affect the languages used at different stages of the research
process. We agreed that Japanese text should be quoted directly in data extraction
forms, to preserve the original text at that stage. However, we also agreed that cod-
ing on Japanese texts should be done in English, to allow clearer comparability
with coding on other publications within the sample.



172

Eoin Jordan, Jason Kushnir & Sho Kato

3.6 Initial inclusion criteria not yielding sufficient results

Both Jason and Sho needed to adapt the inclusion criteria for their studies after
finding that their initial literature search did not yield enough results to proceed
with a meaningful synthesis. In Jason’s case, he had initially limited the scope of
his QRS to higher education, but after further discussion, he opted to widen the
inclusion criteria to allow studies at other levels of education — this resulted in the
inclusion of one publication from a post-secondary vocational setting.

For Sho, he found that there was a lack of qualitative, or primarily qualitative,
research that met his initial inclusion criteria. He then considered expanding the
scope of his criteria in different dimensions. After discussion with me, he chose
to change his research from being a QRS to a QSR. This allowed for the inclu-
sion of findings from quantitative research, which would then be qualitatively syn-
thesised. Ultimately, both Jason and Sho selected different inclusion criteria to
“loosen” requirements, based on an evaluation of the similarity of contexts (in
Jason’s case), and following the approach taken by other researchers who faced a
similar issue in Sho’s case (Liu & Chong, 2024).

4. Alternative courses of action

This section will explore what other courses of action could have been available to
address the considerations noted in Section 2, as well as (where appropriate) what
the consequences may have been for the research and researchers if these courses
of action had been followed.

4.1 Practicality and ethics in an age of data abundance

While Jason and Sho were already quite committed to QRS at the start of supervi-
sion, we did spend some time initially discussing alternative possibilities for their
dissertation research. In particular, in line with their interest in qualitative rather
than quantitative research, we discussed the possibility of conducting interview
studies to explore the topics that were of interest to them. However, for reasons
already presented in 2.1.1 and 3.1, this approach was not pursued.

4.2 Supervisory ethics

It would have been possible for me in my supervisory role to have encouraged
supervisees to pursue a research topic that interested them, without giving consid-
eration to relevance to their future careers. Alternatively, I could have encouraged
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them to consider cognate areas of research to their initial proposals that aligned
more closely with my own research interests — for example, vocabulary assess-
ment for Sho, or online peer assessment for Jason. Doing the second of these
would arguably have allowed me to provide them with greater insight into their
research topic, but ultimately I did not feel this approach would have been to the
benefit of the researchers and their future careers.

4.3 Methodological tension between qualitative research
and research synthesis

Jason and Sho could both have considered conducting an internationally-focused
research synthesis, rather than limiting the scope of their work to Japan. Indeed,
Sho’s initial proposal was to do this; however, discussion of methodological ten-
sion between qualitative research and synthesising this across a wide range of
contexts, the consideration that his future career was likely to be Japan-based, and
the prospect of finding a clearer niche for his research resulted in him limiting his
focus to Japan. Jason had tentatively suggested in his initial proposal that the syn-
thesis he would do would be primarily focused on East Asia or Japan, and after
initial discussions, he narrowed this down to Japan. This also was in recognition
of him likely to continue to work in Japan, as well as the point about method-
ological tension, especially when considering the differences between educational
systems across East Asia. Had the researchers pursued internationally-focused
research syntheses, this would likely have increased the number of publications
that met their inclusion criteria, therefore making that part of the research process
easier to navigate. However, from my perspective, it would also have resulted in
less cohesive and meaningful (particularly to the researchers themselves) pieces
of research than what they actually produced.

4.4 Supervisee and supervisor roles within the research

When considering my involvement with the data extraction and coding stages of
the research process, two other possibilities would have been for me to do some
of the data extraction and coding, or for me to recommend that the researchers
found other collaborators to do this. I felt that the former of these would not have
been an appropriate or ethical approach, given expectations at St Andrews for the
research master’s students to conduct their dissertations entirely on their own,
and that the supervisor is the first marker for the dissertation. It is possible that
this approach could be viable in contexts where guidance allows for the supervi-
sor to play a greater role in the research process, and where the supervisor is not
involved in marking dissertations for the students they supervise; however, the
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time commitment required of the supervisor to engage in detail with data extrac-
tion and coding would also need to be considered.

The second suggestion would avoid the potential conflict of interest in the
supervisor ultimately being a marker for the work; however, it presented other
potential challenges. If this approach was adopted, there could potentially be a
question around the degree to which the dissertation research had been entirely
conducted by the student themselves. Additionally, it would have been challenging
to source someone with appropriate expertise who would have the time and nec-
essary commitment to conduct data extraction and coding within the tight time-
frame required by the dissertation period. In my particular context, other master’s
students or doctoral students could be possible candidates, but these are typically
people who are already busy with their own studies, and in the case of distance-
learning students, often full-time employment and family commitments as well.
For these reasons, I did not guide Jason or Sho towards this course of action.

4.5 Publication languages to be used in the synthesis

As noted in 3.5, Jason was not sufficiently confident in his ability to engage with
Japanese language literature to include this within his synthesis. The usability and
accuracy of translation software have increased considerably in recent years (Jol-
ley, 2022), so one possibility would have been to employ this to assist him in engag-
ing with Japanese language publications. However, despite recent advances, the use
of translation software still seems likely to increase the probability of misinterpre-
tation of text content. This trade-oft between widening the range of literature that
could be reviewed and the depth and accuracy with which this literature could be
analysed needs to be given careful consideration in research designs such as this.

4.6 Initial inclusion criteria not yielding sufficient results

For both Jason and Sho, there were alternative possible responses to the lack of
publications that met their initial inclusion criteria. Firstly, they could have cho-
sen other inclusion criteria to loosen instead of the ones they did. For instance,
although it would conflict with the aim of reducing the methodological tension
inherent in internationally-focused QRS, they could have broadened the geo-
graphical range of settings with the criteria. One idea that was discussed with both
researchers was extending the geographical range to East Asia, or to Confucian
Heritage Countries (Evers et al., 2011), to emphasise a group of countries or terri-
tories with some degree of similar cultural heritage. These changes would poten-
tially have enabled the inclusion of significant bodies of literature from China,
Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea.
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However, taking this approach would have weakened the intended approach
of focusing on a narrow context, would have taken focus away from Japan within
the research (which was the site of both researchers’ main experience working in
education, and also likely to be the site of their future careers), and in Sho’s case
it would also have meant that he would not be able to adopt a bilingual approach
to literature search in locations other than Japan. This would have generated a
methodological inconsistency, or would have required him to adopt an English-
only search strategy across all countries/territories, which would have further lim-
ited the research he could access and include from the Japanese context.

One further option available to the researchers was to consider changing to a
different type of research synthesis. For example, a meta-analysis could have been
one option for Sho, having found that there was a strong presence of quantita-
tive research with effect size calculation on his topic area. However, there were
obstacles to this approach in that neither Jason nor Sho had been prepared to con-
duct a meta-analysis through their research methods modules in their master’s
programme. The learning curve to conduct a rigorous meta-analysis would have
been quite steep for both the researchers, and for me as a supervisor. Beyond this,
through discussions with Jason and Sho, it was clear that they were committed to
taking a qualitative approach to research, in view of the accessibility and mean-
ingfulness of this for practitioners.

5. Conclusion

5.1 Summary

This chapter has provided a brief overview of the QRS conducted by Jason and
the QSR conducted by Sho as their master’s dissertation research projects. It has
then delved into the experience of supervising, and being supervised, when con-
ducting this type of research for a master’s dissertation. It has explored some
important methodological and ethical considerations that arose both prior to and
during the main QRS/QSR research process. These were: considerations of prac-
ticality and ethics regarding the initial choice of research approach; supervisory
ethics regarding the research focus and scope; methodological tension between
qualitative research and research synthesis; supervisee and supervisor roles dur-
ing the research process; publication languages to be included in syntheses; and
adjustments to inclusion criteria for syntheses.
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5.2 Lessons learned

Reflecting on the experience of supervising the two dissertations detailed in this
chapter, there are several key lessons that I (Eoin) have learned about how to
approach supervision of QRS (or QSR). These align broadly with items discussed
up to this point in the chapter, and I hope they will provide a useful guide for both
supervisors and supervisees embarking on similar research projects.

Firstly, for any dissertation research project (including research synthesis), it
is important to consider the practicalities of conducting the research early on, tak-
ing required timelines into account. It is also important to give explicit consid-
eration to ethical issues that lie behind decisions to adopt a particular research
design, even if this does not involve collecting data from human participants.

Secondly, in a supervisor role it is important to be guided primarily by what
is in the best interests of supervisees, taking into account both their present sit-
uation and their planned future activities, rather than guiding supervisees too
strongly towards following one’s own specific research interests.

Thirdly, consideration should be given to the philosophical underpinnings of
research to be synthesised when undertaking research synthesis. In the case of
QRS, this does not mean taking a hard-line stance that it is not meaningful to syn-
thesise qualitative research which has been conducted in disparate contexts, but
instead to explicitly recognise the methodological tension within the method, and
take pragmatic steps to minimise contextual differences between the studies being
synthesised where possible.

Fourthly, supervisor and supervisee roles within the research process need to
be agreed in detail early on during supervision. Care needs to be taken to strike a
balance between ensuring alignment with institutional policy surrounding disser-
tation/research supervision, while also ensuring that a robust research process is
implemented.

Fifthly, the languages of publication that will be included in a QRS project need
to be considered carefully before the research process begins. In the case of
nationally-focused research syntheses, such as those described in this chapter, there
may be a compelling argument to include publications in both English and a local
language (where this is not English). However, researchers’ language abilities also
need to inform decision-making in this area, and where texts in multiple languages
are synthesised, there needs to be a clear plan for which language(s) will be used at
each stage of the research process (in particular, data extraction and coding).

Finally, it is advantageous to make contingency plans for the scenario that
initial inclusion criteria do not yield sufficient results to conduct a meaningful
research synthesis. A sensible approach might be to label each of the inclusion cri-
teria in terms of priority, with a view to then adjusting the lowest priority criterion
first if enough publications are not found.



Chapter 9. Supervising qualitatively-focused research syntheses in a Japanese context

177

6.

Questions for discussion

This section poses some useful questions that supervisors and supervisees may
wish to reflect on and discuss if they are considering a QRS/QSR project, or a
research synthesis project more generally.

Why synthesise qualitative research? Researchers can reflect on whether
their motivation is rooted in a worldview that values qualitative over quanti-
tative research, a desire to provide practitioners with findings they can apply
in their professional context, familiarity with the qualitative research synthe-
sis process, or some other reason or combination of reasons.

Is there methodological consistency between the type of synthesis being
conducted and the relative wideness or narrowness of the educational con-
texts being considered? As discussed in this chapter, there is a potential
methodological tension between a focus on qualitative research, which does
not normally aim to generate results that are generalisable to other contexts,
and the synthesis of findings from qualitative research conducted in different
contexts. It is important for supervisees and the supervisors to consider how
they can reduce the “distance” between the contexts of research being synthe-
sised through their inclusion criteria, while also weighing up this considera-
tion against other factors (e.g. measures of research quality).

What roles should supervisor and supervisee play within the research syn-
thesis process, to ensure robustness, but also to ensure that the research has
been carried out in line with institutional policies for postgraduate super-
vision? Consideration needs to be given in the early stages of supervision in
particular to the role that supervisors will play at the data extraction and cod-
ing stages of the research synthesis process.

What languages will be part of the synthesis? While many syntheses focus
exclusively on English language publications in international peer-reviewed
journals, this excludes literature published in local languages, which may pro-
vide deeper insights into local practices. In cases where supervisees possess
linguistic ability in local languages, consideration should be given to whether
this ability can be used to contribute to the research.

What are the most and least important items within your inclusion criteria?
Supervisees need to be prepared to make changes to the inclusion criteria
after initial exploratory searches, in the case that there is not a sufficient num-
ber of publications that meet these criteria. It is helpful to have considered in
advance which of the inclusion criteria should be the first to be adjusted in
this situation.
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Further reading

Chong, S.W., & Plonsky, L. (2021). A primer on qualitative research synthesis in TESOL. Tesol
Quarterly, 55(3), 1024-1034.

This article provides an overview of QRS within the field of TESOL, as well as a clear and easy-

to-follow process and example for conducting this type of synthesis.

Liu, Q., & Chong, S.W. (2024). Bilingual education in China: A qualitative synthesis of
research on models and perceptions. Applied Linguistics Review, 15(4), 1671-1693.

This article is a useful exemplar of QSR, adopting a methodology adapted from Chong and

Plonsky (2021).

Stringer, T., & Jordan, E. (2025). A qualitative synthesis of practitioner research of English
language learner autonomy in higher education in Japan. Research Synthesis in Applied
Linguistics, 1(2), 414-458.

This article is a useful exemplar of TESOL-related QSR being conducted in a single national

context (Japan).

Chong, S.W. (2025). Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART) for research syntheses
in Applied Linguistics. Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 17-38.

This article offers a helpful guide on methodological and reporting practices for all forms of

research synthesis in the field of Applied Linguistics.
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CHAPTER 10

Conducting a research synthesis
on translanguaging practices
in Anglophone classrooms
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This chapter discusses the process and experience of conducting a research
synthesis on translanguaging practices in Anglophone classrooms.
Translanguaging challenges monolingual policies in many educational
contexts and encourages language learners to utilise their full linguistic
repertoires to learn. Although the term ‘translanguaging’ is widely
discussed, its conceptualisation and applications to practice are still varied,
which can make translanguaging activities in the classroom challenging.
Our research synthesis takes the form of a ‘practice review’, where we assess
relevant literature in both academic journals and practitioner magazines.
The review aims to identify and gain insights into ‘what translanguaging
looks like in practice’ and ‘how it can be applied as a pedagogical approach
in real-life classrooms. The chapter starts by introducing the rationale and
aims of the practice review. We then reflect on the dilemmas we faced
during the research process such as limited results found in the literature
and defining the Anglosphere. Based on these dilemmas, we discuss what
we did and what we could have done differently. The chapter ends with
discussion questions and a list of recommended reading. Through this
reflection process, we discuss both challenges and benefits of conducting a
practice review, with examples from our own experiences.

Keywords: translanguaging, practice review, Anglophone, collabora-
tive reflection, research synthesis

Background

This ongoing synthesis project is a practice review aiming to bridge the gap

between researchers’ and practitioners’ knowledge on translanguaging pedagog-

ical practices through reviewing and examining the existing literature (see Kong
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et al., 2024, for more details). Given the nature of a practice review, we not only
included academic articles, but we also included articles from professional maga-
zines, such as the ‘International Association of Teaching English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (IATEFL) Voice, ‘English Teaching Professional, and ‘Modern Language
Teacher, in our analysis. Through this analysis, we aimed to classify translan-
guaging practices and discover what translanguaging practices look like in Anglo-
phone classrooms. In this chapter, we will discuss the rationale of the project,
dilemmas that we encountered and our courses of action. We will end this chapter
with questions for discussion and some suggested readings.

Translanguaging can be spontaneous or planned as a pedagogical approach
which encourages learners to use their full linguistic repertoires, including semi-
otic resources, flexibly for communication and learning, especially multilingual
learners (Vogel & Garcia, 2017). As mentioned in Chapter 1 of this volume, the
‘multilingual turns’ has recently gained a lot of attention among scholars and
translanguaging is one of the practices that reflects this turn. This approach has
been widely discussed and studied in different educational contexts. Nonethe-
less, its conceptualisation and applications to practice are varied, which can make
planned classroom activities using translanguaging difficult to categorise, and,
therefore challenging. Added to this challenge is the fact that the term translan-
guaging is often compared with or used interchangeably with related terms such
as code-switching, plurilingualism, translingual practices, and polylanguaging.

Bonacina-Pugh et al. (2021) conceptualised translanguaging by outlining two
main approaches: the fixed language approach and the fluid language approach.
They created a conceptual framework (see Figure 1) based on Garcia and Lin’s
(2017) concept of strong and weak forms of translanguaging. The fixed language
approach refers to planned language use either by teachers or students in class-
rooms, while the fluid language approach describes the unplanned, spontaneous
use of language in the setting (Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021). The latter challenges
monolingual practice in classrooms and the boundaries of named languages. It
argues that bilinguals strategically select appropriate features from one repertoire
to communicate effectively in specific contexts (Garcia, 2012; Garcia & Lin, 2017).
Bilinguals’ full repertoire is not limited to named languages or verbal communica-
tion. It includes semiotic, non-verbal communication and visual aids (Bonacina-
Pugh etal., 2021; Garcfa & Otheguy, 2020). In fact, translanguaging has been
utilised and studied in sign language contexts too (Kusters et al., 2017). How-
ever, even though Bonacian-Pugh et al’s (2021) framework further deconstructed
the concepts and practices of translanguaging, it does not inform us of how
these approaches can be applied in real-life classrooms, such as what instruc-
tion and tasks can be given to students and what languages or forms of com-
munication would be involved. It, therefore, arguably provides limited practical
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insights for practitioners. Treffers-Daller (2025) points out that, apart from the
classification Garcia and Lin offered in 2017, further classifications of translan-
guaging are needed. She also argues that due to the ambiguous conceptualisa-
tion and definitions of translanguaging, such as repertoires and translanguaging
spaces, translanguaging practices in the field can be varied. This makes it difficult
for researchers and practitioners to investigate and apply pedagogical translan-
guaging practice. Therefore, creating ‘clear diagnostic criteria® (Treffers-Daller,
2025, p. 4) for translanguaging is important and reviewing and examining current
translanguaging classroom practices would be useful.
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Figure 1. The conceptual map of ‘translanguaging’ (Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021, p. 450)

Although language use in Anglophone Higher Education (HE) contexts can
be complex, which makes them a rich resource for investigation due to their high
international populations, most of the studies on translanguaging have been con-
ducted in non-Anglophone countries. Prilutskayas (2021) review shows nearly
60% of the related studies were based in non-English speaking countries, for
instance, in Europe, Africa and Asia; the only three Anglophone areas were North
America, Australia and New Zealand. This suggests that translanguaging practice
seems to be under-researched in the Anglosphere. In fact, given that translanguag-
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ing challenges monolingual practice and suggests the flexible use of languages in
classrooms, it has been a popular topic within English Medium of Instruction
(EMI) settings in the past decade. In an EMI context, English is used as an instruc-
tional language between students who have English as their second language, while
the language itself is not the subject being taught nor intentionally developed
(Pecorari & Malmstrom, 2018). However, based on this definition of EMI, coun-
tries with English as their first language are excluded in this context. Research on
translanguaging in EMI is often from countries that are in the Outer and Expand-
ing Circles of Kachru’s (1985) three concentric circles of World Englishes, where
English is the second language and/or a foreign language in the country, such as in
China (Wang & Curdt-Christiansen, 2019), Portugal (Caruso, 2018), Spain (Llanes
& Cots, 2022), Taiwan (Chang, 2019), and the United Arab Emirates (Hopkyns,
2022). It is worth noting that the distinction between Kachru’s concentric circles
is blurring in today’s era of globalisation and increased movement within and
between nations. Indeed, Anglophone contexts in the so-labelled ‘inner circle’
are linguistically diverse, especially with regard to internationalised universities.
Thus, there is a high potential for researching translanguaging pedagogical prac-
tice within the Anglophone context. It is also possible that research done in these
contexts has been overlooked. Dafouz and Smit (2020) argue that ‘English
Medium Education in Multilingual University Settings (EMEMUS)’ is a more
inclusive term as it expands the scope of EMI to capture the dynamic and diverse
multilingual environments in the current HE settings. This further supports the
point that contexts outside traditionally defined EMI contexts and their research
could be overlooked due to the imbalanced attention paid to EMI contexts with the
traditional definition. Therefore, in this review, we focus on translanguaging prac-
tice research within Anglophone countries.

In addition to showing that research on translanguaging in English-speaking
countries has been limited, Prilutskaya (2021)’s systematic review also demon-
strates that only 25% of the studies were conducted in HE settings. It is possible
that studies from Anglophone HE settings were excluded in the review due to
their failure to meet the inclusion criteria. Nevertheless, Prilutskayas (2021)
results are further supported by Huang and Chalmers’s (2023) systematic review.
Some studies, such as Crease and Blackledge (2010) and Li (2011), investigated
translanguaging practices in Anglophone contexts but neither of these focused
on interventions in HE settings. Rather, they looked into translanguaging class-
room practices in heritage schools and students’ interaction outside of classrooms
(translanguaging spaces) in the UK, respectively. These findings show that studies
investigating translanguaging in Anglophone HE settings are limited. Hence, it is
reasonable to call for further research on translanguaging practice in this context.
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Based on the discussion above, we suggest that translanguaging practices
are potentially overlooked in Anglophone countries due to these contexts being
excluded from traditionally defined EMI contexts, which have a heavy focus on
non-English speaking countries. Thus, more studies and attention on translan-
guaging interventions in Anglophone countries are needed. To address this gap
and shed light on how practitioners can apply pedagogical translanguaging in
class, a practice review was conducted. A practice review is a unique type of
research synthesis that aims to put “research into practice” through reviewing
the findings of a pedagogical approach or practice from both academic and non-
academic sources (Chong & Plonsky, 2023; Chong, 2025; also see Section s
Overview of this book). This helps bridge the gap between research and practice
and enhances research-informed practice or policy, making it suitable for our pro-
ject. Our practice review aimed to classify translanguaging practices and to inves-
tigate them as a classroom intervention by reviewing and synthesising the current
literature, both in academic and non-academic sources.

2. Methodological and ethical dilemmas/issues

The practice review is a unique type of research synthesis which, as the name sug-
gests, has a focus on practice and pedagogy; it includes both academic and non-
academic sources for analysis to put research into practice (Chong & Plonsky,
2023; Chong, 2025). The research team consists of a doctoral student at the Uni-
versity of St Andrews who is also a practitioner teaching at a UK university, her
first supervisor who is an experienced researcher in multilingual settings, and the
second supervisor who has a wealth of experience related to conducting research
synthesis and reviews.

In 2025, Chong developed the Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool
(SMART)using the ‘four dimensions of research syntheses quality: systematicity,
transparency, accessibility, and reflexivity (STAR) (p.7) (also see Chapter 4). This
tool helps researchers to achieve best practice by providing clear guidelines on
what authors have to consider before, during, and after conducting a research
synthesis. It suggests that there are four important procedures in the preparation
stage. Researchers should: (1) ensure their research is original; (2) form a research
team including one expert on the topic and one expert on the methodology to
ensure the reliability of the study; (3) name the project consistently, and (4)
publish a protocol (Chong, 2025). Our research preparation process aligns with
SMART (see Section 5 Overview of this book for detailed methodological stages
for a practice review). Having done some background research on translanguag-
ing (see detailed discussion in Section 1 of this chapter) and forming a research
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team with experts on the topic and methodology, our research set off with a solid
and positive base in March 2024. We then published a protocol in late August 2024
(see Kong et al., 2024).

Some may ask why it took a ‘ready to go’ group, a team with experts, almost
half a year to prepare and publish a protocol. The preparation and research
process, indeed, took longer than expected for several reasons. First of all, we are
a busy team with different commitments alongside our work. However, the key
obstacles were the methodological and ethical dilemmas that we faced during the
process of preparing and conducting this practice review, which we will reflect
upon in this section of our chapter.

In some cases, these dilemmas were anticipated, and in other cases, dilemmas
revealed themselves as the research process progressed. Over the course of nine
months (July 2024 — April 2025) we worked together on our practice review.
Alongside this came our monthly supervision meetings, where we discussed
issues related to the research. Partly to prepare for the current chapter, we decided
to write reflections on the content of our meetings. We kept a reflective log on a
Google Doc so that we could see each other’s questions, concerns and thoughts
as we went along. The reflective logs were documented shortly before July 2024
and after the protocol was published. They did not capture the whole process but
the period towards the end of the protocol preparation process, and the ongoing
research process.

2.1 Dilemma 1: Limited results found from both academic
and non-academic sources

Firstly, in terms of methodology, in line with the definition of a practice review,
we expanded our search to include practitioner magazines published in the last
decade (from 2014 to 2024), including IATEFLs Voices magazine and English
Teaching Professional. We aimed to find out how translanguaging practices are
applied in classrooms by reviewing teachers’ descriptions of those practices. We
initially focused exclusively on the UK but we found very few articles that men-
tioned or described translanguaging practices in classrooms. Some of the articles
mentioned ‘using L1 in class’ but none of them used the term ‘translanguaging’ or
provided an explicit description of translanguaging as a classroom intervention.
Additionally, most of the articles originated outside Anglophone countries and/
or were not conducted in HE settings and for these reasons had to be excluded
from our review. This initial result was unexpected and frustrating. We hoped and
thought that we could gain insights into translanguaging practices by including
and reviewing non-academic articles since the majority were written by practi-
tioners and were practice focused. Nevertheless, only limited results were found,
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which could be due to the gap between research and practice. Practitioners may
not fully understand the concept of translanguaging and hence avoid using the
term ‘translanguaging’ or the approach itself.

Limited relevant results were obtained not only from non-academic sources
but also from the academic literature. At the pilot stage, we screened 209 academic
articles but only three of them (Campbell & Tigan, 2022; Lin & Leung, 2023;
Meletiadou, 2022) fitted our inclusion criteria, which was worrying. Ming Sum,
the first author, documented this experience in one of her reflective logs
(Extract 1).

Extract1 After doing some research and screening, I found that it was quite likely
that the selected articles would be about 10-20% of the searching results,
which did not help because I was worried that it would not be significant
to make a case or serve the purpose of the review.

(Ming Sum, Google Doc Reflection, July 2024)

We presented our initial findings and challenges at the British Association for
Applied Linguistics (BAAL) conference in September 2024. After the conference,
we wrote our reflections. Ming Sum reflected on the relevant but unclear descrip-
tions of translanguaging interventions found in academic resources (Extract 2).

Extract 2 In order to have some initial results to present and talk about at the confer-
ence, I selected three relevant articles on translanguaging interventions. In
fact, they are the only three from the 200 screened articles that are com-
pletely relevant. This further shows that we may have to widen our scope.
Through the screening process and reading the three articles, I realised
that even though the authors mentioned their interventions, they were
usually vague and short. Students were usually ‘encouraged’ to use their
repertoire or L1 rather than receiving clear instructions on when and how
they could use them. This could be another hurdle of revealing what hap-
pens in a translanguaging classroom.

(Ming Sum, Google Doc Reflection, October 2024)

Based on these initial findings, a few questions were raised during this process:
Are our context and inclusion criteria too specific and narrow, leading to these
limited results? Are the limited discussions and descriptions of translanguaging
practice due to a gap in the knowledge about how translanguaging can be applied
in classrooms? Is this gap due to the lack of communication between researchers
and practitioners? In fact, the later questions further demonstrate the need for
doing this practice review. It is possible that the gap between research and prac-
tice and the lack of classification of translanguaging impede its use and discussion
amongst practitioners. With these questions in mind, we reflected on our research
scope and explored potential reasons and solutions.
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2.2 Dilemma 2: Contested definitions of the Anglosphere

To reflect on our research scope, we had to look at our inclusion criteria and
search terms. This led us to our second dilemma: an ethical consideration in
defining the term ‘Anglosphere’ and determining which countries to include. On
the one hand, we wanted to be inclusive and not focus only on ‘inner circle’
English-speaking countries such as the UK, the US, and Australia (Kachru, 1985,
2017). On the other hand, we needed to consider the scope, workload and feasi-
bility of conducting the project.

Similar to conducting other research syntheses, we had to set ‘research ques-
tions, ‘inclusion and exclusion criteria; ‘search strategies’ and do ‘screening’ for a
practice review (Chong, 2025, p.10). In our review, we argue that translanguaging
practices in Anglophone countries are worthy of investigation due to their high
population of international students and the diversity of language exchange, yet it
has been overlooked. Therefore, it is important to define the term ‘Anglosphere’
as this definition could affect the scope of our research. However, defining the
‘Anglosphere’ in terms of countries included and excluded, and indeed whether
we should be looking at countries as discrete entities at all (Yuan, 2008), was a key
challenge. In our broad view of English-medium higher education contexts, we
wanted to focus on internationalised higher education in majority-English speak-
ing countries (Mittelmeier et al., 2024). In the case of the UK, where we are both
based, there is usually no hesitation in including it as part of the Anglosphere.

The term ‘Anglosphere’ was coined relatively recently, in 1995, by Neal
Stephenson in his novel “The diamond age’ (Stephenson, 1995) but the term has
gained prominence in political discourse to refer to a group of ‘English-speaking
nations that share a number of defining features: liberal market economies; the
common law; parliamentary democracy; and a history of Protestantism’ (Kenny
& Pearce, 2018, p.1). According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2025), the
Anglosphere refers to ‘English-speaking countries considered collectively; esp.
the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand
(and sometimes other countries), regarded as a group with a shared historical
and cultural heritage’ This definition highlights the countries that Kachru (1985,
2017) defined as ‘inner circle’ countries. The countries are often privileged in the
field of TESOL and Applied Linguistics, thus, perpetuating ‘native speakerism’
(Holliday, 2006) and ‘grand narratives’ (Holliday, 2025) about the rightful own-
ership of English along with ideologies about standardised English and raciolin-
guistics (Alim et al., 2020). With ‘the Anglosphere’ most routinely being applied to
the United Kingdom and its former settler dominions such as Canada, Australia
and New Zealand (Kenny & Pearce, 2018), critics have questioned the boundaries
of the term as applicable to today’s postcolonial age of World Englishes and the
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sociolinguistics of globalisation (Blommaert, 2010). Especially since the 1990s, the
‘Anglosphere’ has become an increasingly slippery and contested term.

As English is recognised not only as the property of so-labelled ‘inner circle’
countries but is often the first language, lingua franca, and/or the medium of
instruction for many other countries globally, both former British colonies and
otherwise, there is a need to broaden the definition of the Anglosphere beyond
the countries named in the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition. The com-
plexities surrounding the term ‘Anglosphere’ made us question its value and
relevance as a search term. Related concepts such as ‘Anglophone’ are equally
contested (Research with International Students, n.d.). Although Anglophone
generally describes English speakers or English-speaking nations, it can be
applied in a plethora of ways that reflect ideologies and power constructs. In our
study, when considering our search terms, we sought an inclusive definition of
what constitutes the Anglosphere.

Given the difficulty of defining the Anglosphere and related terms, we dis-
cussed whether to narrow our focus to only one context. We conducted a pilot
search of the UK, employing the search terms ‘UK, England, Scotland, Wales,
[and] Northern Ireland’ However, as discussed previously, our search on the UK
higher education context alone did not produce enough articles to make our
review a useful contribution. From 209 articles initially found, after screening,
only three fit our criteria (see Extract 1). At this point, we realised the need to
expand the search to our original criteria, which in turn brought us back to the
dilemma over which countries to include.

When reflecting on this dilemma, we also expressed the emotions we encoun-
tered. Such emotions included frustration felt around ongoing discussions over
contested terms, which resulted in delayed progress with our practice review, as
seen in Extract 3:

Extract3 Defining the scope of the review is always a challenge. Sarah and I have
been going back-and-forth about the inclusion and exclusion criteria, e.g.
whether we should include all Anglophone countries, such as Canada and
the UK or simply the UK, and which level(s) of students should be
included. It could be a bit daunting as it seemed that there was no progress,
although Sarah reassured that it was good to have those in-depth discus-
sions at the early stage. After doing some research and screening, I found
that it was quite likely that the selected articles would be about 10-20% of
the search results, which did not help because I was worried that it would
not be significant to make a case or serve the purpose of the review.

(Ming Sum, Google Doc Reflection, October 2024)



Chapter 10. Research synthesis on translanguaging practices in Anglophone classrooms

189

Although our meetings about the two dilemmas felt tiresome and repetitive at
times, they demonstrate an important sign and tip for conducting a research syn-
thesis. That is, every decision made in the preparation stage is crucial and should
be well-informed, cautious and well thought-through. This is because these deci-
sions set as a base for the study, and they can affect the results of the research.
Even a step as small as defining a key term could impact the data and the results
obtained for the review. Thus, early-stage discussions within the research team are
essential and invaluable.

After discussing our dilemmas, in the following section, we discuss our
courses of action in relation to the methodological and ethical dilemmas we faced
while conducting our practice review.

3. Courses of action

As discussed above, we faced two major dilemmas while preparing and conducting
this practice review on translanguaging practice in Anglophone HE classrooms.
They were: (1) limited results found from both academic and non-academic
sources and (2) contested definitions of the key term Anglosphere’ These dilemmas
led to several long discussions on potential solutions. In this section, we will talk
about our process of overcoming the dilemmas and our courses of action.

3.1 Course of action on Dilemma 1: Limited results found
from both academic and non-academic sources

Considering our first dilemma, having limited results from both academic and
non-academic sources, we consulted the methodology expert in our team, Sin
Wang Chong, to find out if we should be worried about the situation and if our
resolutions were appropriate. During the meeting, we expressed our concerns and
explored and discussed possible solutions (Extract 4).

Extract 4 Defining the scope of the review is always a challenge [...] However, after
meeting with Sarah and Sin Wang today, I felt more positive. As an expert
of research synthesis, Sin Wang suggested that even though the quantity of
the studies we included in the end may not be extensive (though it would
probably need to be more than ten studies), we could focus on quality than
quantity. To enrich the results of our project, we could also collect other
qualitative data by interviewing the author/practitioner of a relevant arti-
cle and designing and sending out a survey to them to collect translan-
guaging materials. This gives me more insights and shows me different
ways of collecting relevant and perhaps more in-depth data on a niche
topic. (Ming Sum, Google Doc Reflection, November 2024)
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After the meeting, it became clear that the quantity of data can be important as it
can help enhance the credibility and make a stronger case for the study; however,
the quality and depth of the data are equally valuable. Since we aim to investigate
classroom intervention, having a small but high-quality in-depth data set could
be more valuable than having a large but not entirely relevant set of data. Even
though we could not directly resolve the dilemma that there was limited data in
the literature, we could make the most of the existing data and expand on the data
collection method. Therefore, we aimed to put more focus on the quality of the
articles and decided that we could divide this project into two phases.

The first phase would be the current practice review, and the second phase
would be a follow-up primary research project interviewing practitioners who
claim that they have used translanguaging practices in class, especially the authors
of the included articles in our practice review. Moreover, we could invite the
authors to share their lesson plans and any materials that they have used in a
translanguaging classroom. This can further bridge the gap between research and
practice because this would provide a platform for dialogues between researchers
and practitioners or even feedback from teachers to researchers. Through expand-
ing the direction and drawing on a combination of data collection methods, we
could potentially gain more insightful and fruitful data, despite the small data set.

Furthermore, to evaluate the quality of the data, we did a ‘pilot screening’
where we randomly selected and reviewed a few articles that fit our inclusion cri-
teria. This allowed us to evaluate if the data was of high quality and suitable for
in-depth analysis and to determine if the suggested solutions were indeed possi-
ble. It was a helpful and essential process when conducting a research synthesis
(Extract 5 and Extract 6).

Extract 5 Reviewing articles with Sarah was also very helpful. This allows us to see
how much and what data we can potentially get from the included articles
and their quality. Thus, we can check if we are on the right track then
decide if the scope is large enough. After the discussion, we think we can
add more search terms (e.g. further education/postsecondary) and adjust
our inclusion criteria (e.g. teachers’ and students” perspective on the pro-
cedure of the practice) to enhance our search. The process and the out-
come of the discussion shows that having a second researcher, esp. an
expert in the field (Sarah), in the review process is crucial and critical. It
not only helps enhance and ensure the quality of the review, but it also
allows researchers to support each other both mentally and in action.

(Ming Sum, Google Doc Reflection, July 2024)

Extract 6 We continued today’s meeting for an extra half hour after Sin Wang had
left. We both felt that the project was starting to take a more structured
shape. Ming Sum shared a selection of articles she felt matched the inclu-
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sion criteria for our practice review. This ‘pilot screening’ was very helpful
as I could see that a range of studies applied, including studies on translan-
guaging amongst deaf and hearing students. Having recently returned
from the Sociolinguistics Symposium (SS25) in Perth, Australia, I was
reminded of Annelies Kusters’s important work on ‘crip linguistics’ and
‘linguistic caring’ Kusters’s work discusses translanguaging beyond spoken
‘languaging’ The reflection process is proving useful for sharing and refin-
ing our ideas. (Sarah, Google Doc Reflection, July 2024)

From Extracts 4, 5 and 6, we can see that having the opportunities to discuss
issues raised, concerns and alternative solutions with a team of researchers and
experts can be incredibly useful. These discussions can help to move the project
forward and provoke thinking and re-thinking, hence, making the project more
refined. Although we decided not to add search terms regarding education level
in the end and chose to focus only on HE settings, we did expand our scope by
adding other Anglophone countries to our search terms with the hope of poten-
tially gaining more data. This leads us to our second dilemma solving process.

3.2 Course of action on Dilemma 2: Contested definitions
of the key term ‘Anglosphere’

Concerning our second dilemma, which was the difficulty of neatly defining the
Anglosphere, we wanted to broaden the Oxford English dictionary definition to
not only include the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand, but other countries too, as reflective of World Englishes in today’s
era of the sociolinguistics of globalisation (Blommaert, 2010). Ming Sum looked
at the way UK university websites defined ‘majority English-speaking countries’
for the purpose of exempting citizens from these countries from having to take
an English proficiency university entrance exam. Often, such lists were based on
the UK Government (2024)’s definition of ‘majority English-speaking countries,
as explained in Extract 7.

Extract 7 I looked at the definition(s) of the Anglosphere and what can be consid-
ered as an Anglophone country. I found a list of 19 countries proposed by
the UK Government (2024) which UK universities (e.g. Swansea and Liv-
erpool) call it ‘Majority English-speaking countries’ Students who are from
these countries are not required to prove their knowledge of English. I
believe that this definition suits us well since it is set from the UK govern-
ment for universities. I am glad that Sarah and I both agreed on this and
the direction of expansion. I hope that this can help us move forward and
enhance our study. (Ming Sum, Google Doc reflection, October 2024)
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In Extract 7, there is a sense of moving toward a solution to the dilemma, and
relief which accompanies this. Although the UK Government’s (2024) list seemed
like a good definition to use and would produce a greater number of relevant arti-
cles, when discussing it further between us and with colleagues, we saw the need
to edit the search terms further due to a British bias toward its overseas territo-
ries and British postcolonial contexts. We discussed the list and agreed that the
list would also need to be critiqued in our review, as some countries we expected
to see on the list (e.g., South Africa and Nigeria) were not there. After agreeing
to expand the scope using the UK Government’s (2024) definition of ‘majority
English Speaking countries, we did individual searches for each country with our
main search string on different databases. Perhaps not surprisingly, due to the
legacy of colonialism, the so-labelled ‘inner circle countries’ such as the UK, the
US, Canada and Australia were the most common contexts for ‘translanguaging
in practice’ research. Other countries on the list had limited or no results, such
as Barbados and Guyana. The same pattern emerged when we searched for each
British overseas territory. Such results speak to uneven power relations in terms of
internationalisation in higher education, research coverage, publishing, and visi-
bility (Piller, 2022). We reflected on how the process of working on the practice
review continued to be educational in this sense, as seen in Extract 8.

Extract 8 We were surprised that some countries were missing from the list. On
reflection, the list is ‘UK-centric’ as the countries were all former colonies
or territories of the UK. This reiterated the contested nature of Anglos-
phere’ and ‘Anglophone’ for us, and it makes choosing inclusion criteria
slippery’ The notion of ‘contested terms’ is one that occurs over and over
again across many research areas. Another contested term is ‘native
speaker’, for example. (Sarah, Google Doc reflection, November 2024)

Thinking about how these insights affect our study and courses of action, we recog-
nised that it was important to openly discuss how we selected our search string and
provide a detailed and transparent description for every step of the process.

Through discussion and reflection, the key dilemmas were resolved. We
decided to focus on quality rather than the quantity of the data and expand our
data collection methods, for instance, by interviewing practitioners, thus branch-
ing into a second phase of the study. Moreover, we expanded the scope for our
research based on a list of Anglophone countries suggested by the UK Government
(2024), while acknowledging that the terms ‘Anglosphere’ and ‘Anglophone’ were
contested and that the list we chose to use was not fully inclusive.

Although the process of preparation was longer than we expected and some-
times felt repetitive, we valued those conversations and believe that this process
will serve as a good foundation and provide a clearer direction for our study.
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Using the revised scope, in the second pilot screening, our inclusion rate
increased from 10-20% to nearly 30%. This shows that the solution was effective,
and the early-stage discussions were worth having.

4. Alternative courses of action

During the exploration and discussion period, apart from the above actions, other
alternatives were suggested. Our two dilemmas, a small sample and a contested
definition of Anglosphere; are closely related. Thus, our discussion on alterna-
tive courses of action was mainly focused on expanding our scope, such as adding
more search terms and widening the contexts.

As mentioned in Section 3, we had considered adding search terms regarding
the education contexts, i.e. adding ‘post-secondary’ and ‘further education’ to the
search string ‘universit*’ and ‘higher education’ However, the levels of study and
qualifications of the two suggested terms could be different from those at univer-
sities and higher education settings, depending on countries. As we argue, more
research and attention should be directed toward HE settings, since they have
been overlooked (as discussed in Section 1); post-secondary and further educa-
tion studies may not fit our purposes. Equally, to expand our search but stay
focused on an Anglophone context, we could have focused only on the UK con-
text (or another single context), but across all levels of education. Doing the latter
would have provided a wider range and larger number of articles on translanguag-
ing practice for our review. Nevertheless, our research challenges the traditional
EMI definition and supports the framework of EMEMUS’ (Dafouz & Smit, 2016)
which required us to focus specifically on higher education. We, therefore, chose
to expand our scope by adding new search terms regarding countries only.

When considering adding search terms regarding education contexts and
expanding the research scope to all education levels in the UK, we also had a brief
discussion on using Al to help with the review. This was because taking those
alternative courses of action would have led to an extensive amount of data. This
idea was inspired by another peer researcher who used Al to screen 10% of his
data (around 1000 papers) to save time on the screening process. A reflection was
documented after this discussion (see Extract 9).

Extract 9 In addition, we talked about potential AT use for data screening since I was
worried that the results would be unmanageable (e.g. 2500 or above). Sin
Wang has no objection to Al use but again, we have to provide a reasonable
justification for its use, especially if we would like to submit our work to
the top journals. This discussion reminds me of how important rigorous
methodology is in good-quality research at this level, especially when con-
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ducting a review. It really takes time and effort to search and synthesise the
data. I am relieved that our results are less than 2000 which is still a lot but
manageable. (Ming Sum, Google Doc reflection, November 2024)

This discussion reminded us that the basis of conducting research is to ensure the
decisions we make are justifiable, evidence-based, and rigorous. It also prompted
us to think about a potential home for this practice review.

When reflecting on alternative courses of action for the second dilemma, we
could have focused on a specific set of named countries which shared similar
traits and avoided the terms Anglosphere and Anglophone’ altogether. Further
issues exist in relation to the term Anglophone’ as it is often used as a binary
with ‘non-Anglophone; which implies that ‘Anglophone’ is the norm and ‘non-
Anglophone’ is a deficit, due to the prefix of ‘non’ (Research with International
Students, n.d.). Considering these arguments, avoiding the term in our research
could have been an alternative action.

Ideally, if we had enough capacity, we could have adopted a wider definition
of Anglophone and included studies from all levels of study in every country
with English as its official language. This way, these dilemmas would have been
resolved, and a more holistic review could have been produced. Nevertheless, it
should be acknowledged that there might well have been other dilemmas that
would have arisen.

5. Conclusion

In this chapter, we discussed the rationale and reflected on the process of con-
ducting a research synthesis on translanguaging practices in Anglophone class-
rooms. This project is a practice review aiming to find out (1) what is classified as
translanguaging practices? and (2) what does translanguaging look like in class-
rooms? We argue that despite the wide discussion on translanguaging, the mean-
ings, classification, and the application of translanguaging are still vague and
inconsistent (Treffers-Daller, 2025). This could create difficulties for researchers
to conduct research on translanguaging practices and practitioners to apply them
in classrooms. Therefore, there is a need to review and synthesise translanguaging
research, both academic and non-academic texts (Chong & Plonsky, 2023) (i.e.
practitioner magazines) in Anglophone HE settings to bridge the gap between
research and practice.

Our research team consisted of three researchers, a doctoral student who
is also a practitioner teaching at a UK university, an expert on the topic, and
an expert on the methodology (Chong, 2025). To document our collaborative
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process, mainly for the purpose of this chapter, two of the team members (the
authors) wrote short reflections and kept them as reflective logs after each super-
vision meeting (between July 2024 and April 2025). Some of them were presented
in this chapter to support our descriptions of this reflective process.

During our reflection, we identified and discussed our two key methodolog-
ical and ethical dilemmas, a small data set and difficulties when defining the key
term ‘Anglosphere;, and the corresponding and alternative courses of action. After
some further research and discussions, to gain more in-depth and high-quality
data, we decided to divide our practice review into two phases: (1) the current
practice review synthesising existing literature; (2) a primary research interview-
ing practitioners with experience in using translanguaging in classrooms. Fur-
thermore, we expanded the scope using a list of 19 countries, which some UK
universities named as ‘majority English speaking countries, proposed by the UK
Government in 2024. As the definition is from an official source, it is a good base,
which we were able to adapt to include more studies, enhancing our dataset due
to this new scope. This course of action helped address the two dilemmas.

Through this collaborative and reflective process, we realised that the process
of conducting a research synthesis can be complex, especially at the preparation
stage. It is because it involves a lot of thinking and procedures such as researching,
piloting, registering the review, and refining search terms and the scope or even
topics. This process can be daunting and frustrating as it seems repetitive. However,
each little step and decision in this process is critical and invaluable. Each decision
can impact the feasibility, the following stages, and the results of the project. There-
fore, it is important to have a research team consisting of members who have dif-
ferent expertise and experience and who come from different professional roles
(i.e. researcher and practitioner), especially when conducting practice-focused
research. Apart from ensuring the credibility and reliability of the research, team
members can provide not only moral support, but also concrete and useful sugges-
tions when concerns are raised. Each of our team meetings enhanced the research
process, such as learning about different ways of collecting data and discussing
the essential elements of a piece of high-quality research, e.g. a rigorous method-
ology. Our discussion also offered new perspectives and prompted us to rethink
and reflect on our decisions to make appropriate refinements. Keeping a reflective
log also helped us to clarify thoughts and keep track of our progress, which can be
encouraging when looking back and seeing how far we had come.

Opverall, conducting a research synthesis requires hard work, persistence,
detailed thinking, and teamwork. Nevertheless, the sense of achievement when
seeing the output and helping to bridge the gap between research and practice in
teaching and learning is precious and meaningful.
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6. Questions for discussion

I.  What makes you interested in doing a practice review?

II. The authors discuss their dilemmas when conducting a practice review and
the benefits of working together as a research team. Reflecting on your experi-
ence in conducting a research synthesis, what are the benefits and challenges
of working as part of a carefully selected research team, especially a team with
practitioner members?

III. The authors discuss contested terms (Anglosphere and Anglophone) and how
such terms affect ethics around developing an inclusive search string. What
are some contested terms or Western-centric terms related to your research
that may need to be critiqued at the stage of deciding on search terms? How
might this affect the review process?

IV. The authors of this chapter made use of a research log to document and reflect
on the review process. What are other ways to facilitate reflective dialogue
when conducting a research synthesis?

Further reading

L. Bonacina-Pugh, F,, da Costa Cabral, I., & Huang, J. (2021). Translanguaging in education.
Language Teaching, 54(4), 439-471.

This state-of-the-art article reviews the existing definitions and concepts of translanguaging,

explores its potential impact and significance in different educational contexts, and offers direc-

tion for future research. It provides an overview of the theoretical and practical discussion of

translanguaging in the field clearly and systematically.

I1. Chong, S.W. (2025). Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART) for research
syntheses in Applied Linguistics. Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 17-38.

This article gives an overview of different types of research synthesis in Applied Linguistics and
a step-by-step guide on how to conduct a research synthesis using SMART. It is clear and easy to
follow. It also provides at least one example for each type of research synthesis, which allows the
reader to contextualise what was introduced in the paper and how it could be done in practice.

III. Chong, S.W., Oxley, E., Negrea, V., Bond, M., Liu, Q., & Kong, M.S. (2024). Teacher
recruitment and retention in schools in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas in England.:
review of practice. Education Endowment Foundation. https://
educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/evidence-reviews
/recruitment-and-retention-in-disadvantaged-schools

This is a practice review example looking into teacher recruitment and retention strategies in
socioeconomically disadvantaged areas in England through reviewing academic sources and
teacher job postings. The researchers also sent out a survey to teachers. The findings of the
review and survey were compared and discussed in order to get a comprehensive view on the
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topic to inform future policy-making. This is a vivid example of research into practice and

research-informed practice.

IV. Research with International Students (n.d.). Anti-Glossary” of contested terms. https://
researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/

This academic blog post provides an important discussion on the questioning of problematic

terms for meaningful communication and critique. The academic blog post looks at how

researchers and practitioners can engage reflexively with terminology and think carefully about

and address the assumptions that underpin contested terminologies.

Al use declaration statement
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editing of this work.

References

Alim, H.S., Rickford, J.R., & Ball, A.F. (Eds.). (2020). Raciolinguistics: How language shapes
our ideas about race. Oxford University Press.

Blommaert, J. (2010). The sociolinguistic of globalization. Cambridge University Press.

Bonacina-Pugh, F., da Costa Cabral, I., & Huang, J. (2021). Translanguaging in education.
Language Teaching, 54(4), 439-471.

Campbell, M., & Tigan, A. (2022). Translanguaging and product-oriented drama: An
integrated pedagogical approach for language learning and literacy development.
International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 25(10), 3745-3757.

Caruso, E. (2018). Translanguaging in higher education: Using several languages for the
analysis of academic content in the teaching and learning process. Language Learning in
Higher Education, 8(1), 65-90.

Chang, S.Y. (2019). Beyond the English box: Constructing and communicating knowledge
through translingual practices in the higher education classroom. English Teaching ¢
Learning, 43(1), 23-40.

Chong, S.W. (2025). Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART) for research syntheses
in Applied Linguistics. Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 17-38.

Chong, S.W., & Plonsky, L. (2023). A typology of secondary research in Applied Linguistics.
Applied Linguistics Review, 15(4), 1569-1594.

Creese, A., & Blackledge, A. (2010). Translanguaging in the bilingual classroom: A pedagogy
for learning and teaching? The Modern Language Journal, 94(1), 103-115.

Dafouz, E., & Smit, U. (2016). Towards a dynamic conceptual framework for English-medium
education in multilingual university settings. Applied Linguistics, 37(3), 397-415.

Dafouz, E., & Smit, U. (2020). ROAD-MAPPING English medium education in the
internationalized university. Palgrave Macmillan.


https://researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/
https://researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511845307
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511845307
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444821000173
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444821000173
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2022.2104115
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2022.2104115
https://doi.org/10.1515/cercles-2018-0004
https://doi.org/10.1515/cercles-2018-0004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42321-018-0014-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42321-018-0014-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/29984475.2025.2456880
https://doi.org/10.1080/29984475.2025.2456880
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0189
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0189
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2009.00986.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2009.00986.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amu034
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amu034
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2020.1757614
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2020.1757614

198

Ming Sum Kong & Sarah Hopkyns

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

Garcia, O. (2012). Theorizing translanguaging for educators. In C. Celic & K. Seltzer (Eds.),
Translanguaging in the bilingual classroom: A pedagogy for learning and teaching?
(pp.1-6). CUNY-NYSIEB, The Graduate Center.

Garcia, O., & Lin, A.M. (2017). Translanguaging in bilingual education. In O. Garcia, A. Lin,
& S. May (Eds.), Bilingual and multilingual education (pp.1-14). Springer Nature.

Garcia, O., & Otheguy, R. (2020). Plurilingualism and translanguaging: Commonalities and
divergences. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 23(1), 17-35.

Holliday; A. (2006). Native-speakerism. ELT Journal, 60, 385-387.

Hopkyns, S. (2022). Translanguaging in Gulf English-medium instruction higher education.
In FA. Rashdi & S.R. Sandhya (Eds), Language and identity in the Arab world
(pp.76-92). Routledge.

Huang, X., & Chalmers, H. (2023). Implementation and effects of pedagogical translanguaging
in EFL classrooms: A systematic review. Languages, 8(3), 194.

Kachru, B. (1985). Standards, codification and sociolinguistic realism: English language in the
outer circle. In R. Quirk & H. Widdowson (Eds.), English in the world: Teaching and
learning the language and literatures (p. 11-36). Cambridge University Press.

Kachru, B.B. (2017). World Englishes and culture wars. Cambridge University Press.

Kenny, M., & Pearce, N. (2018, May 14). In the shadows of empire: How the Anglosphere dream
lives on. https://blogs.bath.ac.uk/iprblog/2018/05/14/in-the-shadows-of-empire-how-the-
anglosphere-dream-lives-on/

Kong, M.S., Hopkyns, S., & Chong, S.W. (2024). A protocol for a practice review of translan-
guaging in UK classrooms. International Database of Education Systematic Reviews.
https://idesr.org/article/IDESRo00158

Kusters, A., Spotti, M., Swanwick, R., & Tapio, E. (2017). Beyond languages, beyond
modalities: Transforming the study of semiotic repertoires. International Journal of
Multilingualism, 14(3), 219-232.

Lin, S., & Leung, A. (2023). ESL classroom interactions in a translanguaging space. Applied
Linguistics Review, 15(6), 2397-2425.

Li, W. (2011). Moment analysis and translanguaging space: Discursive construction of
identities by multilingual Chinese youth in Britain. Journal of Pragmatics, 43(5),
1222-1235.

Llanes, A., & Cots, J. M. (2022). Measuring the impact of translanguaging in TESOL: A
plurilingual approach to ESP. International Journal of Multilingualism, 19(4), 523-538.

Meletiadou, E. (2022). The utilisation of peer-assisted learning/mentoring and
translanguaging in higher education. IAFOR Journal of Education, 10(1), 135-154.

Mittelmeier, J., Lomer, S., Al-Furqani, S., & Huang, D. (2024). Developing meaningful
internationalisation that impacts students’ outcomes in higher education: A scoping
review of the literature 2011-2022. Journal of Studies in International Education, 28(4),
503-525.

Oxford English Dictionary (2025). Anglosphere. https://www.oed.com/dictionary
/anglosphere_n?tl=true#:~:text
=To%20be%20part%200f%20the,core%200f%20English%2Dspeaking%2ocultures

Pecorari, D., & Malmstrom, H. (2018). At the crossroads of TESOL and English Medium
Instruction. TESOL Quarterly, 52, 497-515.


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-02258-1_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-02258-1_9
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1598932
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1598932
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccl030
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccl030
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003174981-6
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003174981-6
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages8030194
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages8030194
https://blogs.bath.ac.uk/iprblog/2018/05/14/in-the-shadows-of-empire-how-the-anglosphere-dream-lives-on/
https://blogs.bath.ac.uk/iprblog/2018/05/14/in-the-shadows-of-empire-how-the-anglosphere-dream-lives-on/
https://idesr.org/article/IDESR000158
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2017.1321651
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2017.1321651
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0202
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0202
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2010.07.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2010.07.035
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2020.1753749
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2020.1753749
https://doi.org/10.22492/ije.10.1.07
https://doi.org/10.22492/ije.10.1.07
https://doi.org/10.1177/10283153231222278
https://doi.org/10.1177/10283153231222278
https://www.oed.com/dictionary/anglosphere_n?tl=true#:~:text=To%20be%20part%20of%20the,core%20of%20English%2Dspeaking%20cultures
https://www.oed.com/dictionary/anglosphere_n?tl=true#:~:text=To%20be%20part%20of%20the,core%20of%20English%2Dspeaking%20cultures
https://www.oed.com/dictionary/anglosphere_n?tl=true#:~:text=To%20be%20part%20of%20the,core%20of%20English%2Dspeaking%20cultures
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.470
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.470

doi

doi

doi

doi

doi

Chapter 10. Research synthesis on translanguaging practices in Anglophone classrooms

199

Piller, I. (2022, May 11). How to challenge Anglocentricity in academic publishing. Language
on the Move. https://www.languageonthemove.com/how-to-challenge-anglocentricity-in-
academic-publishing/

Prilutskaya, M. (2021). Examining pedagogical translanguaging: A systematic review of the
literature. Languages, 6(4), 180.

Research with International Students (n.d.). Anti-Glossary” of contested terms. https://
researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/

Stephenson, N. (1995). The diamond age. Bantam Spectra.

Treffers-Daller, J. (2025). Translanguaging: What is besides smoke and mirrors? Linguistic
Approaches to Bilingualism, 15(1), 1-26.

UK Government. (2024). Student Visa. Retrieved on 20 July 2025 from https://www.gov.uk
/student-visa/knowledge-of-english

Vogel, S., & Garcia, O. (2017). Translanguaging. Oxford research encyclopedia of education.
Retrieved on 27 April 2025 from https://oxfordre.com/education/view/10.1093/acrefore
/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-181.

Wang, W., & Curdt-Christiansen, X. L. (2019). Translanguaging in a Chinese-English bilingual
education programme: A university-classroom ethnography. International Journal of
Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 22(3), 322-337.

Yuan, M. (2008). Discrete versus continuous phenomena. In Encyclopedia of geographic
information science (pp. 112-114). Sage.


https://www.languageonthemove.com/how-to-challenge-anglocentricity-in-academic-publishing/
https://www.languageonthemove.com/how-to-challenge-anglocentricity-in-academic-publishing/
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages6040180
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages6040180
https://researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/
https://researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/
https://doi.org/10.1075/lab.24015.tre
https://doi.org/10.1075/lab.24015.tre
https://www.gov.uk/student-visa/knowledge-of-english
https://www.gov.uk/student-visa/knowledge-of-english
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.181
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.181
https://oxfordre.com/education/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-181
https://oxfordre.com/education/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-181
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1526254
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1526254
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412953962.n50
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412953962.n50




SECTION 6
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Section overview

What is a scoping review?
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1. Definition

Scoping reviews (ScR), also called “mapping reviews” or “scoping studies’, rep-
resent a systematic, rigorous and transparent approach to document existing
research on a given domain (Pham et al., 2014), offering extraordinary value to
“preliminarily survey qualitative and quantitative evidence on a niche or emer-
gent topic” (Chong, 2025, p.7). Within the broader landscape of
research research synthesis, ScR are categorised as a type of “big picture” review
which is exploratory (Campbell etal., 2023), alongside bibliometric reviews
(Chong, 2025). This type of review plays a crucial role in summarising knowledge
from published and unpublished studies. Rather than synthetising findings, ScR
focus on mapping available research evidence with the aims of informing prac-
tices and suggesting future lines of research (Arksey & O’ Malley, 2005). They
can also help assess whether conducting a systematic review is needed or justified
(Tricco et al., 2018). By providing analytical in-depth overviews of a diversity of
publications with the purpose of identifying knowledge gaps, types of available
evidence, key characteristics of concepts or research, scoping reviews are essential
in supporting research-lead teaching practices and constitute a useful tool for
researchers working in emerging and evolving topics in Applied Linguistics.

Methodological stages

Scoping reviews are undertaken by a team of researchers to increase reliability.
A consultation with stakeholders is recommended throughout the process of the
review as well as using an intercoderreliability test to guarantee consistent coding.

There is considerable advice available for researchers regarding methodolog-
ical frameworks for conducting scoping reviews. An initial framework was pro-
posed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which was later refined and expanded by
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Aromataris et al. (2024). The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
(PRISMA) has an extension for scoping reviews, the PRISMA-ScR, published in
2018 (Tricco et al., 2018; see also Peters et al., 2020). Based on this previous guid-
ance, the following steps are recommended when conducting scoping reviews in
Applied Linguistics:

1.

Definition of objectives and questions. Given the exploratory nature of ScR,
it is essential to formulate review questions and objectives with a broad scope.
To achieve this, it is recommended to use the PCC (Population, Concept,
Context) framework, as it clearly defines key elements. For Applied Linguis-
tics, population might include speakers, learners, pre- and in-service teachers,
teacher trainers, parents, curriculum developers or policymakers; concept
could be a range of topics such as a teaching practice, an aspect of learning,
or curriculum design; and context might feature geographical settings, educa-
tional level, or languages to be covered in the ScR.

Development of eligibility criteria. Develop inclusion and exclusion crite-
ria which aligns with objectives and questions, providing a rationale for each.
In the case of Applied Linguistics, inclusion criteria usually contemplate time
period, or language of publication. Importantly, given the large amount of
grey literature in the field, establishing the study types that will be included
in the ScR (empirical, theoretical, literature reviews, grey literature) is partic-
ularly relevant. Moreover, given the wide variety of research methods used
in Applied Linguistics (qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods), reviewers
might also want to consider research design as part of their inclusion/exclu-
sion criteria, depending on the aims of the review. Frequent exclusion criteria
tend to include studies focusing on first language acquisition or editorials and
opinion pieces.

Plan of search strategy. Define a comprehensive search approach, extraction
of data and approach to presentation of evidence. This stage considers which
keywords are relevant to the topic.

Search of evidence. Interrogate relevant subject-specific databases to find
the evidence. In Applied Linguistics, the use of a single database such as Web
of Science or Scopus might mean important contributions are left out, espe-
cially those written in languages other than English; thus it is advisable to
use complementary databases such as ERIC or the Linguistics and Language
Behavior Abstracts (LLBA).

Identification and selection of sources of evidence. Two  screening
phases are required: screening of titles and abstracts of articles by two
researchers using the criteria; and screening of full-texts deem relevant.
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6. Data extraction. Select eligible sources of evidence and present details of the
characteristics of the data found.

7. Analysis of the evidence. Interpret the findings.

8. Presentation of the results. Present main results answering the questions
and objectives set up for the study.

9. Summary of the evidence. Present a descriptive synthesis, draw conclusions,
explain potential implications and inform future research.

In addition to this process, researchers should engage with the Synthesis Methods
and Reporting Tool (SMART) for RS in Applied Linguistics (Chong, 2025) and
use it as guide to design the methodological approach and reporting strategy
when conducting ScR.

Software/resources

Researchers conducting ScR can access numerous resources to support their work
at various stages. We have identified five useful tools, but for a comprehensive list,
see, for instance, Cierco Jiménez et al. (2022) or the list provided by RSAL (n.d.).
While the role of artificial intelligence in ScR is still emerging, some tools, such as
EPPI Reviewer, are already experimenting with incorporating tools such as Chat-
GPT.

1. Databases for search strategy: The Open University Library (United King-
dom)
It is recommended that a minimum of 3—4 databases should be used to
conduct a ScR. The decision of which databases should be included would
depend on the topic and the inclusion and exclusion criteria. This extensive
list of databases (https://shorturl.at/ssMrb) provided by The Open University
supports researchers in deciding which may be the most convenient. Please
note that this portal to databases does not guarantee access to all databases or
the research, but provides a description of their content and a link if they are
open access.

2. Referencing tools and data management: Zotero
This open access reference management software assists with archiving the
literature, supporting in-text citations and building reference lists. It is avail-
able in a desktop and online version and works well for team projects since it
allows to host shared libraries and facilitates collaboration.

3. Data extraction: EPPI-Reviewer
This software supports all stages of the methodological work involved in con-
ducing ScR, from data extraction to coding and screening. It also allows to
work collaboratively.
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4. Reporting: OASIS
This tool helps authors to disseminate their reviews, as it offers one-page sum-
maries of published research on language-related topics. Practitioners are
encouraged to engage with OASIS (https://www.oasis-database.org/.), which
ultimately contributes to the use of ScR to inform language teaching. Another
platform that hosts accessible summaries of ScR is TESOLgraphics, which pro-
duces infographic summaries of research syntheses (www.tesolgraphics.com).
5. Quality assurance: AMSTAR 2
The Assessing the Methodological Quality of Systematic Reviews (AMSTAR
2 https://amstar.ca/Amstar_Checklist.php) checklist can be used to measure
the quality of ScR.

Examples

The following five publications serve as good examples of scoping reviews. Their selection is
based on several criteria: they are published as open access, cover a range of topics and com-
plement each other by illustrating different aspects of best practices. We have also taken into
account publication date, and therefore these studies follow the latest methodological advance-
ments in conducting ScR:

Chong, S.W., & Reinders, H. (2025). Autonomy of English language learners: A scoping review
of research and practice. Language Teaching Research, 29(2), 607-632.

This review exemplifies how ScR can be used to explore research available on a core concept
and to illustrate the dual focus of ScR on research and practice. Using Chong and Plonsky’s
(2021) methodological framework, it offers a very useful, comprehensive overview of included
studies (pp. 613-615).

Hiver, P, Al-Hoorie, A.H., & Evans, R. (2022). Complex dynamic systems theory in language
learning: A scoping review of 25 years of research. Studies in Second Language
Acquisition, 44(4), 913-941.

This review serves as an example of an investigation on how a new theoretical paradigm

has been researched reporting on methodological approaches, key contributions and areas of

improvement. An in-depth explanation of inclusion criteria and a detailed description of the
coding process are provided, along with a clear account of how intercoder agreement was
achieved. Reporting clearly follows research questions established.

Ramezanzadeh, A.-M., & Woore, R. (2023). A scoping review into the teaching and learning of
Arabic as an additional language. Qatar Foundation International. https://shorturl.at
/tvack

This review, commissioned by a non-profit organisation and published on their website, adopts
a report-style format, highlighting the role of ScR in Applied Linguistics beyond academia. It
demonstrates the importance of developing and registering a review protocol (https://idesr.org
/article/IDESR000054). The use of visual representations of findings is also a key strength and
includes the names of an Expert Advisory Panel.
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Siegel, A., Vance, M., & Nilsson, D. (2024). Military English language education: A scoping
review of 30 years of research. Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, 19(5),
433-451.

This review includes a strong, well-justified rationale for using a scoping review approach to

explore an under-researched topic. Although it does not calculate intercoder reliability, it offers

a thoughtful alternative by employing a collaborative screening process.

Weisleder, A., Friend, M., Tsui, A.S. M., & Marchman, V.A. (2024). Using parent report to
measure vocabulary in young bilingual children: A scoping review. Language Learning,
74(2), 468-505.

This review provides in-depth details of a search strategy and inclusion and exclusion criteria.

It has a specific section that clearly states the limitations of the review.

Al use declaration statement

The authors confirm that no AI tools were used in the preparation, writing, formatting, and
editing of this work.
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CHAPTER 11

Reflecting on scoping review methodology
with a language testing example

Sha Liu

British Council

This chapter provides a reflective analysis of conducting a scoping review
on L2 learners’ cognitive processes in language testing as a methodological
case study (for the published review protocol, see Chan & Chong, 2023).
Guided by Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework, the chapter explores
both anticipated and emergent methodological and ethical challenges, the
courses of action taken, and alternative pathways not pursued. Central
themes include the tension between comprehensiveness and feasibility, and
the role of Al in research synthesis. Drawing on the team’s direct experience,
the chapter distinguishes between mechanical tasks suitable for Al
automation and interpretive tasks requiring human expertise, concluding
with key lessons for navigating similar challenges in research synthesis.

Keywords: scoping review methodology, language testing, L2 cognitive
processes, Al-assisted research synthesis, methodological reflection

1. Background

Research into second language (L2) test-takers’ cognitive processes has evolved
rapidly since Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework foregrounded cognitive
validity as an integral component of test validation. Following this paradigm
shift, the past two decades have witnessed proliferating studies across all four lan-
guage skills. These studies employ increasingly diverse methodologies, ranging
from traditional think-aloud protocols (Stratman & Hamp-Lyons, 1994) to more
recent approaches including stimulated recall (Brunfaut & McCray, 2015), key-
stroke logging (Chan, 2017), eye-tracking (Yu, He, & Isaacs, 2017), and even neu-
roimaging techniques like functional near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS, Zhai &
Aryadoust, 2022).

While these methodological innovations have yielded valuable insights into
test-taking behavior, they have outpaced conceptual consolidation. Three interre-

https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.11aliu
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lated problems impede cumulative interpretation. First, researchers employ key
terms such as process, strategy, and subskill inconsistently and often interchange-
ably, lacking clear operational definitions. A systematic review of L2 listening
assessment by Aryadoust and Luo (2023) revealed “unresolved issues concern-
ing the definition and operationalization” of constructs, particularly the confusion
between subskills and processes (p.375). Second, no common analytical frame-
work exists for handling the increasingly fine-grained data produced by new tech-
nologies. Third, attempts to align observed behavior with theoretical accounts of
language-use cognition remain tentative.

To navigate this evolving research domain, we adopted a scoping review
methodology, one of the 13 evidence synthesis approaches currently recognized
in Applied Linguistics (Chong & Plonsky, 2024). For a comprehensive introduc-
tion to scoping reviews within the broader landscape of research synthesis, see
Fuertes Gutiérrez and Alvarez (Section Overview, this volume). Scoping reviews
are “exploratory” (Chong, 2025, p.5) and differ fundamentally from systematic
reviews that answer narrowly focused questions. Instead, they enable researchers
to map the extent, range, and nature of evidence, identify gaps, and discern trends
in emerging or conceptually expansive fields (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac
et al., 2010; Peters et al., 2020). This mapping approach is particularly well-suited
for research areas that are broad in scope, interdisciplinary, and have undergone
significant paradigm shifts, as demonstrated by Terrier et al. (2025) in their scop-
ing review of 25 years of L2 pronunciation research. Our review topic exhibits
precisely these characteristics: L2 cognitive process research spans multiple lan-
guage skills and methodological traditions, draws on frameworks from both lan-
guage testing and cognitive psychology, and has undergone a paradigm shift since
Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework. These features, combined with the con-
ceptual ambiguity surrounding key constructs (discussed in Section 2.1), made a
scoping review the most appropriate synthesis approach for mapping this evolv-
ing domain (Munn et al., 2018).

Our review aimed to address four dimensions of the field: the language
skills investigated, assessment contexts and participant profiles, research method-
ologies employed, and findings regarding test-takers’ cognitive processes. These
research questions balanced breadth with operational feasibility, capturing con-
ceptual variety while maintaining manageable boundaries, which is a key con-
sideration in scoping review design (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Addressing these
questions promised to synthesize methodological developments, identify limita-
tions, and inform future research agendas. This mapping is particularly timely
given the emergence of Al-based multimodal assessment tasks that require test-
takers to orchestrate multiple language skills simultaneously across textual, audio,
and visual inputs. Whether these complex tasks activate their intended cognitive
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processes remains unknown, underscoring the urgent need to investigate their
construct validity.

Figure 1 illustrates the six-stage framework (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) that

guided our review process, providing structure for the methodological reflections
presented throughout this chapter.

1.

Identifying the research question: Establishing review boundaries via
Population-Concept-Context parameters (Peters et al., 2020).

Identifying relevant studies: Systematic searching across databases, reference
lists, and grey literature.

Selecting studies: Two-phase screening (title/abstract; full-text) applying pre-
determined inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Charting the data: Standardized extraction using piloted forms for descriptive
data collection.

Collating, summarizing and reporting results: Numerical and thematic syn-
thesis to map literature patterns and gaps.

Consulting stakeholders (optional): External validation to enhance interpre-
tation (not undertaken in this review).

Stage 1 Collating,
summarizing, and

Identifying the . .
ing Selecting studies reporting the results

research question

) ) ) ) )W)

Stage 2

Identifying relevant Charting the data
studies Consulting
stakeholders

Figure 1. Six-stage scoping review framework (adapted from Arksey & O’Malley, 2005)
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2. Methodological and ethical dilemmas:
Anticipated and emergent challenges

Conducting our scoping review revealed two categories of challenges: those
anticipated during protocol development based on methodological literature
(Section 2.1), and those emerging unexpectedly during implementation
(Section 2.2).

2.1 Anticipated challenges: Navigating foreseen complexities

Drawing upon the published review protocol (Chan & Chong, 2023) and the
research literature, we identified several key challenges. Primary among these
was the lack of consensus surrounding our core constructs: cognitive processes
and language testing. Researchers employ diverse terms such as process, strategy,
subskill, and function to describe test-taker cognition, while test, exam, and
assessment are used interchangeably across both standardized and classroom
contexts. As He et al. (2025) caution, such terminological drift can hinder scoping
reviews by concealing relevant studies behind unpredictable phrasing. We there-
fore anticipated that designing a search strategy balancing sensitivity with speci-
ficity would prove challenging. Our broad search string comprised (“test*” OR
“assess*” OR “exam*”) AND (“cogniti*” OR “process*” OR “strateg*” OR “skill*”).
This approach prioritized sensitivity to achieve comprehensive mapping goals,
though we expected a demanding screening phase that might entail adaptation.
This exemplifies the core scoping review challenge: defining and capturing the
intended scope effectively while acknowledging that iterative refinement occurs as
familiarity with the literature grows (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

Defining inclusion boundaries presented another anticipated challenge: How
comprehensive is enough? This question guided our inclusion criteria: (a) focus-
ing on L2 learners’ cognitive processes during language-test tasks, excluding
research on learning or instruction; (b) establishing a 2005-2023 timeframe
anchored by Weir’s socio-cognitive framework; (c) restricting the corpus to
English-language studies; and (d) including journal articles, books, book chap-
ters, research reports, and doctoral theses, while excluding master’s dissertations
due to retrieval challenges. Each decision represented a conscious trade-off
between comprehensiveness and practicality. Including doctoral theses aimed to
capture potentially crucial unpublished work, aligning with Arksey & O’Malley’s
(2005) call for broad searches. Conversely, excluding non-English studies and set-
ting temporal boundaries limited scope and potentially introduced bias due to
feasibility constraints. The challenge lay in achieving a justifiable balance with
clearly defined and transparently reported boundaries (Peters et al., 2020).
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We anticipated that applying inclusion criteria consistently across thousands
of records would challenge multiple reviewers, particularly given the conceptual
ambiguity across all language skills. The risk of subjective drift and disagreement
was substantial. Similarly, charting diverse data from varied study types such as
qualitative reports, quantitative experiments, mixed-method research, and tech-
nical descriptions into a standardized form risked inconsistent interpretation. To
enhance reliability and transparency, we implemented several strategies follow-
ing established best practices (Levac et al., 2010; Peters et al., 2020): developing
explicit criteria, piloting the charting form, conducting partial dual review for
calibration, utilizing shared Excel spreadsheets for tracking, and maintaining a
detailed researcher logbook (Liu & Chong, 2023).

We also expected significant methodological diversity among included stud-
ies, encompassing varied designs, methods ranging from think-alouds to eye-
tracking, and diverse study populations. This heterogeneity would inevitably
complicate synthesis. Following Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and Peters et al.
(2020), we planned to use thematic analysis (Nowell et al., 2017) to descriptively
map the range of approaches and findings rather than attempt an aggregative
summary, which would be inappropriate given the expected diversity. The chal-
lenge lay in developing a nuanced yet coherent synthesis from disparate elements,
a recognized characteristic of scoping review outputs.

In addressing these foreseeable challenges, we assembled a research team
balancing substantive and methodological expertise: two senior researchers and
two early-career researchers, deliberately pairing language-testing specialists with
research-synthesis experts. This combination promised the “powerful synergy”
highlighted by Chong and Plonsky (2024, p. 1517), though we recognized that
researchers without a language testing background would require additional sup-
port for screening and extraction tasks. As Section 2.2 details, this anticipated
challenge of expertise differentials manifested more profoundly than expected,
particularly in distinguishing between cognitive processes in testing versus learn-
ing contexts.

Beyond these specific challenges, we recognized a fundamental principle: the
protocol must function as a living document rather than a rigid prescription. This
understanding, emphasized throughout the scoping review literature (Arksey &
O’Malley, 2005) and demonstrated by researchers like Terrier et al. (2025), reflects
what Chong (2025) describes as the “double duty” of synthesis guidelines (p.7).
This double duty requires balancing standardization for methodological rigor
with flexibility to accommodate the inherent heterogeneity of research contexts
and evidence types. Our published review protocol (Chan & Chong, 2023)
embodied this dual nature, providing systematic structure while acknowledging
that engaging with the literature would inevitably reveal unanticipated complex-
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ities requiring justified modifications. The key was maintaining transparency
about all changes while preserving the methodological integrity that distinguishes
scoping reviews from traditional literature reviews. As the following section illus-
trates, this principle would be tested repeatedly when we encountered challenges
that exceeded even our careful preparations.

2.2 Emergent dilemmas: Confronting unexpected realities

The dynamic process of conducting the review surfaced three additional chal-
lenges requiring adaptive responses. Each tested our ability to maintain systematic
rigor while responding to unexpected realities.

The first major challenge involved identifying appropriate information
sources. Although our published review protocol listed seven databases, two
proved non-functional: neither the Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ)
nor the Electronic Thesis Online Service (EThOS) yielded any relevant studies,
despite iterative searches by two team members using our finalized search strings.
This necessitated focusing on the remaining five databases: EBSCO (including
ERIC), ProQuest, Scopus, PsycINFO, and SSCI. To ensure comprehensive cov-
erage, we supplemented our database search with manual searches of research
reports from major language test providers (IELTS, TOEFL, Pearson, Aptis, and
GEPT). While this approach yielded 1,735 studies (1,699 from databases, 36 from
manual searches), our initial corpus analysis revealed a critical gap: several highly
relevant studies by a key researcher were missing. This exposed the inherent lim-
itations of keyword-based searches in capturing the full breadth of relevant liter-
ature. As Terrier et al. (2025) observe, keyword searches “can narrow the scope
by relying on precise search terms, potentially excluding studies that use alter-
native phrasing linked to a specific theoretical framework” (p.3). These insights
prompted us to develop a comprehensive remedial strategy combining manual
journal searches, citation tracing, and network analysis tools, detailed in
Section 3.

The second challenge involved screening and charting the identified studies.
While our 1,735 records represented a moderate volume compared to many scop-
ing reviews, the nature of our screening requirements transformed this manage-
able number into a significant challenge. Two interrelated factors (the conceptual
ambiguity in our review topic and the domain-specific expertise it requires to
screen candidate studies) necessitated intensive full-text examination of nearly
every study, dramatically increasing the screening workload beyond what the raw
numbers suggested. First, the conceptual ambiguity proved more profound than
anticipated. Many studies employed relevant keywords in their titles or abstracts
but lacked actual process data meeting our inclusion criteria. For instance,
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numerous papers discussed cognitive processes theoretically without providing
empirical investigation of these processes during test performance. Determining
eligibility therefore required meticulous examination of methodology sections
to ascertain whether studies empirically investigated cognitive processes during
language testing rather than learning contexts. Abstract screening alone proved
insufficient. Second, this conceptual complexity was compounded by the exper-
tise requirements. One team member without specialized language testing back-
ground experienced persistent difficulty distinguishing between studies
examining cognitive processes for learning purposes versus those focused on test
performance. This revealed that our seemingly straightforward inclusion crite-
ria actually required nuanced understanding of language testing contexts. While
we had anticipated that team members without language testing expertise would
need additional support (Section 2.1), the extent exceeded our expectations. The
combination of conceptual ambiguity requiring full-text examination and the
need for specialized expertise meant that our 1,735 studies demanded far more
intensive screening than initially projected. Consequently, we shifted from full to
partial dual screening: the two team members responsible for screening initially
reviewed approximately 10% of studies together to calibrate their judgments, then
independently screened the remaining studies from their assigned databases. This
experience illustrated how literature volume, conceptual complexity, and team
expertise interact to shape scoping review feasibility, forcing us to operationally
define “comprehensive enough” within our resource constraints.

The third emergent challenge arose from our exploratory trial of Al tools
for data extraction. Motivated by the anticipated workload of charting numerous
included studies, we tested two Large Language Models (LLMs) using ChatGPT
Pro (GPT-4) and Google Gemini (2.0) chat interfaces to potentially enhance
extraction efficiency. A set of randomly selected studies across publication types
were submitted to both platforms for data extraction, with the results being eval-
uated by the whole review team. Our trial proved partially successful. First, the
LLMs competently extracted factual bibliographic information, but they struggled
with tasks requiring interpretation. We found that the AI consistently misiden-
tified process-tracing methodologies, conflated different cognitive assessment
tools, and could not distinguish between process and product measures. These
distinctions, however, were crucial for our analysis. Second, technical constraints
proved equally challenging. Both tools™ limited context windows necessitated
splitting longer papers (particularly doctoral theses) across multiple chat sessions,
requiring repeated retraining of the model and likely contributing to extraction
inconsistencies. Each new chat window essentially reset the tool’s understanding
of our extraction requirements, compounding accuracy issues. These limitations,
both conceptual and technical, produced error levels requiring such extensive
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human verification that we reverted to fully manual extraction. However, this
experience provided valuable insights into distinguishing between mechanical
and interpretive tasks in research synthesis. While Al failed at interpretive catego-
rization requiring domain knowledge, it showed promise for structured, mechan-
ical tasks. This reflects what Wagner et al. (2026, p. 13) term a ‘varying degrees
of augmentation’ scenario, in which GenAlI effectively supports mechanical tasks
while human expertise remains indispensable for interpretive synthesis. A grow-
ing body of evidence corroborates this distinction: Clark et al. (2025) reported
incorrect data extractions ranging from 4% to 31% across studies in a systematic
review of GenAl use in evidence synthesis; Lieberum et al. (2025) concluded
that fully validated LLM applications for systematic reviews remain lacking; and
within Applied Linguistics, Hampson et al. (2025) found that GenAlI achieved
acceptable reliability for screening and methodology identification but failed at
tasks requiring implicit reasoning. Notably, recent developments — including the
expansion of context windows to one million tokens (e.g., Gemini, Claude) and
the emergence of agentic Al tools capable of working directly with local file sys-
tems (e.g., Claude Cowork) — suggest that many of the technical barriers we
encountered are rapidly diminishing. These advances, combined with our under-
standing of AI's current capabilities and limitations, inform our reflections on a
potential human-led, Al-facilitated approach to research synthesis (Section 4).

Beyond their methodological implications, several of the challenges
described above also carry ethical dimensions, from the representativeness con-
cerns raised by omitting stakeholder consultation to the trustworthiness impli-
cations of adapting screening procedures. Among these, the most salient
considerations emerged from our exploratory use of commercial Al platforms
for data extraction. As Hampson et al. (2025) note, uploading research articles to
commercial platforms raises questions about data transfer to third-party servers,
a concern that recent studies have addressed by disabling model training on
uploaded content to protect the intellectual property of original authors
(Aryadoust & Jia, 2026). More broadly, the normalisation of Al-assisted review
processes without rigorous validation risks deskilling researchers and undermin-
ing the critical engagement that characterises rigorous synthesis (Hampson et al.,
2025), underscoring the need for emerging ethical frameworks to establish stan-
dards for responsible Al integration in evidence synthesis (see Harasgama et al.,
2026, for a comprehensive overview). These considerations lend retrospective
support to our decision to revert to fully manual extraction. However, whether
fully manual processes will remain the standard for research synthesis as AI capa-
bilities continue to evolve remains an open question.

These emergent dilemmas underscore the importance of maintaining flexi-
bility and adaptability throughout the review process. They reinforced the need
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for robust team communication channels and highlighted the value of transpar-
ently documenting all adaptations to the original protocol. Most importantly,
these challenges exemplified the iterative and reflective nature of the scoping
review process advocated by Levac et al. (2010), demonstrating that even well-
planned reviews must remain responsive to the realities encountered during
implementation.

3. Course of action

The challenges encountered, both anticipated and emergent, informed our oper-
ational approach to conducting the scoping review. Our implementation involved
systematic progression through four key stages: search strategy implementation,
screening, data charting, and synthesis. While we largely adhered to our pub-
lished protocol (Chan & Chong, 2023), the realities of execution necessitated
strategic adaptations. These modifications responded particularly to the incom-
plete database coverage discovered during initial analysis and insights gained
from our Al exploration trial. This section details both our implemented proce-
dures (Sections 3.2-3.3) and our current work, including planned supplementary
searches (Section 3.1) and ongoing synthesis activities (Section 3.4).

3.1 Supplementary search strategies

Following our discovery of missing key studies during initial corpus analysis, we
implemented a multi-pronged supplementary search strategy to ensure compre-
hensive coverage before proceeding with synthesis. This adaptive response exem-
plifies the iterative refinement that characterizes rigorous scoping reviews (Levac
et al., 2010).

First, we conducted systematic hand-searches of key journals in language test-
ing, specifically Language Testing and Language Assessment Quarterly, covering
the entire 2005-2023 timeframe. These journals were selected based on their cen-
tral role in publishing cognitive process research in language assessment. Second,
we employed bidirectional citation tracing of seminal studies identified in our
initial corpus, examining both references cited and subsequent citations. Addi-
tionally, we searched for the professional profiles of key researchers identified
through our initial analysis across Google Scholar, ResearchGate, and institu-
tional websites. Third, we leveraged Al-powered network analysis tools including
Connected Papers (https://www.connectedpapers.com/) and Research Rabbit
(https://researchrabbitapp.com/) to map citation networks and identify studies
that keyword searches may have missed. This targeted application of Al for bib-
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liographic discovery, in contrast to our only partially successful attempt at Al-
assisted data extraction, illustrates the importance of matching technological tools
to appropriate tasks. As Figure 2 demonstrates, using Chan (2017) as a seed paper
in Connected Papers generated a network visualization revealing interconnected
studies, enabling systematic verification of our database coverage.
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Figure 2. Citation network analysis of Chan (2017) via Connected Papers

These supplementary searches directly addressed the limitations of keyword-
based searches identified by Terrier et al. (2025), who found that such searches
“can narrow the scope by relying on precise search terms, potentially excluding
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studies that use alternative phrasing” (p.3). Completion of these searches ensured
comprehensive coverage before we proceed to final analysis and synthesis.
Notably, the effectiveness of Connected Papers and Research Rabbit for compre-
hensive bibliographic discovery has gained empirical validation across multiple
disciplines, with institutional guidance now providing detailed implementation
protocols (Birmingham City University Library & Learning Resources, 2025).

3.2 Adaptive screening protocol

To manage the substantial volume while maintaining rigor, we implemented
an adapted screening protocol that balanced feasibility with systematic review
standards (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2020). Our approach evolved
through iterative refinement based on team expertise and emerging challenges.

For title and abstract screening, we began with calibration exercises where
two team members screened and compared results on 5% sample sets. Following
this calibration, we proceeded with a streamlined single-reviewer approach, with
each team member assessing approximately 50% of records. Reviewers applied
inclusion criteria conservatively, excluding only clearly irrelevant studies to mini-
mize false negatives at this preliminary stage.

Full-text screening demanded more intensive collaboration due to the con-
ceptual ambiguity distinguishing cognitive processes in testing versus learning
contexts. We implemented a systematic calibration protocol beginning with two
norming sessions led by our language testing expert to establish shared under-
standing of inclusion criteria. During these sessions, a random 5% sample under-
went independent dual review by two designated screeners strategically paired:
one with research synthesis expertise, the other with language testing expertise.
Both completed standardized forms requiring explicit justification of decisions,
specifically addressing whether studies were assessment-oriented and examined
cognitive processes. Following initial reviews, full-team calibration meetings
resolved discrepancies through discussion. These discussions crystallized into a
guiding question for screeners: Does the study focus on/shed insights into cognitive
processes that test takers engage in during reading/writing/speaking/listening tests
for summative and/or formative purposes? We supplemented this with two exem-
plary studies (Révész et al., 2017; Yu et al., 2017) as reference anchors and encour-
aged flagging uncertain cases for team consultation.

While this hybrid approach departed from full dual-review gold standards
(Higgins & Green, 2011), it aligned with Levac et al’s (2010) emphasis on prag-
matic teamwork and reflects common practice in large-scale reviews where
resource constraints necessitate adaptation (Tricco et al., 2016). All decisions were
systematically logged in shared Excel spreadsheets with standardized exclusion
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codes (e.g., “wrong population,” “no process data,” “theoretical only”) and cross-
referenced in our researcher logbook, ensuring complete transparency for
PRISMA reporting (Page et al., 2021).

3.3 Manual data charting implementation

For studies meeting final inclusion criteria, we implemented data charting using a
structured form adapted from Chong and Reinders (2022). The form underwent
rigorous piloting through a two-stage process. First, all four team members inde-
pendently reviewed 5-10 papers each to establish common understanding. Sub-
sequently, two researchers independently charted a diverse subset representing
approximately 20% of included studies. Through systematic comparison and dis-
cussion, we refined the form to ensure item clarity, confirm its capacity to capture
diverse data types, and establish consistent charting procedures, aligning with
established rigor recommendations (Levac et al., 2010; Peters et al., 2020). The
finalized form captured five key categories: publication details, research design
and participants, proficiency and assessment information, methodological
approaches, and findings.

Following our partially successful Al trial, we committed to full manual
extraction. The intensive workload this decision entailed necessitated recruiting
an additional team member who was a doctoral researcher specializing in cog-
nitive processing research. This expansion of our team exemplified the adaptive
resource management often required in comprehensive reviews.

We implemented a systematic training protocol for the new member. They
independently examined and coded the 24 studies that were used for the AI data
extraction trial, thoroughly reading each paper and entering relevant information
into our pre-defined Excel template. Our experienced language testing researcher
then verified these entries, with structured meetings addressing uncertainties and
establishing coding consistency. Following successful training completion, the
new member proceeded with charting the remaining studies, while the experi-
enced researcher conducted periodic quality checks to maintain coding reliability
throughout the process.

This manual approach, while time- and labor-intensive, ensured the con-
ceptual accuracy necessary for meaningful analysis. Such protocol adaptations,
including team composition adjustments, reflect the realities of conducting rigor-
ous scoping reviews and align with broader recognition that methodological flex-
ibility serves rather than compromises systematic inquiry (Chong, 2025; Tricco
et al.,, 2018).
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3.4 From charted data to integrated findings

While our synthesis remains in progress, outlining our analytical approach com-
pletes the methodological narrative and illustrates how scoping reviews move
from data collection to meaningful insights.

Our synthesis employs thematic analysis following Nowell et al’s (2017) six-
phase framework for ensuring trustworthiness: familiarization through repeated
reading; systematic initial coding; searching for themes aligned with research
questions; iterative theme refinement through team discussion; defining and
naming final themes; and producing the narrative report. This qualitative synthe-
sis is complemented by descriptive numerical analysis of key variables (publica-
tion trends, skill distribution, methodological approaches) directly coded in our
Excel database.

The final report will integrate quantitative patterns and qualitative themes to
address our research questions, explicitly identifying gaps (e.g., under-researched
skills) and methodological trends (e.g., emerging process-tracing tools). Follow-
ing PRISMA-ScR guidelines (Tricco et al., 2018), we will transparently acknowl-
edge limitations including our English-only scope. This systematic yet flexible
approach exemplifies how scoping reviews can map complex, evolving research
domains while maintaining methodological rigor. The synthesis findings will be
presented through both narrative and visual formats, with figures designed to
enhance accessibility and comprehension of complex patterns.

4. Alternative course of action

This section analyzes three alternative pathways that could have substantially
shaped our review, offering insights for future researchers navigating similar
methodological decisions.

The choice between partial and full dual screening represents a fundamental
trade-off in scoping review methodology. While independent dual review of all
1,735 records at both screening stages would have maximized protection against
error and bias (Higgins & Green, 2011), this gold standard proved unfeasible
within our resource constraints, a reality commonly forcing pragmatic adapta-
tions in large-scale reviews (Tricco et al., 2016). Our partial screening approach
carried two primary risks. First, despite calibration efforts, different reviewers
might apply inclusion criteria inconsistently, introducing subjective variation.
Second, single-reviewer screening increases the possibility of overlooking eligible
studies, particularly those with ambiguous titles or abstracts. These risks are not
merely theoretical, as the potential for inconsistent application and missed studies
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increases with single-reviewer screening. To mitigate these risks, we implemented
three key safeguards: conservative initial screening that favored inclusion when
uncertain, iterative calibration sessions using shared samples to align reviewer
judgments, and systematic escalation of ambiguous cases for team consensus. Our
5% dual-screening samples served as ongoing quality checks, revealing accept-
able agreement levels that justified our approach. This methodological choice
exemplifies the tension between ideal standards and practical constraints that
defines much of scoping review practice. Rather than viewing such adaptations
as compromises, we frame them as conscious decisions that balance rigor with
feasibility, provided they are transparently reported and systematically imple-
mented (Chong, 2025). Future reviews facing similar constraints might consider
our hybrid model as one viable approach among feasible options.

Stakeholder consultation is recognized as a valuable optional sixth stage by
Arksey and O’Malley (2005); however, it was ultimately omitted from our review
process. This decision represents another significant methodological trade-off.
Engaging diverse stakeholders could have enriched our review in multiple ways.
Test developers, language testing researchers, Second Language Acquisition
(SLA) experts, teachers, and L2 learners might have provided crucial insights into
how different communities understand and differentiate cognitive strategies from
skills, potentially helping resolve the terminological ambiguity we encountered.
Given the interdisciplinary nature of language testing and its historical integration
of SLA research findings, consultation with researchers from adjacent fields could
have offered theoretical frameworks to guide our synthesis. Moreover, as multi-
modal assessment tasks increasingly transform the field, stakeholder input could
have clarified how current understanding of cognitive processes should inform
task design and validation. The practical benefits would have been substantial.
Stakeholder consultation enhances both relevance and applicability, ensuring that
mapped evidence addresses real-world concerns (Oliver, 2001). This seems partic-
ularly critical given our finding that key researchers’ work was initially missed by
database searches and stakeholder input might have identified such gaps earlier.
However, meaningful stakeholder engagement demands considerable resources:
time for recruitment and consultation, personnel for coordination, and funding
for potential compensation. These requirements led to our pragmatic decision
to omit this stage, a choice frequently observed in published scoping reviews,
suggesting similar constraints affect many research teams (Tricco etal., 2016).
This omission likely resulted in findings that, while methodologically rigorous,
may be less immediately applicable to practice settings and less responsive to
stakeholder priorities. This trade-off between research efficiency and translational
impact remains a persistent challenge in scoping review methodology.
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A third significant methodological decision involved whether and how to
integrate artificial intelligence tools into our data extraction and synthesis
processes. While our decision to abandon AI integration was primarily driven
by technological limitations at the time, reflection on this experience alongside
recent advances (Susnjak et al., 2025) suggests that a ‘human-led, Al-facilitated’
framework could offer a more nuanced approach. This principle, developed
through our direct experience, aligns with emerging empirical evidence on Al
capabilities across the research synthesis workflow. Within Applied Linguistics,
this evidence is now building. Hampson et al. (2025) found that GenAI achieved
acceptable reliability for mechanical tasks such as screening and methodology
identification but failed at tasks requiring implicit reasoning, while Aryadoust
and Jia (2026) successfully employed Al as a second coder for structured anno-
tation in a review of 237 L2 studies, achieving near-perfect inter-coder reliability.
Both studies reinforce the mechanical-interpretive boundary that our own expe-
rience identified.

Our experience revealed a crucial distinction between mechanical and inter-
pretive tasks that could guide strategic Al deployment across the scoping review
process. This principle would match Al capabilities to appropriate tasks while
maintaining human oversight over all critical decisions. For study identification
(Stage 2), Al tools could effectively support mechanical tasks such as duplicate
detection and initial document retrieval. Our successful use of Connected Papers
and Research Rabbit for citation network analysis exemplifies how Al can
enhance coverage by identifying studies missed through traditional searches.
During screening (Stage 3), Al could assist with initial title/abstract filtering,
which is largely a mechanical process. However, researchers must retain full con-
trol over inclusion decisions requiring theoretical judgment. The mechanical-
interpretive distinction becomes most pronounced during data extraction (Stage
4). AI demonstrates reliability for extracting factual elements: publication details,
sample sizes, and basic study characteristics. However, our trial confirmed that
conceptual categorization remains beyond current Al capabilities. This includes
distinguishing the process from product measures and identifying cognitive
assessment types. Recognizing this boundary earlier would have prevented
wasted effort on tasks beyond ATI’s current capabilities and led us to a more bal-
anced understanding of AI’s appropriate role in research synthesis. For synthesis
(Stage 5), while AT might assist with data organization and visualization, thematic
analysis and interpretation must remain entirely human-led. Current Al tools lack
the conceptual understanding required for pattern identification and meaning-
making that characterises rigorous synthesis (Clark et al., 2025; Lieberum et al.,
2025; Susnjak et al., 2025), with Peters and Chin-Yee (2025) further demonstrating
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that these tools systematically overgeneralise scientific conclusions even when
explicitly prompted for accuracy.

Implementing such a principle positions researchers in multiple essential
roles. Researchers must be equipped with AI literacy to understand both the
capabilities and limitations of these tools, enabling them to establish validation
protocols that prevent over-reliance on automation and ensure transparent doc-
umentation (Chong, 2025) of all Al-assisted processes. Simultaneously, they must
maintain the analytical engagement necessary for developing synthesis expertise
(McKinley et al., 2025). Our proposed approach positions Al as methodological
scaffolding rather than replacement, aligning with calls for responsible integra-
tion that preserves human judgment in critical decisions while leveraging com-
putational efficiency where appropriate (Harasgama et al., 2026; Mozelius &
Humble, 2024). Nie et al. (Chapter 18, this volume) reach a similar conclusion
from their reflection on a large-scale meta-review, finding that while Al tools
enhanced efficiency within a structured methodological framework, human
expertise remained essential for interpretation, resolving uncertainty, and ensur-
ing conceptual coherence.

Upon reflection, the considerable learning curve and validation requirements
associated with implementing such a framework, combined with technological
limitations at the time of our review, explain why our Al integration attempt
proved only partially successful. Nevertheless, this experience yields valuable
insights for future researchers. A human-led, Al-facilitated approach that strate-
gically deploys AI for mechanical tasks while preserving human authority over
interpretive work could enhance efficiency without compromising rigor. Success
requires not only technological readiness but also researcher Al literacy, robust
validation protocols, and unwavering commitment to transparency. As Al capa-
bilities rapidly evolve, our experience offers a principled path for integration that
upholds the methodological transparency and systematic rigor that define quality
scoping reviews.

5. Conclusion and lessons learned

Our intensive engagement with this scoping review on L2 cognitive processes in
language testing proved a rich learning experience, yielding six critical insights:
(1) protocols must balance systematic structure with flexibility for justified adap-
tations; (2) practical constraints necessitate transparent compromises, exempli-
fied by our shift from full to partial dual screening; (3) synthesizing
heterogeneous literature requires sophisticated analytical mapping beyond simple
description, supported by tools like structured Excel charting and systematic the-
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matic analysis; (4) collaborative team processes emerge as essential, with sys-
tematic approaches demanding coordinated expertise that no single researcher
can provide, a reality reinforced by broader trends showing systematic reviews
increasingly conducted by teams rather than individuals (Khany et al., 2025); (5)
meticulous documentation through detailed logbooks and reporting standards
ensures trustworthiness; and (6) while Al tools show promise for mechanical
tasks like citation network analysis, our trial confirmed current limitations for
conceptual data extraction, reinforcing that human expertise remains irreplace-
able for interpretive work.

These lessons underscore that comprehensiveness in scoping reviews is nec-
essarily bounded by practicality, reflecting the broader evolution in language
testing toward more systematic yet resource-intensive methodologies. The goal
therefore becomes achieving maximum possible coverage within defined con-
straints through systematic, transparent methods. Achieving this goal demands
distinct competencies: strategic scope definition, qualitative synthesis skills,
cross-expertise team coordination, adaptive problem-solving, and increasingly, AI
literacy to discern appropriate applications of emerging technologies. This shift
toward systematic approaches not only enhances methodological rigor but also
correlates with greater scholarly impact, suggesting that the additional resources
required yield meaningful returns. The field-specific SMART tool (Chong, 2025),
based on principles of Systematicity, Transparency, Accessibility, and Reflexivity,
offers valuable scaffolding for navigating these methodological complexities.

Despite challenges, this methodology proved effective for mapping our com-
plex research domain. The comprehensive map generated promises to identify
gaps, inform future research, and bridge Weir’s socio-cognitive framework with
emerging multimodal assessment practices.

6. Questions for discussion

1.  How should scoping review teams operationalize and justify their “compre-
hensiveness” when designing search strategies, given the inherent tension
between exhaustive coverage and practical feasibility?

2. What calibration methods can ensure consistent application of inclusion cri-
teria when screening literature in fields with significant terminological ambi-
guity, such as cognitive process research?

3. How should researchers transparently report methodological adaptations
(e.g., partial dual screening, Al tool trials) while maintaining credibility and
acknowledging limitations?
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4. Should stakeholder consultation be reconsidered as essential rather than
optional in interdisciplinary fields where conceptual ambiguity and rapidly
evolving practices pose significant challenges?

5. What frameworks should guide the integration of Al tools in research syn-
thesis, particularly for distinguishing between mechanical tasks suitable for
automation and interpretive tasks requiring human expertise?

Further reading

Arksey, H., & O’Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: Towards a methodological framework.
International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19-32.

This foundational paper establishes the six-stage methodological framework that serves as a
practical guide for scoping review studies.

Chong, S.W. (2025). Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART) for research syntheses
in Applied Linguistics. Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 17-38.

This paper introduces the field-specific Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART),

which assists researchers in ensuring the Systematicity, Transparency, Accessibility, and Reflex-

ivity (STAR) of a review.

Chong, S.W., & Plonsky, L. (2024). A typology of secondary research in Applied Linguistics.
Applied Linguistics Review, 15(4), 1569-1594.

This paper outlines a comprehensive framework that enables researchers to distinguish among

13 types of reviews in Applied Linguistics, thereby facilitating the selection of the most appro-

priate synthesis method for their research questions.

Terrier, L., Garnier, M., & Ali, S. (2025). Leading a scoping review on L2 pronunciation: Some
key elements of methodology. Research Methods in Applied Linguistics, 4(3), 1-13.

This paper provides an exemplary methodological reflection on conducting a scoping review

in Applied Linguistics.

Susnjak, T., Hwang, P, Reyes, N., Barczak, A.L.C., McIntosh, T., & Ranathunga, S. (2025).

Automating research synthesis with domain-specific large language model fine-tuning.
ACM Transactions on Knowledge Discovery from Data, 19(3), Article 68.

This paper proposes a framework for Al-facilitated research synthesis that offers insights into
responsible technology integration while acknowledging current limitations.
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CHAPTER 12

Mapping research evidence
with a scoping review

A critical appraisal

Inma Alvarez & Mara Fuertes Gutiérrez
The Open University

This chapter aims to provide a reflective account on the process of
conducting a scoping review. For these purposes, we use as a case study a
review undertaken to explore the breadth and depth of team teaching
approaches and practices in languages in higher education institutions. We
explore how we designed the research study and navigated the unexpected
issues that arose when following the five-stage framework developed by
Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) for this type of review. We also critically
assess this established methodological approach highlighting potential
alternatives and offer guidance for researchers interested in conducting
scoping reviews in the field of Applied Linguistics.

Keywords: scoping review, Applied Linguistics, research methodology,
research design, research synthesis

Background

Introduction

Scoping reviews (ScR) are a type of research synthesis addressing broad research
questions to map the extent, range, or nature of available research on a topic. ScR
are still rare in the field of Applied Linguistics. As of March 2025, after exam-
ining data from Plonsky’s (n.d.) and BAALs Research Synthesis in Applied Lin-
guistics SIG (RSAL, n.d.) databases, we note that they jointly list 30 published
ScR (after removing duplicates) in the discipline. According to Chong (2025), in
October 2024, both databases recorded a total of 754 research synthesis (RS),
with meta-analysis being the most common type of review. Excluding the four
ScR published in 2025 or currently in press, SCR would account for 3.4% of the
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total RS published until then. Although it falls outside the scope of this chap-
ter, it would be useful to determine how many ScR are published in languages
other than English, to better understand the current interest in this type of RS
by researchers globally. Importantly, in these databases, only one review, a meta-
analysis (Ripoll & Aguado, 2014), was written in a language different than Eng-
lish — Spanish. However, an exploratory search reveals there are several ScR in
Spanish, including some published in high-impact journals (e.g., Tudela-Isanta
& Andujar-Molina, 2023).

Figure 1 below plots the publication of ScR in Applied Linguistics, combining
data from Plonsky (n.d.), RSAL (n.d.) and the International Database of Education
Systematic Reviews (IDESR, n.d.). The graph shows that the oldest reviews date
back to 2017, with peaks in published reviews in 2022 and 2024 and already three
published in early 2025, suggesting a growing trend in conducting ScR in this field.
Publication peaks may be due to adaptations needed in research activities during
the Covid-19 pandemic, when face to face empirical studies were challenged by
lockdowns and physical distancing, and there was a move to online research meth-
ods, including an increased use of secondary data (Ryan et al., 2024).

10

8
6
4
2

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 In
press

Figure 1. Number of scoping reviews published per year (2017-March 2025)

More specifically, popular topics for ScR in Applied Linguistics include new
technologies — in particular gamification (Hung et al., 2018; Zolfaghari et al.,
2025) —, assessment (Law, 2024; Rahmati & Sadeghi, 2025), or both (Li et al.,
2024), bilingualism (Miiller et al., 2020; Feng et al., 2024), and teaching strategies
such as flipped classroom (Jiang et al., 2020) or team teaching (Alvarez et al.,
2024). Four reviews studied research on English language education (Al-Nafjan &
Alhawsawi, 2022; Chong & Reinders, 2022; Li et al., 2024; Zolfaghari et al., 2025)
with one interested in world Englishes (Hillman et al., 2021) and one in Arabic as
a heritage language (Visona & Plonsky, 2020). It is also worth noticing that three
of these reviews had a focus on teaching English in specific geographical con-
texts: Saudi Arabia (Al-Nafjan & Alhawsawi, 2022), the Middle East and Africa
(Hillman et al., 2021), and Kazakhstan (Satayev et al., 2024). The growing trend
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identified together with the breadth of topics covered confirm ScR are increas-
ingly considered a robust method to explore and synthesise existing research in
Applied Linguistics, rigorously focusing on the gathering of all the knowledge on
a specific topic.

This chapter aims at providing new insights on the process of conducting a
ScR in the field of Applied Linguistics to contribute to a better understanding of
the conceptual and practical opportunities and challenges in carrying out this
type of research synthesis. For these purposes, we draw from our experience
in undertaking a ScR on team teaching in Languages Education (Alvarez et al.,
2024). We discuss the key issues considered prior to starting the review, the
challenges encountered, the strategies employed to address the emerging issues,
including an examination of other actions that could have been taken, and the
lessons learned throughout the process. This deep reflection on and sharing of
our experience conducting a ScR intends to support future researchers interested
in doing this type of study.

Research synthesis project

Our research synthesis ‘Team teaching in Languages: a scoping review of
approaches and practices in higher education) published in the Innovation in
Language Learning and Teaching journal in 2024, investigated the research evi-
dence available on the extent to which language teaching is conducted collabora-
tively at universities globally and how it is done. The aim was twofold: on the one
hand, we sought to inform the teaching community at universities about the char-
acteristics of the reported experiences, their potential, benefits and drawbacks;
on the other hand, we strived to identify any gaps in existing knowledge related
to team teaching in languages in higher education to guide future research pri-
orities. Exploring this topic was timely, as it not only can inform collaboration,
but it can also support resources optimisation. To conduct this review, we fol-
lowed the five-stage framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which
offers a systematic approach to mapping evidence and ensures transparency and
replicability. The findings were evaluated using a recognised typology of team
teaching (TT) approaches (Friend et al., 2010). TT practices were identified and
reported in detail in a narrative analysis which included implications for language
researchers, practitioners and learners in higher education. The review of the
research literature revealed that TT practices are used opportunistically and
experimentally in classrooms around the world and provided insights on how
their main purposes seem to be, on the one hand, teachers’ professional develop-
ment, and on the other, the enhancement of students’ learning experience of the
study of languages and cultures.
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Methodological issues and dilemmas

In this section we present our critical reflections on the methodological issues
and dilemmas we faced in our ScR on TT approaches and how we acted upon
them. This account illustrates the unexpected setbacks in any research endeavour,
including secondary research, as well as the need for resolutive approaches to
ensure robustness, accuracy and reproducibility for a methodologically sound
study. Table 1 offers an overview of the aspects that we anticipated before con-
ducting the ScR as well as those that emerged while carrying out the study. It also
shows how we were committed to resolve them during the process of our research.

Table 1. Methodological issues and dilemmas identified and courses of action

Time Issues/dilemmas Courses of action

Anticipated 1. Selection of databases 1. Focused on English texts and Education

2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria 2. Reconsidered and adjusted criteria

3. Search strategy 3. Identified sets of relevant key words
and spellings
4. Publication and dissemination 4a. Selected journals with relevant scope

4b. Selected journals with previous

publications of reviews

Emerging 5. Records identified 5. Screened irrelevant data via titles

and abstracts
6. Composition of research team 6a. Introduced additional team member
6b. Considered user engagement

7. Use of software 7. Selected compatible reference

management software
8. Data coding 8a. Manual search of abstracts

8b. Read whole paper to decide suitability

Anticipated issues and dilemmas

The following subsections relate the four issues we anticipated during the design
and set up of the research project, and how we resolved them. However, it is
important to note that some of these anticipated issues also brought up further
dilemmas at different points of the review process so, in a way, it can be said that
the issues and dilemmas organically evolved from the start of the project. There-
fore, researchers conducting these reviews need to know that while preparation,
planning and anticipation at the early stages of the ScR design are essential, it
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is almost inevitable that they will need to deal with unexpected issues emerging
from both the decisions made but also the data gathered.

1. Selection of databases

It is critical that, when compiling research evidence for a ScR, searches are com-
prehensive and capture relevant and diverse types of literature. For these pur-
poses, the selection of databases to conduct searches for ScR represents a crucial
step. Given the large number of databases available, one of the first issues we antic-
ipated was to decide on which databases we should use to ensure an appropriate
and thorough collection of the evidence. At the time of our study, no specific guid-
ance of recommended databases for ScR in Applied Linguistics was available, but
general advice emphasised the importance of using a range of databases to col-
lect extensive evidence and to reduce the risk of missing key studies (Ewald et al.,
2022). No information on optimal combinations of databases to achieve adequate
coverage was available either. Furthermore, some databases were not as sophisti-
cated as they are today in terms of their functionalities, and we pre-empted this
could cause difficulties in exporting the records selected for screening.

Understanding that the topic of TT was quite niche, we were keen to cast our
net wide to capture all the evidence. This is why we initially shortlisted 20 data-
bases, including not only those used more widely in ScR, such as Scopus or Web
of Science, but we also consulted others with a specific focus on areas that were
relevant to our topic (e.g., ERIC), and those covering specific types of literature
(e.g., Proquest Dissertation and Theses). A first step was to test searches in all of
them. This is a critical step to check how the database reacts to specific searches
using keywords and features that are relevant to the project in hand. Difficulties
encountered during the testing ranged from being unable to export data, hav-
ing to export data individually rather than in batches, or limited string searches.
We finally selected 12 major bibliographic electronic databases that capture lan-
guages education research in English: Academic Search Complete, CORE, Ebsco
Ebooks, Education Abstracts, Education Research Complete, EThOS, NDLTD,
Proquest Dissertation and Theses, Science Direct, Scopus, Web of Science, and
ZETOC.

Another issue we could pre-empt was related to conducting searches in lan-
guages other than English. Our original intention was to conduct the review in
the different languages we could read, namely English, French, German, Italian
and Spanish. While some databases were supposed to export the literature in a
range of languages, in reality, many presented difficulties in exporting records in
different languages. After testing searches in the selected languages in several data-
bases with no results, we encounter the ethical dilemma of whether to limit the
search to just English as the input language (see Chapter 14, 15 and 17). In the
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end, we opted for the practical approach of searching using just research written
in English. Taking this decision was also an acknowledgement of the well-known
fact that English has become the dominant language of the international scientific
community (Ahmed et al., 2023), and therefore the assumption is that the major-
ity, if not all, of the research publications on the selected topic would most likely
be found published in this language (see Chapter 10). However, we recognise that
this assumption could potentially fail to capture, and therefore represent truly and
fairly, teaching practices.

The decision had also a direct impact on our inclusion and exclusion criteria,
since the protocol for ScR expects a rigorous declaration of the criteria as part of
the study design. We acknowledged in the publication of our ScR the choice of this
criterion as an ethical limitation of our study. It is important to note at this point
that we have found that linguistic choices in ScR tend to replicate a bias in favour
of the literature published in English, which is an issue that affects all disciplines,
but it is especially problematic in Applied Linguistics, given the field’s focus on
areas such as linguistic diversity, language teaching and multilingualism, among
others. It must be acknowledged that research is conducted and published in lan-
guages other than English, however, these valuable contributions are often over-
looked for a variety of reasons (Gironzetti & Fuertes Gutiérrez, forthcoming). In
the case of ScR, while traditionally ScR have been limited by the linguistic compe-
tence of research teams and the technical limitations of the available databases (as
in our case), nowadays it would be advisable to apply a multilingual approach to
ScR, using strategies such as the ones we suggest below in the section on “search
strategy”.

2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Determining the selection criteria for research evidence to be considered in the
ScR, i.e., the characteristics of the studies to be included and excluded, presented
another set of dilemmas to consider prior to starting the review. We have already
mentioned that the testing of the databases was critical in deciding to include
only publications written in English. Furthermore, inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria were refined during the analysis of the evidence, which will be discussed
among the emerging issues.

Following the latest recommendations (Peters et al., 2020), we used in our
review the Population, Concept, Context Framework to develop our review ques-
tions and objectives, defining the characteristics of each element that we wanted
to capture in our study. In terms of the target population in our study, participants
were language teachers. We encounter the dilemma of deciding whether to
include pre-service language teachers. However, being aware that part of their
training before becoming qualified teachers frequently includes casual TT, we
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anticipated that there would be studies focusing on how this training is conducted
and managed within this population. At this point, we decided to exclude inter-
ventions with pre-service teachers from our study, since their TT experiences
would not reflect an established teaching practice. We focused exclusively on in-
service teaching practices which was more closely aligned with our research ques-
tions regarding actual classroom activities. The Concept we wanted to research
was team teaching pedagogies in higher education. Here, we were presented
with the dilemma of including TT practices that just involved languages, that
is between language teachers, or the teaching of languages combined with any
other disciplines, i.e. language teachers collaborating with teachers of other sub-
jects. Given the importance of practices such as Content and Language Integrated
Learning and English as a medium of instruction, we decided to include all TT
practices that included at least one language teacher. Finally, the Context was for-
mal teaching approaches in higher education (both at undergraduate and post-
graduate level), delivered in online or face to face classrooms in Language Centres
or University Departments around the world. This meant that sources of evidence
from any country, and in both immersion and non-immersion contexts, were eli-
gible for inclusion. On this occasion, decisions on the Context were straightfor-
ward; however, as we will see next, defining this aspect in the search strategy
presented some challenges in practice. Overall, these decisions demonstrate the
importance of being aware of current practices in languages education to define
appropriate inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Two further issues were identified at this stage of the study design. Firstly, an
expected part of the inclusion criteria of reviews is the definition of a period of
time. This automatically presents a dilemma for the researchers who need to jus-
tify their decision regarding the timeframe chosen (see Chapter 6 and 15). Our
review was conducted at the beginning of 2020, and the interest was to capture
the most recent innovation in TT. For this reason, we focused on studies pub-
lished during a period of 20 years — from 2000 until the end of 2019. Interest-
ingly, the search did not return any evidence of TT practices before 2005, even
though early access papers were included. In this situation, the time period could
be adjusted during the testing phase of the search strategy. However, we decided
to keep the original period to make a definitive point on the lack of reporting TT
practices during the first few years of the 21st century, accentuating the novelty of
this approach in the context of higher education.

Finally, another dilemma was the type of evidence that we should take into
account. As the intention of the study was to identify and report on empirical evi-
dence, whether quantitative or qualitative, related to TT practices in languages,
the decision was to include books, book chapters, journal articles, institutional or
pedagogical reports and theses as sources of evidence, following advice for this
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type of review. Audiovisual sources and teaching resources related to TT, as well
as any studies that were of a theoretical nature, were excluded.

It could be argued that these preliminary decisions are dilemmas that
researchers encounter in any type of research synthesis.

3. Search strategy

Specificity of the search terms is essential to avoid large quantities of research
being found and having to be carefully screened. For this study, a preliminary
understanding on the topic and familiarity with the literature related to TT not
only helped us identify the questions and objectives of our study, but it also pro-
vided very useful knowledge of the keywords we would need for conducting the
search (see Chapter s5).

With some initial searches using the core term ‘team teaching, we uncovered
two other widely used terms to refer to the same type of practice: ‘collaborative
teaching’ or ‘coteaching’ — sometimes hyphenated as ‘team-teaching’ and ‘co-
teaching’ —, thus all of them were used in searches. The alternative spelling in
most databases did not make any difference in terms of hits, except for NDLTD,
where only the hyphenated spelling ‘co-teaching’ translated into a few results, and
Web of Science, where ‘co-teaching’ showed a larger number of papers (n=25)
than the non-hyphenated version (n=13), indicating a preference for such term.
We did not find any consistency patterns regarding the spelling preferred by geo-
graphical region, but the identification of this variance signalled the importance
of identifying the different spellings in English (and potentially in other lan-
guages) of the terms selected for the search and the impact this may have for data
mining. Therefore, testing how databases react to such subtle differences would
add to the rigour of the approach.

Our second search term aimed at gathering the right evidence from the disci-
pline, to avoid getting results irrelevant to languages. After testing, it was clear that
the generic term ‘language’ would help identify studies in modern languages and
foreign languages. Similarly, trial searches also included options with reference to
the context we were interested in, namely ‘university’ which could also be referred
to as ‘higher education’ or even ‘college’ in some educational contexts. Testing of
these options revealed that the first two terms were sufficient to identify the rele-
vant literature.

Once the terminological range was captured accurately, we were confident
that the relevant data would be found on the chosen databases. Three search
strings were combined to be used in searches (Table 2).
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Table 2. Main search strings used in the project

1. (“team teaching” or “team-teaching” or “collaborative teaching” or “coteaching” or “co-teaching”)
AND

2. (“language”™)

AND

3. (“university” OR “higher education”)

4. Publication and dissemination

A final issue we could also anticipate was finding a suitable journal to publish our
ScR. Most high-impact journals in the field of Applied Linguistics seem to priori-
tise empirical research, often favouring studies that present original data collec-
tion and quantitative and/or qualitative analysis over secondary research (Dong
& Dong, 2024). Therefore, it was crucial to identify a journal with a tradition of
publishing secondary research. We pre-selected a set of journals that explicitly
welcome in their scope the publication of research syntheses and had indeed sam-
ples of these.

Additionally, given the innovative nature of TT in higher education, selecting
a journal aligned with pedagogical advancements and emerging trends was
important. Since Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching actively engages
with new approaches to languages education, its scope seemed to align with the
aims of our study. Our review not only aimed at contributing to the growing
body of ScR in Applied Linguistics but also focused on a developing practice in
higher education, showcasing innovation both in research methodology and in
its exploration of a novel pedagogical approach to teaching. We would also like to
highlight the value of choosing a journal which engages with the OASIS (Open
Accessible Summaries in Language Studies) website for the dissemination of
summaries “of published journal articles on any language-related topic” (https://
www.oasis-database.org/about/), and that offers the opportunity to publish open
access.

Emerging issues

Among the challenges encountered whilst conducting this ScR, four of them have
been selected for discussion and are presented in chronological order as they
emerged.
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5. Records identified

Despite the careful planning of the search strategy, when screening the titles and
abstracts of a total of 5,111 hits, we still found the need to discard most of them,
mainly because the practices reported where in contexts outside the scope of the
study. For instance, the search captured pre-service teaching practices, which as
noted above, were explicitly recorded as an exclusion criterion. In addition, we
found papers that focused on teaching at primary and secondary school levels.
This reflects a common issue of large databases with insufficient or inconsistent
metadata, which can hinder the precision of search queries. Limitations in search
algorithms could also result in an overabundance of irrelevant results, particularly
in ScR, when keywords used in searches need to be aligned with the broad scope
of this type of research synthesis.

6. Composition of research team

Regarding the composition of the research team, we would like to refer to two
aspects that merit consideration. Firstly, this study was designed by two
researchers who also conducted the first steps of the review process, including the
selection of the evidence phase. An initial selection of outputs was coded collab-
oratively to make sure the approach to coding was going to be consistent. A third
researcher was added to the team at a later stage for the verification of the data
extraction and the analysis of the citations found when it became evident that
discrepancies at these later stages of the project could be more easily dealt with
if another team member was involved. Research teams of at least three members
would be helpful for ScR.

Secondly, recent guidance on ScR suggests knowledge user engagement
(Peters et al., 2020). This advice refers to the benefits of a consultation with stake-
holders and experts throughout the process, which includes policy makers, practi-
tioners and academics. It should be noted to this respect that the research team for
this project ended up consisting of three experienced higher education academics.
All of them were familiar the setting of the university classroom and had carried
out TT activities in different professional contexts. Therefore, a wider engagement
with beneficiaries of the research was not considered necessary at the time.

The unexpected questioning of the composition of the research team led us
to an ethical process of self-examination with respect to our identities, bringing
to the fore the role played by our potential biases based on previous professional
knowledge and experience and prompting us to strive to understand how these
were determining our research decisions.
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7. Use of software

One important early decision was to determine the bibliographic software for
exporting large quantities of citations from the databases. We had an institutional
license for using Endnote, which is a powerful tool — available online and in
a desktop version — where bibliographies can be shared among team members.
However, we soon encounter an incompatibility issue due to the .nbib extension
in some of the documents extracted from the database ERIC, which prevented us
from uploading the files onto Endnote. We resolved this issue by selecting a differ-
ent software, Zotero, which was freely available open-source reference manage-
ment software and with similar functionality for importing and exporting large
quantities of bibliographic data. This software seemed to cope well with the inputs
from the different databases.

8. Data coding

We encountered several challenges while conducting the coding of the data.
Firstly, we applied inclusion and exclusion criteria to screen titles and abstracts,
excluding duplicates and several records. However, determining the eligibility of
many studies based solely on their title and abstract proved very difficult. Some
records lacked abstracts entirely, requiring us to go back to the databases or
having to access the papers to locate their abstracts and download them, so we
could assess their relevance. Other records lacked sufficient detail in their title or
abstracts. The inconsistency in how research titles and abstracts are structured in
the discipline was in fact a major obstacle during the selection of relevant studies.
Specifically, many failed to indicate the educational context (primary, secondary,
higher, etc.) which constituted a key focus of the paper, making it impossible to
determine their suitability for our review at this stage. This omission often pre-
vented us from making selection decisions based on this information (title and
abstract) alone and having to access the whole paper to make a final decision (see
Chapter 6 and 12).

Secondly, even at the stage of full paper reading for appraising the character-
istics of the TT interventions and engaging with coding and data extraction, in
some cases, we found that some critical details were not identified in the research
(see Table 2 in Alvarez et al., 2024). Four out of 14 studies did not specify the num-
ber of students in the classroom where team teaching was practiced, and nine
did not detailed the frequency and duration of the TT practices analysed in the
papers. More challenging was the large amount of missing information regard-
ing the benefits, drawbacks and resulting recommendations of the TT interven-
tions (see Table 3 in Alvarez et al., 2024). This lack of key information affected our
capacity to map and synthesize the data from the individual studies to get a larger
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perspective on the nature of TT approaches. Obviously, this issue was outside
of our control; however it evidently leaves gaps in knowledge creation. Thirdly,
another emerging issue was an unexpected lack of methodological rigour found
on several of the empirical studies found on this topic, which prevented their
replicability. This is, again, an aspect that challenges the quality of the synthesis
that can emerge during any type of review of the literature.

These last two challenges related to the coding of the data resonate with issues
of the quality of studies in Applied Linguistics identified by Plonsky (2013) in the
form of frail methodological approaches and incomplete reporting practices (see
Chapter 5 and 17). With regards to this, ScR can be a powerful tool to identify
these deficiencies and uncover methodological gaps and weaknesses in the field.
Addressing these shortcomings is vital for establishing the discipline on a founda-
tion of robust ethical standards and methodological rigour.

Alternative courses of action

For some of the anticipated and emerging issues we would like to propose some
alternative courses of action to support the work of other researchers in consider-
ing options for the design and development of their ScR.

Regarding the first issue identified for the selection of databases for the dis-
cipline, and in the absence of a consensus on which are the most appropriate,
we would like to highlight that perhaps we could have worked more closely with
a subject librarian at our institution. Librarians are a good source of advice on
the advantages and disadvantages of different databases as well as on adequate
approaches to search strings. This could have saved us time experimenting with
a large range of databases. This support from librarians could have also helped
us decide on an optimal combination of databases for our review. Additionally,
consultation with a librarian could have also provided guidance on selecting
appropriate software for reference management, potentially avoiding issues
encountered with Endnote. To address this, piloting how different software
options responded to searches in the databases intended for use might have been
beneficial as well.

When possible, searches should be conducted in multiple languages. This
makes it necessary to become familiar with non-English databases or to collabo-
rate with scholars from different academic traditions. Such a linguistic approach
to reviews shows an ethical commitment of equity, diversity and inclusion of
research knowledge and practices (see Chapter 16). Other alternative emerging
approaches include using artificial intelligence (AI), which may have a particu-
larly crucial role in translating global research published in a variety of languages.
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This is also linked with the emerging issue we faced related to the number of
records identified: it would be relevant to test if using Al-driven tools to sup-
port the selection of outputs might improve search precision. This technology
was not available at the time of our study. Future technology may further facilitate
searches and provide researchers with a more accurate set of outputs (see
Chapter 12 and 18).

With respect to the anticipated issue on the inclusion and exclusion criteria
we established for our study, we realise our approach was quite narrow when
applying the PCC framework for Participants. Perhaps considering studies
reporting on pre-service teachers participating in TT practices would have
resulted in including studies in that context that would have enriched the out-
comes of our enquiry.

Looking at the composition of the research team, an alternative course of
action in terms of consulting knowledge users before the start of the ScR process
and throughout its stages — including protocol development, review process and
post review — could involve incorporating one or more language instructors as
co-researchers or consultants, favouring a participatory approach to this type of
research. In this regard, Bennett and Brunner (2022) indicated the significance
of integrating technical, relational and political skills in university-led projects.
They also highlighted “the painstaking labour this demands from the participa-
tory researcher” (p.396), and the critical need for institutional support to navigate
this complex approach and the associated tensions, including a series of politi-
cal and ethical dilemmas that the research team would need to address. Impor-
tantly, if the review focuses on higher education pedagogical practices in Applied
Linguistics, it is likely that the researchers conducting the review are also practi-
tioners with diverse backgrounds. Therefore, it might not be necessary to include
a new member in the team merely for this purpose. Another consideration con-
nected to the research team is that our ScR did not include the calculation of inter-
coder reliability. As a result, we found it necessary to seek assistance from a third
researcher. Measuring inter-coder reliability would have enhanced the rigour of
the process, potentially eliminating the need of an additional researcher later on.
A final consideration for future research teams is to consider the inclusion, in
the methodological decisions, of an account of their ‘positional reflexivity’ and/
or ‘reflexivity of membership’ which require a recognition of the point of view of
the researched and “a kind of estrangement” with the self (Whitaker & Atkinson,
2021, p.63). While these reflexive approaches are frequent in ethnographic field-
work, we believe they have also a place in the methodological considerations of
knowledge user engagement in ScR. Explicit anticipatory references to personal
and professional self-awareness can ethically guide readers’ understanding of how
researchers’ positionality and membership affect the interpretation of the data.
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An alternative course of action to complete the missing data on primary evi-
dence selected for the ScR would have been to approach the authors of these
papers to seek additional clarification and fill in the gaps in the information
in published studies. This strategy could fall under the recommendation of
approaching and involving stakeholders when conducting a ScR. If researchers
choose this option, it is crucial to bear in mind that, following recommendations
from Aromataris et al. (2024), “a statement should be included of the reviewers’
intent to contact authors of primary sources or reviews for further information”,
and the process needs to be thoroughly documented and explained. Additionally,
when reaching out to authors, it is important to proceed with sensitivity, as they
might feel scrutinised depending on the nature of the enquiry. Furthermore, if the
scope of the ScR includes documenting how the topic is reported in the selected
records, establishing direct contact with authors might not be necessary.

A final recommendation is that researchers should consider registering or
publishing the details of their ScR protocol, although this is not required. Protocol
registration alerts other researchers of the work being done, thus preventing
same approaches to reviews taking place simultaneously. The current issue is that
ScR are currently not eligible to be published at PROSPERO, one of the most
widely-used international systematic review registry, administered by the Cen-
tre for Reviews and Dissemination at the University of York (United Kingdom),
although they might be accepted in the future, as the website states. Aromataris
et al. (2024) suggest registering ScR with the Open Science Framework (https://
osfio/) or Figshare (https://figshare.com/) in the meantime. For Applied Lin-
guistics, another alternative would be to register the protocol in the International
Database of Education Systemic Reviews (IDESR), which does cover ScR.

Conclusion

The reflective account presented in this chapter on how we conducted a ScR aim-
ing at expanding our knowledge of the nature of TT practices from the available
research has offered us an opportunity to critically examine how we practically
and reflexively managed the issues and dilemmas that such a research approach
generated. The scrutiny of our own practices conducting this review has also
highlighted what alternative courses of action would have improved the quality of
our approach, outlining the strengths and weaknesses of the review process.

This opportunity for reflection brought to light how the researcher undertak-
ing a ScR needs to assess and address various dilemmas and issues from the con-
ception of the study. Anticipatory actions will no doubt assist the implementation
of the stages of the review; however, researchers will find themselves dealing with
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emerging issues not only from the process itself but also from the understanding
and interpretation of the data. These dilemmas and issues related to the process
of conducting a ScR might be different in nature. On the one hand, researcher
might face procedural issues, which are those related to the processes and the
steps involved in the review, for instance, the selection of databases or the use of
the software. On the other hand, other issues have to do with researchers’ concep-
tual understanding of the actual research, for instance, those arising from the data
coding, and therefore could be considered ‘epistemological’ Researchers willing
to engage in ScR will need to be mindful of the procedural and epistemological
tensions emerging from this methodological approach.

Our experience of conducting a ScR also clarified the range of terms used to
refer to the same pedagogical approach and identified the real characteristics of
such approaches and the factors affecting their practical implementations in the
classroom. This conceptual clarification could be seen as one of the potential con-
tributions of these reviews.

Three practical observations for researchers interested in ScR. Firstly, ScR
can be lengthy to report in a rigorous manner. Secondly, as it is common in all
types of reviews, the majority of the evidence in our ScR was located in inter-
national journals, but our study also included among the selected evidence one
doctoral thesis, and two publications from conference proceedings. ScR should
aim at searching for grey sources of information. Thirdly, Applied Linguistics
researchers should lead review practices by critically and systematically consider-
ing multilingual approaches in these studies.

Lastly, in terms of recommendations, our ScR helped us identify improve-
ments for research dissemination in Applied Linguistics. Research abstracts
should capture the Population, Concept, Context aspects of the studies for clarity
and to ensure thoroughness. Publications could be much improved if researchers
include specific details of the reported interventions which are sometimes missing
in research outputs.

Questions for discussion

1.  What specific training do stakeholders (researchers, practitioners, editors,
peer-reviewers) need to fully engage with ScR, its reporting requirements and
its relevance in the field of Applied Linguistics?

2. What are the challenges and opportunities of involving practitioners through-
out the process of conducting a scoping review?

3. How can research in languages other than English (LOTE) be best identified?
How can technologies, particularly artificial intelligence, help databases
respond more effectively to the search for relevant literature?
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5. What are the best strategies to identify relevant grey literature to be included
in a ScR?

Further reading

Peters, M. D.]., Godfrey, C., McInerney, P, Munn, Z., Tricco, A.C., & Khalil, H. (2020).
Scoping Reviews. In E. Aromataris, C. Lockwood, K. Porritt, B. Pilla, B., & Z. Jordan
(Eds.), JBI manual for evidence synthesis. JBL.

This online chapter offers practical guidance for conducting a ScR. It is part of a manual whichh
is continually updated to reflect any changes to the ScR methodology recommended by the JBI
Scientific Committee.

Pham, M. T, Rajié, A., Greig, ].D., Sargeant, J. M., Papadopoulos, A., & McEwen, S.A. (2014). A
scoping review of scoping reviews: Advancing the approach and enhancing the
consistency. Research Synthesis Methods, 5(4), 371-385.

This journal article assesses the characteristics and range of methodologies used in ScR in dif-
ferent disciplines, including Education and Social Sciences. It highlights levels of rigour and
methodological variations in ScR published in English, French, and Spanish.

Pollock, D., Peters, M. D.]., Khalil, H., McInerney, P,, Alexander, L., Tricco, A.C., Evans, C,,
de Moraes, E.B., Godfrey, C.M.,, Pieper, D., Saran, A., Stern, C., & Munn, Z. (2023).
Recommendations for the extraction, analysis, and presentation of results in scoping
reviews. JBI Evidence Synthesis, 21(3), 520-532.

This article explains the challenges encountered by researchers conducting ScR. It offers spe-
cific guidance on data extraction and analysis as well as on how to present the findings in a ScR.

Tricco, A.C,, Lillie, E., Zarin, W., O’Brien, K.K., Colquhoun, H., Levac, D. et al. (2018).
PRISMA extension for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR): ChecKklist and explanation.
Annals of Internal Medicine, 169(7), 467-473.

This publication introduces a specific PRISMA extension for ScR. It intends to support
researchers’ reporting of ScR with a more focused guidance on what is methodologically rele-
vant. It includes a checklist and provides examples of good practice.

Westphaln, K. K., Regoeczi, W., Masotya, M., Vazquez-Westphaln, B., Lounsbury, K.,
McDavid, L., Lee, H., Johnson, J., & Ronis, S.D. (2021). From Arksey and O’Malley and
beyond: Customizations to enhance a team-based, mixed approach to scoping review
methodology. MethodsX, 8, 101375-101375.

This article presents an enhancement of the Framework by Arksey and O’Malley for ScR with
methodological customizations that integrate a team based, mixed methods approach. It rec-
ommends the collection of quantitative and qualitative variable for a deeper analysis of the find-
ings.
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SECTION 7

Systematic review



Section overview

What is a systematic review

Hamish Chalmers
University of Oxford

Definition

Petticrew and Roberts (2006, p.9) define systematic reviews as “literature reviews
that adhere closely to a set of scientific methods that explicitly aim to limit sys-
tematic error (bias), mainly by attempting to identify, appraise and synthesise all
relevant studies (of whatever design) in order to answer a particular question (or
set of questions)”

Systematic reviews stand apart from other (non-systematic) reviews by their
attention to completeness and the systematicity and transparency in their conduct
and reporting. Systematic reviews make clear every step of the process that led
to their compilation. Thus, well-conducted systematic reviews are authoritative
and accountable summaries of all (or as much as possible) of the evidence that
addresses the question(s) they seek to answer.

Systematic reviews often adopt a narrative approach to synthesis (Popay et al.,
2006). They may also present data in tabular form and can also include statistical
synthesis of relevant quantative data alongside narrative descriptions of the body
of research.

Methodological stages

Systematic reviews can adopt slightly different methodological approaches, but
most will involve the following stages.
1. Set the question and define the boundaries

A systematic review should set a clear question it aims to address. Often this will
require setting boundaries around things like outcome measures, populations and
research design. Questions can be broad, or they can be narrow. A broad ques-

https://doi.org/10.1075/rmal.17.13cha
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tion might ask “What is the extent and nature of research on teaching vocabulary
to EFL learners?’ A narrower question might ask ‘What are the relative effects of
using apps like Duolingo for teaching vocabulary to adult EFL learners compared
to traditional paper and pencil techniques on productive vocabulary knowledge?’

2. Define eligibility criteria

The focus is further defined by specifying the nature of the primary research that
will be eligible for the review. Eligibility criteria may include research design, pop-
ulation, intervention or exposure, and outcome measures. For example, to address
the second of the two research questions articulated above, the review team might
specificy that eligible research must adopt experimental or quasi-experimental
designs, be conducted with partipipants aged 18 or over who are learning English
outside of formal/compulsory education, and compare the effects of using apps
like Duolingo with traditional English teaching approaches on tests of productive
vocabulary.

3. Search for eligible evidence

Once eligibility criteria have been defined, a search strategy is developed. This
usually means creating a Boolean search string that combines words that one
would expect to find in the abstracts of eligible reports, then applying that to
appropriate databases. The search strategy can also include citation chaining. This
is done by scrutinising the reference sections of eligible studies for other poten-
tially eligible prior research, and by using the ‘cited by’ functions on some journal
websites or Google Scholar, to find potentially eligible later research.

4. Screen for eligibility

Once the initial search has been conducted, the titles and abstracts of all returned
reports are screened against the eligibility criteria. Those that cannot be excluded
on the basis of the information therein are retained for full text screening, and
those that violate any one of the eligibility criteria are discarded. The full reports
for all retained abstracts are then sought and their eligibility confirmed (or other-
wise) by reading the full texts.

5. Extract data

The data that will form the basis of the synthesis are then extracted from the eligi-
ble reports. This will include whatever data the review question demands so that
it can be addressed. In experimental research this might include descriptions of
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the interventions being compared, the sample, and the outcome measures, as well
as the statistical data on the outcomes (such as the n, mean, and standard devia-
tions for each group). In non-experimental research it may include descriptions
of the questionnaires, interview schedules, and summaries of the quantitative and
qualitative data collected.

6. Appraise quality

A systematic review should not just tell us what a body of evidence says in answer
to a research question, but how much confidence we can have in that answer.
This is achieved by assessing each report against a standardised quality appraisal
tool. Many tools exist to guide this process, and should be chosen based on
their appropriateness for the designs of the eligible primary research. Gorard’s
‘sieve for judging the trustworthiness of research’ (Gorard, 2024) is appropriate
for experimental and quasi-experimental designs. The Mixed Methods Appraisal
Tool (Hong et al., 2018) can be used to appraise the quality of primary research
that adopts mixed methods, or for reviews that assemble primary research repre-
senting a variety of designs. AXIS (Downes et al., 2016) is a tool designed to guide
appraisal of studies that adopt cross-sectional designs. The Joanna Briggs Institute
(https://jbi.global/critical-appraisal-tools) provides tools for a variety of different
designs.

7. Synthesise

Once all of the above have been conducted, it is time to synthesise the evidence.
This means bringing together the eligible evidence to provide an overview and
summary in response to the review question. In a narrative synthesis, this involves
grouping similar studies together, describing them, reporting on the bottom-line
findings and their methodological quality, and arriving at an overall summary of
what the evidence tells us. These may be augmented with statistical syntheses,
both descriptive and/or analytic.

Software/resources

Rayyan (https://rayyan.ai), Covidence (https://www.covidence.org), and EPPI
Reviewer (https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/eppireviewer-web/home) are all systematic
review management systems with varying degrees of complexity. They help con-
solidate the processes of screening, data extraction, and synthesis. The basic
version of Rayyan is free to use, Covidence and EPPI-Reviewer require a sub-
scription.
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Examples

Rogde, K., Hagen, A.M., Melby-Lervag, M., & Lervag, A. (2019). The effect of linguistic
comprehension instruction on generalized language and reading comprehension skills: A
systematic review. Campbell Systematic Reviews, 15(4), €1059.

This is an example of a Campbell systematic review, which have reputations as being exception-
ally thorough in preparation, conduct and reporting. This ensures that the method by which con-
clusions about the body of evidence were arrived at can be fully understood and that the review
can be faithfully updated as new evidence comes to light. It combines narrative and statistical
syntheses, moderator and sensitivity analyses, risk of bias assessment, and analyses of potential
publication bias to paint a comprehensive picture of the state of knowledge on the topic.

Hamilton, C., Schulz, J., Chalmers, H., & Murphy, V.A. (2024). Investigating the substantive
linguistic effects of using songs for teaching second or foreign languages to preschool,
primary and secondary school learners: A systematic review of intervention research.
System, 124, 103350.

This systematic review of the effects of using songs in foreign language teaching uses a multilin-
gual search strategy to increase inclusiveness, assesses the methodological quality of a variety of
different designs to provide an holistic view of the overall quality of an eclectic body of research,
and provides a narrative synthesis organised by the outcome focuses.

Low, G., & Beverton, S. (2004). A systematic review of the impact of ICT on literacy learning
in English of learners between 5 and 16, for whom English is a second or additional
language. In Research Evidence in Education Library. EPPI Centre, UCL.

While this EPPI-Centre systematic review is now more than 20 years old, it stands as an exam-

plar of meticulous and systematic methods, and foregrounds user involvement in the produc-

tion of the review to ensure that it addressed questions that were meaningful to the practitioners
whose practice it aimed to inform. It first maps the general field of ICT use in literacy instruc-
tion for English learners, then provides in-depth reviews of subcategories drawn from that map.

Al use declaration statement

The author confirms that no Al tools were used in the preparation, writing, formatting, and
editing of this work.
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CHAPTER 13

Conducting systematic reviews
in Applied Linguistics

A case study and critical reflection

Emily Oxley

University of Glasgow

As the number of systematic reviews in the field of Applied Linguistics
increases, so do the expectations around the quality and rigour. However,
conducting a rigorous systematic review that is of a high methodological
quality involves collaboration, nuanced understanding, and methodological
challenges. In this book chapter, I will reflect on the experiences of
conducting a systematic review on the effectiveness of language and literacy
interventions for children with English as an Additional Language (EAL;
Oxley & De Cat, 2019). I discuss some of the main steps of the review
process: developing the search strategy, screening and selecting studies, and
assessing their quality. I will also share the lessons learned, the difficulties
encountered, and reflect on what authors may do differently in the future.
These reflections can provide useful insights and guidance for other
researchers who are planning or conducting systematic reviews in Applied
Linguistics.

Keywords: EAL, language and literacy, intervention, systematic review,
methodological reflection

Background

The landscape of research synthesis is undergoing a transformative shift. Whilst
once a methodology used largely by the medical field (Hong & Pluye, 2018), it
is now expanding across disciplines, with rigorous methodological techniques
proving effective in synthesising evidence from a range of sources. Furthermore,
advanced software has improved both the speed and rigor of systematic reviews
(Bond et al., 2024). Here, I reflect on the process of conducting an older system-
atic review in language education, first published in 2019 but constituting research
undertaken between 2017 and 2018. I consider the difference in methods utilised
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in 2017 compared to the ways in which I would tackle such a synthesis now and
consider the benefits and challenges of both approaches.

The review in question, A systematic review of language and literacy interven-
tions in children with English as an Additional Language, conducted with Profes-
sor Cécile De Cat, was first published in 2019 in the Language Learning Journal.
It updated Murphy and Unthiah (2015), largely replicating the methodology and
synthesised evidence on the effectiveness of language and literacy interventions
for children schooled in English, but who spoke a different language at home or
in the local community.

The conceptualisation of the review was based on a growing number of
children in UK schools speaking English as an additional language (EAL). In
England, EAL children are classified as those exposed to a language other than
English at home (Department for Education, 2018). Globally, terminology varies
for children with exposure to multiple languages within an English-speaking edu-
cation system; terms like English Language Learners (ELL), and English as a
Second Language (ESL) are used interchangeably. From a linguistic perspective,
these terms are highly problematic, giving little to no indication of the language
history, dominance or usage patterns. The UK classification of English being the
‘additional’ language would suggest that the child’s first language (L1) is the lan-
guage used most frequently outside of the school setting, which is often not the
case. Indeed, a child who is ‘new to English’ (i.e. new to the English-speaking soci-
ety and school system) will be classified as EAL, as will a child who was born in
the English-speaking society, speaks English with siblings and school friends, yet
it exposed to another language in the home.

Despite this heterogeneity, the term EAL remains highly used in research
and practice. In the English context, teacher generated data (based on teachers’
perspectives) were once available about EAL children’s English language profi-
ciency, however, the measures were discontinued and now no such data exists
(see Strand & Hessel, 2018). While teacher generated data is problematic in itself,
these measures were more predictive of children’s academic success than the EAL
label alone (Strand & Hessel, 2018). Recognising this diversity across children’s
proficiency is crucial to avoid oversimplifying EAL children’s abilities (Hessel &
Strand, 2023).

Recent research has sought to address the limitation of a binary descriptive
label such as EAL by developing tools that measure multilingual language use
(De Cat et al., 2025; Kascelan et al., 2022), reflecting language knowledge and pro-
ficiency as a continuum. However, the binary label EAL persists despite being
problematic, as it is already widely used in the research literature and recognised
by school staff, who may be the ones with the most need for the research findings.
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It is also important to acknowledge that the focus on EAL children’s academic
proficiency is a highly debated research area. Research into linguistic deficits of
children from diverse backgrounds is problematic and unethical, emphasising
what children cannot do, rather than the strengths that come with multilingual-
ism. However, global trends show lower academic outcomes for EAL children in
Maths, English and Science (Murphy, 2021). Regional variation does suggest some
schools are better equipped than others to support EAL children; in London, for
example, EAL children outperform monolingual peers across multiple subjects,
(Strand et al., 2015). Murphy (2021) argues that failing to investigate the causes of
poorer outcomes for EAL children in some regions is arguably just as unethical
as researching linguistic deficits (Murphy, 2021). Consequently, there is a moral
need to understand more about suitable, effective and targeted interventions to
bridge the gap between research and practice (Murphy, 2021). Research on EAL
learners highlights the importance of early, evidence-based interventions in lan-
guage and literacy (Biemiller & Boote, 2006). Children who receive targeted early
language can sustain progress in language and literacy skills (Bleses et al., 2021)
with noted effects for EAL children (Cho et al., 2021). As a result, the current sys-
tematic review was conceptualised to find collective evidence on effective inter-
ventions to improve the language and literacy skills of school aged children and
adolescents with EAL which would be suitable for UK classrooms.

Our review was a conceptual replication of Murphy and Unthiah (2015),
therefore much of the original methodology remained. We chose the systematic
review methodology of research synthesis over other methodologies to ensure as
much similarity to the original review was retained. Since there was already a pub-
lication on this topic, a scoping review was deemed unnecessary (for more infor-
mation on scoping reviews, see Chapters 11 and 12). While a meta-analysis on this
topic would be helpful to understand the effectiveness of different interventions
on a larger scale (see Chapters 7 and 8 for more information), it was not possible
within the time frame and resources available.

Replicating the search terms of Murphy and Unthiah (2015) proved beneficial
as a time saving initiative, as there was no need to collaborate with co-workers
and agree on a framework (e.g. PICO, SPIDER) and brainstorm potentially useful
terms. Using the pre-defined terms meant multiple iterations had already been
piloted and the terms accordingly adapted, therefore we had confidence meaning-
ful and relevant results would be returned.

Similarly, search terms had been created with background knowledge of the
original first author, who is a well published scholar in this field (e.g. Murphy
2017, Murphy 2018). Consequently, the lead author had knowledge of specific
terms which could be subsumed under the language and literacy umbrella, such
as ‘phonetic decoding’ and ‘phonetic awareness.
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Example search string

(“intervention” OR “treatment” OR “program*” OR “implementation”)

AND

(“minority language” OR “heritage language” OR “additional language” OR “com-
munity language” OR “language minority” OR “English language learner” OR “ESL"
OR “diverse language” OR “EAL" OR “English as a second language” OR “English as
an additional language”)

AND

(“literacy development” OR “literacy acquisition” OR “literacy skill*” OR “literacy”
OR “reading development” OR “reading skill*" OR “reading achievement” OR “lit-
eracy achievement” OR “receptive language” OR “receptive vocabulary” OR “pro-
ductive language” OR “productive vocabulary” OR “expressive language” OR
“expressive vocabulary” OR “writing” OR “phonetic decoding” OR “phonetic aware-
ness” OR “bilingualism”)

NOT

(“case studies” OR “disorder” OR “autism” OR “ethnography”)

The collective knowledge of Murphy and Unthiah also framed the inclusion and

exclusion criteria. One deviation was the exclusion of studies conducted before

2014, as it was assumed these would have been included in the original 2015 review.
The inclusion criteria were adapted as follows:

- Must include children in education

- Must include a control or comparator group

- Must involve or report on a language or literacy intervention
-  Must collect and report on empirical data

- Must analyse progress of EAL learners

- Language of instruction must be English

- Language of the wider community must be English

The exclusion criteria were:

- The studies are not research studies
- There is no language or literacy related intervention
— The learners are of the wrong age
— There is no body of empirical data or systematic analysis
- The learners do not have English as an additional language
- The study is published before 2014
- The learners have a special educational need
- There is no comparator and/or control group
— The learners are in bilingual immersion classrooms.
(Oxley & De Cat, 2019 p.267)
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A further deviation was a reduction in databases searched. Murphy and Unthiah,
(2015) searched @ number of databases’ including Australian Education Index,
British Education Index, Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts, Education
Resource Information Center and Web of Science. In addition, hand searching in
key journals in language education was undertaken. Only four of the five stated
databases were available to our research team, with no availability to search Aus-
tralian Education Index. Furthermore, as a result of limited team capacity and
time restrictions, there was not scope to carry out hand searches of key journals,
which is a clear limitation of this review.

After database searches were carried out, results were exported into an End-
note library, with 2,217 records identified. Following the standard screening pro-
cedure used in Cochrane systematic reviews, 25 interventions across 26 studies
were included. After qualitative synthesis of included studies, findings pointed to
explicit vocabulary instruction and targeted oral language practice, (structured
speaking and listening activities) leading to language gains in English, especially
for those with lower initial proficiency. Shared reading interventions were also
found to be effective when combined with techniques such as the pre-teaching
of vocabulary, embedding definitions within texts, or incorporating post-reading
reinforcement activities. The review highlighted a significant gap in research, not-
ing a shortage of intervention studies in the UK, a finding replicated from the
original review (Murphy & Unthiah, 2015), particularly for adolescents aged 14-18
in upper secondary education. The review emphasised the need for more UK-
based research to develop and evaluate effective interventions for children and
adolescents with EAL.

Methodological and ethical issues and dilemmas

Anticipated methodological issues prior to beginning the review

The current systematic review was conducted as part of a larger research project
about recommendations for primary classrooms in the UK, therefore collective
evidence of effective intervention strategies for this specific population in the UK
context was needed. Evidence from previous reviews (Oxley, 2019; Murphy &
Unthiah, 2015) came mainly from the United States, which, while useful, caused
difficulties when providing future recommendations in the UK. In the United
States, many English Language Learners are placed in ‘immersion’ classrooms
where the societal language (English) is taught alongside the L1, most often
being Spanish (see, for example Hamman-Ortiz, 2020). Resultingly, language spe-
cific interventions can be carried out with bilingual teaching staff (e.g. Carlo
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etal., 2004; Tong et al., 2008). While this is exemplary practice in many parts
of the world, it is infeasible in the UK as there are no bilingual immersion pro-
grammes as standard, and oftentimes there is not one dominant L1 within a
school (although there are exceptions in some community groups). As the current
review was also conceptualised with the purpose of giving recommendations for
classroom practice across the UK, papers using bilingual immersion programmes
were excluded.

Methodological and ethical issues that arose
during the process of synthesis

Defining ‘English as an Additional Language’

While the explicit definition for language and literacy interventions was discussed
prior to the commencement of searches, at no point did authors explicitly discuss
our own definitions of EAL before screening took place. Initially, it was helpful
to use England’s Department for Education’s (DfE) definition mentioned previ-
ously, but later at abstract and full text screening, it was clear that more clarity was
required.

This is often the case with research synthesis, as much as you can anticipate
difficulties, there is a tendency for questions to arise during the screening process.
Consequently, it is essential to carry out screening iteratively with colleagues,
recording any notes and questions to discuss together before solutions are iden-
tified. Even then, any questions raised and outcomes decided upon should be
recorded and discussed in the methods section of the review. Indeed, if the review
is pre-registered or a protocol is written, these should be updated as decisions are
made.

While the DfE definition for EAL seemed to make sense as an inclusion crite-
rion, questions were raised about the extent to which English had to be the main
societal language as well as the language of schooling. Cases arose where children
were schooled in one language but the main societal language(s) outside of school
was different. Our inclusion criteria did specify ‘Language of the wider commu-
nity must be English’ but clarity was needed around the inclusion or exclusion of
countries where an ‘official’ language was used in government, school, or business
but societally another language or number of languages were spoken or preferred.
In this sense, the definition of EAL set out by the English government is accurate,
but the context is entirely different.

Children schooled in an ‘official’ language but who have preference for the
more common societal language will certainly face different challenges to chil-
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dren where both the school and societal language differ to that spoken at home.
For instance, they will not be compared to monolingual peers in examinations
and face potential disadvantage because they have less exposure to the language
of their assessment than their classmates. This caused difficulty with one paper
in particular, describing an intervention in Lesotho (Van Staden, 2016). The dif-
ficulty in this instance was deciding whether children in Lesotho did speak EAL
in the sense meant by educators in Anglo-centric Western nations, or whether to
exclude a potentially effective intervention due to a grey area in terminology. Fur-
thermore, the potential omission of a paper from a non-Western nation raises the
wider ethical issue in academic research of Western perspectives dominating the
research literature.

Tools and resources available

Since there was little funding allocation for this review, and it was constrained
by the resources available at the time, there were practical difficulties which arose
during the searching and screening processes. As this research was carried out at
a Higher Education Institution, we did have institutional access to research data-
bases for key word searching, which is a barrier that may be encountered by some.
However, as previously mentioned, we were constrained by the databases avail-
able, meaning we could not fully replicate the original searches of Murphy and
Unthiah (2015). In addition, when it came to downloading and screening results,
we were directed to use an Endnote library as this was the only available insti-
tutionally funded and approved software. Endnote was effective for download-
ing search results, combining results from different databases and carrying out
the process of deduplification. However, it was only then useful for the storage
of full texts. There was little scope to effectively use Endnote to screen titles and
abstracts and I was instead advised to download all searches into Microsoft Excel
and use a spreadsheet to categorise titles and abstracts according to my inclusion
and exclusion criteria. This was a somewhat effective technique, however it did
come with challenges. Firstly, all screening decisions had to be collated by hand.
Excel was programmed to highlight any disagreements between screeners, yet it
was an effortful and slow process to find disagreements by hand and calculate
inter-rater agreement. This was, however, perhaps a reflection more on the time
period when the review was carried out and the use of available tools. With the
increase in better technologies for screening and organising search results, there
is now less need for the use of Excel in systematic reviewing.
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Suitability of tools used for this review

This systematic review was carried out under training from an academic in Health
Psychology, utilising the Cochrane approach more typically used for the medical
science field (see Chandler et al., 2016 for more information). Consequently, the
assessment of paper quality, or critical appraisal (Petticrew & Roberts, 2005), was
carried out using a method more appropriate for systematic reviews in the med-
ical field. It is acknowledged that methods used for critical appraisal vary con-
siderably across reviews (Oancea & Furlong, 2007) as well as the purpose of the
appraisal. Some reviews use critical appraisal as a judgement criterion for paper
exclusion, while others use it to weigh the strength of evidence during synthesis.
This review opted to do the latter, as we were aware that there would already be
a small pool of studies included, and we did not want to reduce that pool further.
However, this again limits the conclusions drawn from the review as some papers
were not as rigorous as others.

Many published assessment tools for critical appraisal are available, with
elements denoting the appropriateness and effectiveness of the research design.
Often, for studies assessing quasi-experimental or randomised control trials, there
will be an analysis of the effect of bias on the outcome measures (see Waddington
et al., 2017, for further discussion). As such, I decided to use the ‘Risk of Bias’
(RoB) tool (Chandler et al., 2016) to appraise the quality of included studies. This
was another deviation from the original review I was replicating, which had used
the Weight of Evidence appraisal (Gough, 2007). However, I was advised the Risk
of Bias was an effective and rigorous method to appraise studies in a Cochrane
review. This method of bias assessment considered effective selection and ran-
domisation methods, as well as the blinding of participants to the intervention
and selective outcome reporting, using a three-point scale ‘low, ‘medium’ and
‘high’ risk (Chandler et al., 2016).

Two researchers assessed the Risk of Bias for all interventions in this report,
however initially no decision was made as to the reconciliation of agreements. At
first, we thought reconciliation should be through discussion, but this raised a
question of rigour. As the seniority of members of the team differed, discussion
alone could have led to the perceived power of the higher status author affecting
decisions made. Another problem that arose by using the Risk of Bias tool was
the intended field for which the tool was created. Since the RoB is designed for
Cochrane reviews, which are typically in the medical field, some of the criteria,
such as effective blinding of participants and researchers to condition, were
inappropriate to appraise language intervention studies. Some adaptations to the
tool were therefore necessary.



Chapter 13. Conducting systematic reviews in Applied Linguistics

261

Course of action

Definition of key terms

As mentioned previously, an ethical difficulty encountered was the definition
of EAL as an inclusion criterion. Van Staden’s (2016) study was included, even
though it can be argued that Lesotho does not fully fit within the inclusion criteria
where English must be spoken as part of the ‘wider community’ In Lesotho, Eng-
lish is an official language used for government, administration and international
communication (Kamwangamalu, 2013). Yet, the main language spoken by the
populous is Sotho (or SeSotho) essentially in a monolingual capacity (Lekhotho,
2013). Where the lines blur between EAL or not EAL is when it comes to school-
ing. The (Se)Sotho language is the main medium for education in Lesotho for
the first three years of primary school, however in the fourth year, the language
of instruction switches to English, despite it not being spoken by 75% of the
population (Lewis, Simons, & Fennig, 2015). Essentially by changing the lan-
guage of instruction, an almost entire class of English language learners is cre-
ated, although some children do speak English at home. Based on this knowledge
that some children in the class may be able to speak English compared to others
who are only exposed during their fourth year of schooling, we decided to include
the study in the review. In addition to the intervention possibly providing helpful
knowledge about classes where the majority do not speak the medium of instruc-
tion, ethically we deemed it important to include studies from countries outside
of the typical Western world where research mass occurs.

Tools and resources available

No specific course of action was taken for the lack of screening technology avail-
able at the time, as the research team were only able to use the tools readily avail-
able through their institution (Excel, Endnote). However, we ensured good note
keeping skills were used. Of course, this method is far from optimal and is suscep-
tible to human error. Better solutions exist and will be discussed in the forthcom-
ing section. We acknowledge that many reviews carried out, especially those from
students and early career researchers, or those from institutions with less funding,
may be restricted in the tools that they use due to a lack of funding for tools which
are not open access.
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Suitability/appropriateness of tools used

The solution for the mismatch between the specific review and the most appro-
priate tools was to adapt the Risk of Bias critical appraisal tool (Chandler et al.,
2016), only using the assessment criteria which were suitable for studies in educa-
tion, and calculating the risk based upon this. Furthermore, to add rigour to our
review, we added a criterion looking specifically at outcome measures. We found
that often, pre- and post-tests were researcher designed, and may not therefore
have been validated and norm referenced, which can add additional biases into
any claims of participant language or literacy growth. Studies which used only
researcher-developed outcome measures with no validity measurements were
given a high risk of bias classification for that criterion, whereas the sole use of
standardised outcome measures gave studies a low risk of bias. Studies which
included a combination of both were thus medium risk of bias. Each author rated
the studies independently according to the pre-defined three-point scale (low,
medium, high) and inter-rater agreement was calculated from that point. How-
ever, inter-rater agreement was not optimal, being 84.6%. Consequently, in order
to reconcile these disagreements without power and status issues, we opted for
an approach where ratings would be combined, for example, where one reviewer
gave a rating of ‘high’ and a second gave a rating of low; we assessed the bias
as ‘medium’ However, a numerical solution with more than three decision points
would have been better, with the use of dispersive statistics to quantify the quality
assessment.

Alternative courses of action

While little could be done about the lack of institutional access to Australian
Education Index database, an alternative approach to increasing the number of
searches returned would be to carry out hand searches, snowballing techniques
and to open out the inclusion criteria to include other valuable sources of infor-
mation such as conference proceedings, reports and the wider grey literature.
One clear benefit of using literature outside of commercial publishers is the inclu-
sion of studies which may have null of negative results (Paez, 2017). Reviews
which exclude grey literature are more likely to overrepresent significant findings
(McAuley et al. 2000; Conn et al. 2003), therefore our review may be artificially
inflating the research literature around effective interventions. It is recommended
that systematic reviews include unpublished research (Higgins et al., 2019). How-
ever, the inclusion of grey literature is not without its challenges and researchers
are advised to consider their timeframe, the feasibility of including grey literature
and from which sources they will gather these studies. Often, the internet is the
main vessel with which researchers locate grey literature, yet it can be difficult
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to execute precise searches and search terms tend to be redundant. In addition,
the credibility of information sources on the internet can be difficult to verify
(Benzies et al., 2006).

We accept that our review may have benefitted from the inclusion of grey lit-
erature to ensure results were not subject to publication bias and were truly rep-
resentative of the effectiveness of language and literacy interventions for children
with English as an additional language.

Definition of terms

With regards to the inclusion of studies where English is an official language, but
perhaps not a societal language used within the wider community, it would have
been beneficial prior to the commencement of screening to decide if an official
language was enough to warrant inclusion. As the purpose of this review was to
provide recommendations for classroom practitioners in the UK, an alternative
route would have been to specifically stipulate that dominant L1 of pupils within
the school system nationally needed to be English. Consequently the EAL pupils
in question would be directly compared in state examinations to peers who speak
English only, therefore a need to improve English language and literacy would
be paramount. However, as mentioned previously, this does raise ethical issues
around research in education being dominated by that of the Western world,
specifically Anglo-centric research.

Alternatively, the review could have specifically targeted pupils who were new
to the majority language in the classroom, regardless of what language that is.
This could give useful insights from research across the globe and highlight the
work of academics outside of the Anglo-centric world. However, this also brings
about problems with generalisability. Again, with the overall aims of the paper to
recommend effective language and literacy interventions for practitioners in UK
schools, it may be redundant to promote collective evidence from interventions
in other languages, which may have fundamental differences, such as different
alphabetical systems and language transparency among others.

Tools and resources available

While opting to use the Cochrane verified critical appraisal tool due to advice
around rigour (Risk of Bias; Chandler et al., 2016), in hindsight, it may have been
a better option to choose tools in the first instance which were relevant for studies
conducted in language education, rather than spending time making adaptations
and trialling these over multiple iterations. There is a plethora of appraisal tools
available for use in evidence synthesis, which could have been more appropriate
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for this review. I have since trialled the Quality Assessment Tool of Studies with
Diverse Designs (QATSDD: Sirriyeh et al., 2012), but again, being written primar-
ily with the health sciences in mind, adaptions were necessary to review studies
which took place outside of a clinical setting.

More recently, I have started to use the Mixed-Methods Appraisal Tool
(MMAT, Hong et al., 2018) for reviews in language education. This tool is valued
for its flexibility with studies of differing natures and this can be helpful in inter-
vention studies which do not adopt a true randomised control design (as they are,
for example, taking place at classroom or school level, thus are more frequently
classed as quasi-experimental). Our inclusion criteria for this review did specify
empirical, quantitative studies, which is why, at the time, we believed the Risk of
Bias to perhaps be the most appropriate. It is clear that there is more work that
can be done around developing the best quality assessment tools in the field of
education broadly, and specifically language education.

Tool availability

By using hand techniques for data organisation there was sometimes difficulty
with data management and meticulous notes needed to be kept at all times.
Screening and agreement calculations could have been managed more optimally
through use of evidence synthesis software, had it been available to us at the
time. An example of such a tool is EPPI-Reviewer (Thomas et al., 2022) which
can be used to manage searches and adds automisation to the process. This
ensures papers are sufficiently screened across the review team, recording the
frequency of reviewer decisions and calculating inter-rater agreement through
Cohen’s Kappa, giving a far clearer indication of agreement than simple percent-
ages. These semi-automisation tools can also go one step further to increase the
rigour of reviews. Firstly, they can link with tools to use snowballing techniques to
database searches, reducing the chance that papers may be missed due to search
terms and/or database availability. Furthermore, with the current technological
advances we are seeing, they offer scope to use artificial intelligence to help with
the often long and laborious screening processes. For example, a recent addition
to EPPI-Reviewer is their priority screening function (Thomas et al., 2022) which
uses machine learning during the screening process to predict which papers are
more or less likely to be included. This process is based on training data from
the initial screening stage, shuffling the papers most suitable to the top of each
screener’s list, improving overall time efficiency. This can be particularly use-
ful for large scale reviews or meta-reviews where recording processes by hand
becomes infeasible.
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The use of Al in systematic reviews offers notable efficiencies but comes with
several important caveats. For instance, Al may lead to methodological inconsis-
tencies, applying inclusion criteria or quality assessment unevenly across studies.
It may also misclassify studies or extract data inaccurately, particularly when deal-
ing with subtle differences across criteria. Furthermore, an overreliance on Al can
reduce researchers’ critical engagement with the literature, potentially weakening
the rigour of the review. Al should therefore be used as a support tool rather than
replacing human judgement, with clear documentation of its role, validation of all
outputs by reviewers, and careful adherence to transparency standards.

Conclusion

Opverall, the process of undertaking this systematic review was an opportunity to
learn not only about language and literacy interventions for EAL children, but
also to advance my knowledge of this methodology. Firstly, I learned the impor-
tance of clarity of key terms and criteria prior to undertaking a review. How-
ever, I acknowledge that in the majority of reviews, questions are raised at every
stage of the process. Regular meetings with the research team are therefore recom-
mended, with feedback around any arising conceptualisation or methodological
issues. These issues should clearly be documented and any deviations made from
the research protocol should be acknowledged in any following publications.

In terms of organisational tools for the screening process, I now ensure that
all reviews I undertake use appropriate technology to assist in the process. In the
time that has passed since this review was published, more tools have become
available and I recommend future authors to research the best tools for their spe-
cific needs. Inequalities do exist in the availability of screening tools, with some
institutions directing students to free resources over those with fees, and this is
a reality of the higher education landscape. Without additional research funding,
some projects cannot utilise the most appropriate resources due to budgeting con-
straints. However, there are freely available alternatives, such as Rayyan (Ouzzani
et al., 2016) which may not offer the same level of capabilities but certainly add
to the rigour of screening and record keeping. Other scholars have opted to carry
out specific coding packages (see e.g. Westgate, 2019) although of course a barrier
to this is the ability to use the precise coding techniques necessary.

Similarly, while many tools now exist to assess methodological quality and
rigour of systematic reviews with different scopes, there still appears to be a lack
of specific tools available to appraise papers in language education, and I encour-
age the development of such in future.
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As the educational landscape changes, and the number of evidence synthesis
papers increases in Applied Linguistics, so do the tools available for use in our
field. The SMART reporting tool for Applied Linguistics (Chong, 2025), for exam-
ple, offers researchers a helpful framework during the conceptualisation of their
review. Furthermore, the improvements in research synthesis practices in our
field have led to more rigorously completed systematic reviews. The increase
in published protocols for example aids reviewers in the earliest stages of their
review, by undergoing a peer review process where key decisions such as the data-
base choice, search terms and inclusion and exclusion criteria can be critiqued by
experts in the field and changed based on recommendations. The use of published
protocols adds a level of trust to the collective evidence gathered and conclusions
drawn, and aids in future replications. Indeed, some journals now in research
synthesis insist on published protocols before considering synthesis papers (see
Chapter 4).

To conclude, a number of lessons have been learned both during the process
of this review and in the subsequent years. Future researchers in Applied Lin-
guistics should consider the points brought forward and ensure they have a clear
understanding of both the ethical and methodological issues which may arise
when undertaking a review in this field of study.

Questions for discussion

1. How can we endeavour as research synthesis methodologists to ensure search
results are not dominated by the Western world?

2. What is the value of the inclusion of grey literature? Does the value added
mitigate the challenges it brings?

3. How do we work towards an equitable system so that early career researchers
are trained effectively in the best and most appropriate methods and tools for

their field?

Further reading

Chalmers, H., Faitaki, F.,, & Murphy, V. (2023). Setting research priorities for English as an
additional language: What do research users want from EAL research? Language
Teaching for Young Learners, 6(1), 5-31.

This paper reports on a Priority Setting Partnership (PSP) aimed at identifying research pri-

orities in the field of EAL. Teachers, parents and students collaborated to identify the most
pressing research questions. Through an online questionnaire and a workshop, the researchers
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consolidated and ranked these questions into a list of ten priorities, focussing on effective teach-
ing strategies, support for EAL learners with special educational needs, and the socioemotional
development of EAL students. Additional priorities related to language proficiency and acade-
mic achievement, the benefits and challenges of bi- and multilingualism for EAL students and
the need for further longitudinal studies.

Fromm, Y. M., Martin, F, Gezer, T., & Ifenthaler, D. (2025). Best practices for conducting
systematic reviews: Perspectives of experienced systematic review researchers in
educational sciences. Technology, Knowledge and Learning, 30, 1-28.

This paper explores evolving methodologies for conducting systematic reviews in education
to enhance their quality and effectiveness. Best practices across systematic review stages (e.g.
screening/coding) are discussed following interviews with experienced reviewers. Key themes
include the importance of a transparent research process, the benefits and challenges of system-
atic reviews, team collaboration, ethical considerations, and the role of technology.

Stewart, M., Skinner, B., Hou, H., & Kelly, R. (2024). A systematic literature review of home-
school partnership for learners with English as an Additional Language (EAL): A way
forward for the UK and Ireland. Irish Educational Studies, 43(2), 301-327.

This systematic review investigates the collective evidence base for home-school partnerships to
enhance the educational experience of EAL children. The study identifies international trends
and gaps in the UK and Ireland, highlighting the importance of effective communication,
parental involvement, and culturally responsive practices. The review reveals a lack of school-
directed interventions in the UK and Ireland and emphasises the need for schools to engage
more actively with EAL families. Enhancing home-school partnerships can significantly benefit
EAL learners by addressing their unique needs and promoting their academic and socioemo-
tional development.
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CHAPTER 14

Challenges and practical solutions
in Applied Linguistics systematic review

A reflective perspective

Takumi Aoyama
Meiji University

With the expansion of Applied Linguistics as a research field and the
broadening of its topics, the synthesis of accumulated research has become
increasingly active over the past decade. This trend is facilitated by the
growing number of academic journals, especially open-access journals,
being published worldwide. As a result, various guidelines for conducting
systematic reviews (e.g., Chong, 2025; Page et al., 2021) have been
established in Applied Linguistics, as in other disciplines. These guidelines
have advanced the discussion on methods for data collection, the
establishment of inclusion/exclusion criteria, and the selection of analytical
approaches. It is generally understood that most researchers conduct their
reviews in accordance with these established guidelines. This chapter,
however, explores the practical challenges encountered while conducting a
systematic review of L2 motivation research in the Japanese EFL context.
Based on my own experience, I describe dilemmas related to language
choice, database selection, and the thoroughness of the review. The chapter
aims to encourage broader discussions on how to effectively conduct
systematic reviews in a field with increasingly diverse and multilingual
nature of Applied Linguistics research, and provides a reflective perspective
on these issues and proposes solutions for future systematic reviews.

Keywords: systematic review, research synthesis, language bias, country-in-
focus, L2 motivation

Background

Systematic reviews have become a major trend in the field of Applied Linguistics,
with a proliferation of studies that analyze research trends across various domains
in the past decade. In this chapter, drawing on my own experience of conducting
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a systematic review (Aoyama, 2026), I will describe the challenges encountered
during the process of a review on L2 motivation research, along with the corre-
sponding strategies and solutions that were implemented. This chapter draws on
a systematic review of language learning motivation research in the Japanese EFL
educational context. This systematic review served as the literature review for a
PhD study that investigates the motivational characteristics of Japanese EFL learn-
ers and the complex, dynamic changes in their motivation for learning English.
Through this chapter, I aim to offer a perspective on potential practical challenges
— such as database selection, exhaustiveness, and language biases — and to pro-
pose possible solutions for future systematic reviews in the field.

1.1 Background of review: L2 motivation

In 2017, when this systematic review was conducted, systematic reviews published
in L2 motivation research were Masgoret and Gardner’s (2003) meta-analysis
of studies conducted in the tradition of socioeducational model, and Boo et al’s
(2015) systematic review of studies published on the topic of L2 motivation
between 2005 and 2014. After 2020, more systematic reviews on L2 motivation
research have been published by researchers based in various research settings
and with diverse perspectives. As it is not feasible to mention all of these studies
due to space limitations, a selection of recent works is presented in Table 1.

The systematic review introduced in this chapter is a study as a part of liter-
ature review for a PhD project (Aoyama, 2026). The key rationale for conduct-
ing a systematic review was to address limitations of previous global reviews, such
as the systematic review by Boo et al. (2015) and explore a broader landscape
of L2 motivation research in the Japanese educational context. In their review,
Boo etal. (2015) included studies published only in international, high-profile
English-language journals. While their review identified an increase in research
in Asian contexts, with 38 studies from Japan (11.34% of their sample), the review
by Aoyama’s (2026) had a more specific focus on the research conducted in the
Japanese context. This expanded search included studies published in both Eng-
lish and Japanese from refereed and non-refereed journals, as well as book chap-
ters. Furthermore, while the Boo et al’s (2015) review was limited to L2 motivation
publications from 2005 to 2014, a period of ongoing growth in the field, Aoyama’s
(2026) study not only aimed to partially replicate this timeframe but also included
subsequent publications to allow for a comparison of research trends.
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Table 1. Recent systematic reviews of L2 motivation research

Study Focus of review

Boo et al. (2015) The origins and nature of the unprecedented surge in L2
motivation publications between 2005 and 2014. Theoretical

and research methodological trends.

Aryadoust et al. (2024) State of research on LLM, including a thematic review of
variables affecting LLM and a reliability generalization meta-

analysis of measurement tools.

Giilegoglu and Oztiirk (2021) ~ Research perspectives on EFL learning motivation in the
Turkish context. How EFL motivation has been studied as a

research matter.

Shurovi et al. (2025) Research trends in language learning strategies (LLS) in relation

to learner motivation.

Mahmoodi and Yousefi (2022)  Synthesis of scholarship on L2 motivation, examining
theoretical approaches, methods, instruments, and learning

contexts in recent research.
Al-Hoorie et al. (2025) Self-determination mini-theories in second language learning.

Wu (2022) Review of publications on L2 language learning motivation

using a bibliometric approach. Examined changes in topics.

1.2 Approach to review

Aiming to review research trends of L2 motivation within the Japanese educa-
tional context, a systematic review was conducted, with a particular focus on
participant groups, theoretical frameworks, and methodological characteristics.
The review followed the approach used by Boo et al’s (2015) review, with mod-
ifications to enable an in-depth search of literature, including papers in Japan-
ese local scholarly databases. First, database search was performed. For initial
article search, scholarly databases including CiNii, ]-STAGE (Japanese national
scholarly databases), ERIC, LLBA, MLA, and PsycINFO were searched with
the keywords “((L2 motivation) OR (language learning motivation) OR (English
motivation)) AND ((Japan) OR (Japanese))”, as well as the Japanese translation
of these keywords in article title and abstract (see Section 4.2 for details). As a
result, the initial search yielded 600 papers. Also, a manual search of anthologies
on L2 motivation research (Table 2) and ancestry search of papers in the refer-
ences list in those anthologies were conducted, and 48 papers and book chapters
were added to the article pool.

Subsequently, the papers retrieved in the initial database search were screened
with the following criteria: (1) the study deals with motivation to learn English
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Table 2. Anthologies included in the manual search

Editors Title

Dérnyei & Ushioda (2009)  Motivation, language identity and the L2 self
Apple et al. (2013) Language learning motivation in Japan

Csizér & Magid (2014) The impact of self-concept on language learning

Dérnyei et al. (2015) Motivational dynamics in language learning
MaclIntyre et al. (2016) Positive psychology in SLA
Apple et al. (2017) L2 selves and motivations in Asian context

in Japan; (2) the study was published between 2005 and early 2017; (3) study was
published in a journal (refereed or non-refereed) or as a book chapter; and (4) the
study was published either in English or Japanese. As conference presentations
and dissertations are likely to be published in books or journals and overlap with
papers that meet the inclusion criteria, studies in conference abstracts, proceed-
ings, and dissertations were excluded.

After the screening based on the papers’ titles, abstracts, and contents, as
well as the removal of overlapped records, 401 papers and book chapters were
excluded from further analyses, and 247 cases were included in the final article
pool. This contrasts significantly with the 38 Japan-based studies found by Boo
etal’s (2015) systematic review which serves as a reference case to the present
review of my own. This discrepancy attributes not only to the pure increase in the
number of publications on language learning motivation in the Japanese research
context due to the growing interest in the topic of L2 motivation in Japan, but also
to the differences in the databases used in each study. While Japan-based studies
included in Boo et al’s (2015) review were the ones that were published in inter-
national journals, Aoyama’s (2026) review covered publications in Japanese local
journals as well.

The 247 papers were then coded based on 10 components. These included
publication language, year, type of paper (empirical/theoretical), focus (Moti-
vation, Motivating, Demotivation), demographics (Primary, Lower secondary,
Upper secondary, University+, Other, Mixed), theoretical framework (e.g., Gard-
ner, LaMSS, SDT, CDST, Unclear, More than one), method (Quantitative, Qual-
itative, Mixed-method), data collection tools (Questionnaires, Interviews,
Observations), number of data collections (Once, Twice, Three times, More than
three), and quantitative analysis techniques (e.g., Clustering, t-test/ANOVA, Cor-
relation, Regression, EFA, SEM, Descriptive only).
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1.3 Key findings

1.3.1  Publication language

By deliberately expanding the scope beyond the limitations of previous global
reviews, such as the influential work by Boo et al. (2015) which predominantly
focused on high-profile, English-language international journals, Aoyama’s (2026)
review revealed a more comprehensive overview of L2 motivation research within
the Japanese educational context. Compared to the number of Japan-based lan-
guage learning motivation studies reported in Boo et al’s (2015) study (k=38), this
study identified 247 papers as a result. Among the 247 papers, 77 (31.17%) were
written and published in Japanese, while 170 of them (68.83%) were published in
English. This indicates that more than 200 studies were not included in Boo et al’s
(2015) analysis of international journals, and the article pool of Aoyama’s study
reflects a more detailed picture of trends in language learning motivation research
in the Japanese educational context. This indicates that the selection of publica-
tion language in the article pool needs to be carefully considered when planning
a systematic review.

1.3.2 Target demographics

This comprehensive mapping was instrumental in critically identifying significant
gaps in the existing literature on L2 motivation in Japan. For instance, the review
revealed an overwhelming concentration of research on a particular group of
learners. While Boo et al. (2015) found that upper secondary students were the
most frequently studied group globally (51.64%) followed by university students
(22.69%), Aoyama’s (2026) review revealed that research in Japan is heavily con-
centrated on learners at the university level and above (73.54%). This suggests
that, in the Japanese research context, there is a lack of understanding regarding
the motivational trajectories of primary (9.42%), lower secondary (4.04%), and
upper secondary (8.07%) students — a demographic Boo et al. (2015) found to be
most studied globally.

1.3.3 Focus of papers and theoretical frameworks

Similar to Boo et al’s (2015) finding that 67% of studies focused on “Motivation’,
review in Aoyama (2026) found that the overwhelming majority of papers in the
Japanese context (72.87%) focused on “Motivation” itself, with fewer addressing
“Motivating” (22.27%) or “Demotivation” (4.45%). Also, both reviews noted the
emergence and increasing use of newer theoretical concepts. Self-Determination
Theory (SDT) was the most frequent framework used in the Japanese context
(24.38%). The L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) showed a notable increase,
particularly between 2011 and 2012, similar to its emergence noted by Boo et al.
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(2015). Complex and Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST) also emerged between
2012 and 2017. A significant percentage (22.73%) of studies used “More than one
concept’.

1.3.4 Research method

Regarding data collection methods used in L2 motivation research, Aoyama
(2026) highlighted a strong preference in the Japanese context for using question-
naires (79.63%) and relying on one-shot data collection (64.29%). This suggests
that many studies capture a static snapshot of motivation rather than its dynamic
nature over time. Also, in terms of research methods, Boo et al. (2015) identi-
fied a growth in qualitative and mixed-methods approaches globally. Aoyama
(2026) confirmed this trend within Japan, finding that while quantitative methods
remained the most common overall (60.65% of empirical studies), there was a
shift from 100% quantitative studies in 2005 to a more balanced distribution with
qualitative and mixed methods accounting for approximately 50% of empirical
studies by 2017. While the emergence of diverse theoretical frameworks such as
SDT, L2MSS, and CDST, and an increase in qualitative and mixed-methods stud-
ies were noted, mirroring global trends, the methodological preference for cross-
sectional designs limited insights into motivational evolution and its interplay
with contextual factors. Thus, Aoyama’s (2026) review pointed to a critical need for
research capable of capturing the complex and dynamic changes in learner moti-
vation over time, rather than static snapshots in the Japanese research context.

2. Methodological and ethical dilemma in the systematic review

This systematic review (Aoyama, 2026) was conducted to address the lack of a
comprehensive literature review on L2 motivation research within the Japanese
educational context. Throughout the review process, clear similarities and differ-
ences emerged between global reviews (e.g., Boo et al., 2015) and those focusing
on a more specific research context. The clear discrepancies in the breadth and
depth of findings between Aoyama (2026) and Boo et al. (2015), largely attrib-
utable to the differing criteria for literature inclusion, naturally lead to the sub-
sequent discussion. The significant contrast underscores the profound impact
of decisions regarding the selection of target publications in systematic reviews
within Applied Linguistics, particularly concerning the inclusion of English-only,
top-tier journal articles versus a broader inclusion of non-English and more
locally focused research.

Reflecting on the research process raises a fundamental question: if the trends
in findings differ between global and more focused reviews, what does this imply
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about the significance and role of systematic reviews? This review, in particular,
brought to light concerns about the validity of its findings for a global readership
and questions regarding study quality. In this section, those methodological con-
siderations, as highlighted by the differing outcomes, will be critically examined
through my own reflections on the research process and dilemmas I encountered
during the research process.

2.1 Dilemma 1: Language choice in systematic reviews

The first point was the choice of publication language in the review. Since the
review aimed to explore the characteristics of L2 motivation research in Japan, in
order to set up research questions for a larger-scale study, as mentioned earlier,
the review included papers written in both English and Japanese. Thus, the con-
cern was that to what extent the review should maintain the methodological rigor,
while embracing diversities and exploring research trends in a particular context.

The first question is whether limiting publication language in systematic
reviews is a valid approach. Language bias, as one of the non-reporting biases, is
defined as “the publication of research findings in a particular language, depend-
ing on the nature and direction of the results” in the Cochrane guideline (Boutron
etal, 2019, p.182). Stern and Kleijnen (2020) argue that limiting systematic
reviews to studies published only in English is a common practice that introduces
language bias. The most frequent reasons cited by authors for this restriction are
a lack of time, funding, and access to professional translators. This exclusion risks
ignoring key data, missing important cultural contexts, and ultimately limiting
the usefulness of a review’s findings. The authors highlight that major research
synthesis organizations such as JBI, the Campbell Collaboration, and Cochrane
all recommend that searches should not be restricted by language. They conclude
that by limiting a review to a single language, researchers violate the core purpose
of a systematic review, which is to make informed decisions based on the best
available evidence.

The issue of language bias in systematic review is a recognized concern, as
restricting study inclusion to a single language is a common practice that may
introduce bias and omit key data. However, empirical studies examining the
effects of language choice in data collection have yielded mixed results. For exam-
ple, a systematic review by Morrison et al. (2012) found no overall evidence of
systematic bias from language restrictions in systematic reviews of conventional
medicine, and several studies included in that review reported no significant
differences in summary treatment effects between English-only and language-
inclusive meta-analyses.
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An analysis by Jiini et al. (2002) also concluded that excluding non-English
trials generally has a limited effect on summary treatment estimates. In contrast,
other findings suggest a more definitive impact. The same study by Jiini et al.
found that trials in languages other than English were more likely to show sta-
tistically significant results and reported treatment effects that were, on average,
16% more beneficial than those in English-language trials. Further complicating
the matter are conflicting findings on methodological quality; some research
indicates English-language trials have higher methodological quality, while other
studies have found only minor differences. Ultimately, while including studies in
other languages can improve the precision of pooled estimates, the overall effect
of language restriction is difficult to predict for individual reviews and can vary
significantly across different medical fields.

However, these discussions on language bias occur in fields such as health
care and epidemiology, and primarily center on the inclusion of clinical trials
in systematic reviews and meta-analyses, and the effects of language bias in sys-
tematic review are not explored in Applied Linguistics research. From an ethical
standpoint, decisions regarding the level of inclusivity in systematic review are
not simply technical procedures, but are closely related to the researcher’s reflex-
ivity (e.g., Suri & Clarke, 2009). Therefore, it is crucial to carefully consider how
language bias manifests in the context of Applied Linguistics research. Also, we
must consider how researchers can present and discuss the rationales behind lan-
guage choices from the viewpoint of researchers’ reflexivity.

2.2 Dilemma 2: Providing details of non-English publications

The second point, which is connected to the second concern, is the extent to
which details of studies published in languages other than English — in this case,
Japanese — should be included iin the analysis process. While it is common prac-
tice to list the studies included in a systematic review’s dataset as an appendix,
merely providing bibliographic information is often insufficient for readers to
access the original articles and grasp their specific details.

This issue becomes particularly critical for research topics that require a deep
understanding of a specific context, such as a review of studies on language learn-
ers within a particular country. To ensure sufficient clarity, measures must be
taken to make the content of the original studies comprehensible to readers who
are not speakers of the source language.

For instance, in their review of English Language Teaching (ELT) research
in Japan, Terasawa and Segawa (2025) address this problem. They argue that an
English-only selection policy for their review would lead to significant selection
bias. They summarize that Japanese academia, especially in the humanities and
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social sciences, has a long tradition of prioritizing publication in Japanese. This
tendency is particularly strong when discussing local or context-specific knowl-
edge, such as educational policies and domestic issues, as the primary audience is
typically Japanese-speaking.

2.3 Dilemma 3: Thoroughness of review

The third dilemma I had in the study was the thoroughness of the review. While
it would be ideal to include as many studies as possible in the dataset, it would
be almost impossible to include all studies in the field from different research set-
tings. According to SJR’s journal rankings, there are 1,347 journals listed as Q1-Q4
journals within the topic of “Linguistics and Language”. Since the main aim of my
own systematic review was to cover recent theoretical and methodological trends
of L2 motivation research in Japan, limiting the publication period and the range
of journals was the choice in the actual study.

In previous systematic reviews of L2 motivation research, it is common for
studies to limit both the publication period and the range of journals. For exam-
ple, a systematic review by Mahmoodi and Yousefi (2022) focused on publications
between 2010 and 2019. However, while their timeframe is clearly defined, the
rationale behind their journal selection is more ambiguous, described simply as
“authoritative”. Their article pool is comprised of six “influential’, “high-impact”
Applied Linguistics journals, including Applied Linguistics, TESOL Quarterly, The
Modern Language Journal, Language Teaching Research, Language Learning, and
Studies in Second Language Acquisition. While no one in the field would deny that
these six journals are the top-tier journals in the field, there are more journals
that are equally important in the field. Moreover, particularly within the topic of
language learning motivation, journals such as System publish a large number of
papers related to language learning motivation, so selecting journals for system-
atic review just based on the prestige of the journals may bias the outcomes of the
review.

In another systematic review on L2 motivation research, Boo et al’s (2015)
study focused on the publications between 2005 and 2014. In the review, they clas-
sified the journals included in their data into five groups, based on the profiles
of the journals (Table 3). For example, journals such as Applied Linguistics, Lan-
guage Learning, and Modern Language Journal are labelled as Group 1, since
these journals have the highest profiles in the field. Journals in Groups 3 and
Group 4 are ones that reflect more localized research focus, such as RELC Journal
which is a journal published by the South East Asian Ministers of Education
Organization (SEAMEO) and JALT Journal published by Japan Association for
Language Teaching (JALT). In this manner, Boo etal. (2015) provided more
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detailed descriptions about the profiles and the statuses of journals included in
the review, which makes the research process and the rationales behind data col-
lection clearer.

Table 3. Classifications of journals included in Boo et al’s (2015) review

(adapted from Boo et al., 2015)

Group Examples Description
Group 1 Applied Linguistics, Language Learning, The five journals that traditionally have
Modern Language Journal, Studies in the highest profile and generally the
Second Language Acquisition, TESOL highest impact factors in the field of
Quarterly SLA
Group 2 System, Language Teaching Research International, peer-reviewed Applied
Linguistics research journals published
by established publishers or
associations
Group 3 Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics, ~ Applied linguistics journals published
RELC journal in English-speaking countries but with
a more localized focus
Group 4 JALT Journal Applied linguistics journals published
in non-English speaking countries
Group 5 Journal of Language and Social Journals that are traditionally not

Psychology

associated with the field of Applied

Linguistics

Boo et al’s (2015) review tried to include studies in broader research contexts,
including ones conducted in non-English speaking countries. Still, however, they
only included internationally disseminated publications that are written in Eng-
lish, and the journals’ profiles were assessed based on their global recognition, or
“prestige” of the journals. It raises an issue that, since non-international journals
are often not indexed in global journal databases, the profiles of these journals
cannot be assessed based on the global rankings and such.

According to the SJR Journal Ranking data, the only journals indexed in Lin-
guistics and Language and published in Japan are CALL-EJ (Qu), JALT CALL
Journal (Qu), SiSAL Journal (Q2), JALT Journal (Q3), and English Linguistics
(Q4), and no other journals are indexed in SJR’s global journal database (i.e.,
five out of 1,347 journals). Given this background, there was a concern that a
search limited to international databases alone would not be sufficient to accu-
rately review the characteristics of the Japanese research context. Therefore, in
addition to international databases such as ERIC and LLBA, the domestic Japan-
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ese scholarly database CiNii was included in the search. Moreover, keywords
translated into Japanese were also used to search for literature within the domestic
database.

Limiting the publication period is also a common method in literature
searches and can be considered a major approach in the field, adopted by many
studies including Boo et al. (2015) and Mahmoodi and Yousefi (2022). This is par-
ticularly relevant for L2 motivation research, which has seen remarkable theo-
retical development since the 2000s. During this time, numerous theories and
perspectives have been proposed and advanced, including Dornyei’s (2009) L2
Motivational Self System, Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (e.g., Dornyei et al.,
2015; Sampson & Pinner, 2020), and the rise of qualitative research. Therefore,
conducting a systematic review with a restricted timeframe is justifiable, as it
allows for a focused analysis of the transformation in research trends during this
dynamic period. Accordingly, Aoyama (2026) reviewed research from a period
similar to that covered by Boo et al. (2015) to enable a direct comparison of trends.

On the other hand, this approach has potential drawbacks. L2 motivation
research has a history spanning over 60 years (Al-Hoorie, 2017) and has evolved
by incorporating a wide range of theories. There are many foundational theories
that have significantly contributed to its development, such as research from the
social-psychological period in the 1950s (e.g., Gardner & Lambert, 1959) and
major cognitive theories like Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). It
is crucial to be mindful that limiting a review to recent publications will neces-
sarily exclude these earlier studies. For this reason, when conducting a systematic
review with a restricted timeframe, the review’s objectives must be clearly defined
and the rationale for the chosen period must be thoroughly explained.

3. Course of action

3.1 Solution to language choice bias

In response to dilemmas 1 and 2, the concerns related to the selection of pub-
lication language in systematic reviews, researchers in the field are increasingly
recognizing the need to move beyond an English-only focus. Drawing on recent
discussions, it is crucial that systematic reviews in Applied Linguistics incorporate
studies published in languages other than English. As Chong (2025) argues, the
nature of the field, with its primary focus on the highly contextualized use of lan-
guages, provides a strong encouragement for researchers to include publications
from diverse linguistic contexts. This decision should be informed by the spe-
cific topic of the review and the linguistic diversity within the research team. This
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aligns with the broader methodological principle articulated by Hampson and
McKinley (2024), who state that “systematic reviewers need to be able to include
studies of a range of backgrounds while finding holistic ways of evaluating those
studies”

An English-only approach risks creating a significant disconnect between the
field’s explicit goal of promoting multilingualism and its actual research practices.
A study of Applied Linguistics journals by Warren and Sato (2024) found that
while many journals promote multilingualism in their scope, they often default
to an English-only publication policy, thereby creating an incongruity between
their stated commitments and their practices. This can inadvertently reinforce
biases like native speakerism and marginalize valuable scholarly contributions
from L2-English academics. Therefore, including research from a wider range of
languages is not merely a matter of comprehensive data collection; it is an essen-
tial step toward building a more equitable, globally representative, and method-
ologically robust understanding of language-related phenomena.

An example of a systematic review that incorporates non-English publications
is the study by Zhou et al. (2024) on cross-cultural communicative competence
(ICC) in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching in China. The research
systematically reviews the challenges and methods related to implementing ICC
skills in undergraduate English instruction within the Chinese context. A sig-
nificant aspect of this review’s methodology is its deliberate inclusion of peer-
reviewed research articles published in both English and Chinese. This inclusive
approach to data collection allows for a more comprehensive understanding of
the topic, capturing insights from literature that might be missed in a review
limited to English-language sources. By including Chinese-language studies, the
authors ensure a deeper and more authentic analysis of the educational landscape,
teacher perceptions, and assessment practices specific to China. This makes the
study an excellent case for how including non-English publications in a systematic
review can mitigate language bias and provide a more complete and contextually
relevant synthesis of evidence, especially when the research focus is on a specific
non-Anglophone region.

Additionally, some studies explicitly cite the exclusion of non-English publi-
cations as a limitation of their systematic reviews. Weng et al. (2024), for instance,
discuss their English-only approach as a limitation of their study, referring to the
“Tower of Babel bias” (Grégoire et al., 1995). Making efforts to include and high-
light country-specific research enriches the global discourse, allowing for a more
robust and more detailed picture of Applied Linguistics scholarship worldwide
and ensuring that valuable local insights inform broader theoretical discussions
and pedagogical practices. My own study grounds on the idea of reviewing stud-
ies on L2 motivation that have been conducted in a specific research context, by
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including locally published studies in the article pool, and it shares the awareness
of the issues.

Aoyama’s (2026) review was designed to include domestic Japanese journals,
responding to these limitations in limiting the publication language to English
only. Since L2 motivation is a concept that strongly relates to learning context
and backgtounds, the review specifically aimed to gather findings from research
conducted within the Japanese research context. Thus, the inclusion of papers
published in Japanese was expected to provide richer insights into more locally
contextualized discussions on L2 motivation in the Japanese educational settings.

To include papers written in Japanese, I first explored the editorial policies
and submission guidelines of Applied Linguistics-related journals within Japan.
For instance, the publication language of Annual Review of English Language
Education in Japan issued by the Japan Society of English Language Education is
English for research articles, but submissions in Japanese are accepted for the ped-
agogical articles section. This implies that research articles are published in Eng-
lish even in domestic journals, in a similar manner as international journals, but
in terms of papers with more pedagogical focus and practical approaches inter-
connected more strongly with classroom teaching are likely to be written and pub-
lished in Japanese. Based on this, the database search was performed on both
international and Japanese databases.

However, considering the practical challenge of describing all information in
detail due to word count limitations in academic publications, Aoyama (2026) did
not provide exhaustive details of the non-English data or direct access to the orig-
inal sources. Possible alteranative approaches to show such detailed information
effectively will be discussed in Section 5.2.

3.2 Inclusion of Japanese domestic journals

To address the third dilemma, Aoyama (2026) included both international jour-
nals and Japanese domestic journals in the field of Applied Linguistics and lan-
guage education. The study utlized two major Japanese scholary databases, CiNii
(organized by National Institute of Information: https://cir.nii.ac.jp/) and J-
STAGE (organized by Japan Science and Technology Agency: https://www.jstage
jst.go.jp/). The rationale behind the inclusion of local scholarly databases is that
vast majority of academic publications within Japan are included in either of these
databases. For instance, J-STAGE contains over 4000 journals that include 5 mil-
lion scholarly articles in its database, with direct online access to most of the
articles. In addition, CiNii covers institutional bulletins called Kiyou, and it pro-
vides information on the libraries and institutions where the articles and books
are archived if the publications are available in a print-only format. As a result,
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journals locally published in Japan and not archived in international scholarly
databases (e.g., ERIC, PsychINFO) were covered in the review, and the following
types of domestically published papers and research reports were included in the
article pool:

- English language education/Applied Linguistics journals which publish arti-
cles written in both Japanese and English (e.g., Annual Review of English
Language Education in Japan, JACET Journal, Language Education & Tech-
nology).

- Institutional bulletin papers which publish non-refereed working papers/
practical reports written in Japanese, as well as refereed research articles (e.g.,
XX University Journal of Educational Research and Practice).

As a result of including Japanese domestic journals, a greater number of publica-
tions from Japan met the inclusion criteria compared to Boo et al’s (2015) inter-
national review. Thus, the outcome of the initial data search and screening in
Aoyama’s (2026) review suggests that the focus and coverage of databases can sig-
nificantly affect the number of papers researchers obtain in systematic reviews,
especially when the review has a specific focus on a particular research context.

In L2-related research area, there is a growing interest in research produced
in diverse research context and published in non-English journals. The journal
Language Teaching has a dedicated section entitled A Country in Focus which pro-
vides a platform for critical surveys of research that has been published within a
specific nation. The importance of such initiative lies in its goal of bringing visibil-
ity to studies that are inaccessible to the international research community due to
being published in local journals or languages other than English. The approach
taken in my study serves as one possible way to support this initiative.

4. Alternative courses of action

In this section, drawing on the ongoing discussions regarding systematic review,
open research, and the advancement in research tools, I will discuss potential
alternative approaches that researchers can take when conducting systematic
reviews in the future.

4.1 Further narrowing down the target journals

As discussed in the previous sections, Aoyamas (2026) review included both
international and Japanese domestic journals. In this systematic review, the
process of analyzing and attempting to balance these two distinct bodies of lit-
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erature made the inherent difficulties of such approach. This experience suggests
possible alternative solutions. It may be possible to create a synthesis that reflects
findings from a wider range of research contexts by first conducting multiple
small-scale, focused, and comprehensive systematic reviews, each with a clearly
defined objective. These individual reviews could then be integrated through a
bottom-up approach, a process known as a “second-order synthesis”, an approach
exemplified by Plonsky’s (2023) study in SLA, which synthesized 308 systematic
reviews to examine sampling and generalizability.

Context-specific reviews, such as the one introduced in this chapter, offer
significant advantages to the field. They make it possible to synthesize research
written in non-English and provide a perspective that is thoroughly informed by
the background of the specific research context. In line with this approach, sev-
eral systematic reviews have examined English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and
wider English language education research conducted specifically within Japan,
frequently analyzing articles from key domestic journals. These reviews aim to
understand the distinct characteristics and trends in Japanese research, which
may diverge from global patterns or appear in publications less visible in interna-
tional databases.

Examples include Mizumoto etal. (2014), who reviewed articles in the
Annual Review of English Language Education in Japan (ARELE) from 1990 to
2013, identifying themes, methods, research outcomes, and conducting a meta-
analysis of effect sizes. Aoyama et al. (2018) performed a systematic review cen-
tred on quantitative reporting practices within ARELE, evaluating them against
international guidelines. Honda et al. (2018) offered a retrospective systematic
review of articles in the KATE Journal (1985-2017), coding methodological fea-
tures and tracking thematic changes over time. Additionally, Aoyama (2022) car-
ried out a preliminary review of motivation research specifically in ARELE to
grasp trends in this area within the Japanese context. More recently, Hiromori
etal. (2024) systematically reviewed motivation studies across three major
domestic journals (ARELE, JACET Journal, and JALT Journal), notably including
Japanese-language publications and focusing on extracting educational implica-
tions. Similarly, Aoyama (2022) reviewed L2 motivation study in ARELE journal.

The advantage of concentrating on a single research context like Japan is the
potential to explore local knowledge and context-specific findings often missed
by international reviews. This focused approach facilitates a detailed understand-
ing of research conducted domestically, highlighting patterns in theoretical frame-
works (e.g., the frequent application of Self-Determination Theory in some
domestic motivation research), preferred methodologies, common participant
groups (e.g., the significant representation of university students), and typical
reporting standards in local journals. Context-specific reviews are also better
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positioned to identify research addressing local educational policies or societal
changes, as suggested by Hiromori etal’s (2024) focus on domestic journals
addressing the local context, and to derive practical implications suited to the
particular teaching and learning environment. Analysing domestic journals thus
yields insights that enrich the understanding of the research field within that spe-
cific national context (see Chapter 1 of this book).

Furthermore, in addition to systematic reviews with a “country-in-focus” per-
spective, there are also review studies that target a single journal to understand
research trends on a more specific topic. For instance, Zhang et al. (2022) con-
ducted a systematic review of L2 motivation studies published in the journal
System, focusing specifically on research conducted in school settings. They dis-
cussed the significance of this topic and the implications for future research.

This suggests that accumulating focused systematic reviews, such as those
with a narrow journal scope, and then conducting a broader, overarching discus-
sion through a second-order synthesis could have a significant impact on the field
of Applied Linguistics. This methodological approach, therefore, warrants further
consideration.

4.2 Effectively analyze non-English studies

A central point of discussion in this chapter is how to handle research published
in languages other than English. When the objective of a systematic review is to
interpret the overall landscape of a research field, analyzing studies written in lan-
guages other than English presents significant challenges. For this reason, limiting
the analysis to English-language publications has, by necessity, become the main-
stream approach. However, what methods can be employed to overcome these
challenges and include local studies written in non-English languages in system-
atic reviews?

One potential solution is the effective utilization of generative Al The rapidly
changing technological development in this area has the potential to contribute
significantly to future systematic reviews, as recent advancements have made it
considerably easier to comprehend materials written in unfamiliar languages. In
their review of research in the Japanese context, Terasawa and Segawa (2025) also
note that recent progress in machine translation has substantially lowered the lan-
guage barriers that have hindered previous review studies, making it more feasible
to include non-English publications. While fully automating the literature collec-
tion and analysis processes with generative Al is not yet practical due to concerns
about coding consistency and reliability, which necessitate human involvement
(Clark et al., 2025; also see Chapter 17 of this book), it can certainly be utilized to
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better embrace the multilingual and multicultural nature of the field of Applied
Linguistics.

Another potential strategy is for researchers from diverse backgrounds to
collaborate on the analysis of studies conducted in different contexts. Stern and
Kleijnen (2020) suggest that instead of costly full translations, a more economical
solution is for reviewers to work with individuals who can read the language to
identify and extract the necessary information. Taking the example of L2 motiva-
tion, research contexts span numerous countries across the globe, including many
in Asia (Boo et al., 2015). By conducting systematic reviews that incorporate local
research within such global research topics, it becomes possible to gather and syn-
thesize a much broader range of insights on the subject.

5. Conclusion and future directions

In this chapter, drawing on my own example of a systematic review, practical
questions, dilemmas, and solutions that have emerged during the research process
are discussed. The research questions of the original study (Aoyama, 2026) are
specifically designed to address the identified gaps by exploring the complex and
dynamic changes in English language learners’ motivation in Japan, and its asso-
ciations with L2 motivation constructs as well as sociocultural factors within the
specific educational context.

Considering the study’s nature of putting emphasis on the inclusion of studies
conducted in a particular research setting, the discussions might not be directly
applicable to other systematic reviews in the field of Applied Linguistics. However,
I believe that the issues raized in this chapter need to be discussed more broadly
among the researcher community in the field of Applied Linguistics, in order for
the field to effectively summarize and synthesize the accumulation of research to
move forward.

Particularly, with diversifying and globalizing research trends involving the
presence of a more multilingual research in the field, it is essential that we further
consider how the nature of the field can be treated in systematic reviews. Revisit-
ing the practices of systematic reviews is another essential task for researchers in
Applied Linguistics. Since the 2000s, following early influential works in the field
(e.g., Norris & Ortega, 2000; Masgoret & Gardner, 2003), a substantial number
of systematic reviews and meta-analyses have been produced. It is now necessary
to analyze the methods employed in these past syntheses in order to discuss and
refine future approaches for conducting systematic reviews in Applied Linguis-
tics. In this regard, Chong’s (2025) SMART (Synthesis Methods and Reporting
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doi

doi

Tool) is an excellent initiative that deserves to be more widely known and utilized
within the field.

Furthermore, it would also be important that we capture how researchers in
the field perceive the issues discussed in this chapter. Particularly, from the view-
point of language choice and focus on local research contexts, it is crucial that we
listen to the voices of researchers from different contexts to explore the needs and
to better understand their perceptions about systematic reviews in the field.

6. Questions for discussion

- If you were to conduct a systematic review on a topic of your choice in
Applied Linguistics, what article search strategies and inclusion/exclusion cri-
teria would you establish? How would you address the issue of publication
language?

- Based on the nature of your chosen research topic, how well could you
explain and justify the rationale behind the approach you outlined above?

- Inyour own area of research, what is your understanding of the geographical
distribution of the studies being conducted? If you were to perform a system-
atic review in this area, are there studies from specific regions or works in
particular languages that you believe must be included to ensure a compre-
hensive analysis?

Further reading

Chong, S.W. (2025). Synthesis methods and reporting tool (SMART) for research syntheses in
Applied Linguistics. Research Synthesis in Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 17-38.

Chong (2025) presents the Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART), a comprehensive
guide for conducting and reporting high-quality research syntheses in applied linguistics. This
paper strongly reinforces the importance of incorporating diversity and reflexivity, serving as
an excellent methodological guideline for researchers aiming to capture a broader range of
research, including studies published in different languages and contexts.

Hampson, T., & McKinley, J. (2024). Systematic review, systematic bias? An example from EMI
research. Language Teaching, 1-9.

Hampton and McKinley (2024) offers a critical perspective on systematic reviews, arguing that
their positivist methodology and narrow focus can pose a risk by presenting an incomplete pic-
ture of a research field. This paper serves as an insightful reminder that as researchers, we must
be mindful of the paradigm that informs a systematic review and use its findings with explicit
criticality, rather than treating them as definitive conclusions for a broader research area.
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Terasawa, T., & Segawa, H. (2025). A critical review of L2 teaching and learning research in
Japan (2019-2023). Language Teaching, 58(3), 329-358.

Serving as a prime example of a country-in-focus approach, Terasawa and Segawa’s (2025)

paper offers a critical review of L2 teaching and learning research in Japan from 2019 to 2023.

It synthesizes findings from papers published in both English and Japanese, highlighting key

developments and challenges relevant to L2 teaching in Japan for a global readership.
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CHAPTER 15

Sing a song of synthesis

Harmony and discordances in preparing
a systematic review on the effects of songs
in second language education

Hamish Chalmers & Catherine Hamilton
University of Oxford

One of the key expectations of doctoral research is that it must contribute
original knowledge. Systematic reviews can demonstrate authoritatively
where gaps to be filled exist. This chapter describes a partnership between a
doctoral researcher and her supervisor (the authors) as they sought to
comprehensively map and evaluate the field of existing intervention
research on the effects of singing songs with young language learners on
their substantive linguistic outcomes. It will describe the thought processes
behind conducting a methodologically robust and ethically sound review,
outline the methodological challenges and solutions encountered while
locating, classifying, appraising and synthesising a heterogenous body of
research, and recount their experiences when submitting the review for
publication, where careful communication of their contra-orthodox
findings was required to satisfy a review panel of established researchers.

Keywords: systematic review, songs, music, language learning,
methodology

Background

This chapter explores the process of preparing a systematic review as part of a
doctoral student’s research journey. In particular, we describe how doctoral stu-
dent (CH), and her supervisors (HC, and Victoria Murphy), navigated the con-
ception, design, execution and publishing of a systematic review exploring the
substantive linguistic effects of using songs for teaching young language learners,
which formed the first phase of the doctoral project. Prior to embarking on her
project, CH had identified a mismatch between practitioners’ strongly held beliefs
about the effectiveness of using songs for teaching young language learners and
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the apparently much less strong evidence base to support that position (Hamilton
& Murphy, 2023). Using songs in the languages classroom is a popular approach
with teachers of foreign languages in England (ibid.) and internationally (Garton
et al., 2011; Harris & O’Leary, 2009). Surprisingly, according to previous litera-
ture reviews (Davis, 2017; Sposet, 2008; Werner, 2020) there appeared to be scant
evidence from robust research to underpin teachers’ pedagogical decisions about
the judicious use of songs for the purpose of achieving linguistic outcomes. Thus,
there appeared to be a clear case for robustly assessing whether the centuries of
‘folk pedagogy’ (Bruner, 1996) that promoted a perceived benefit of using songs to
achieve linguistic outcomes could be stood up by research evidence.

The reviews by Davis (2017), Sposet (2008), and Werner (2020) had not
been conducted in a wholly transparent or systematic way, and, importantly, had
not included systematic appraisal of the methodological quality of the assem-
bled primary research. Therefore, despite their general conclusions that ‘songs
work; it was impossible to ascertain the strength of the evidence upon which that
claim was based. The systematic review that ensued, therefore, was conceived to
address two aims. First, we sought to ascertain the extent and nature of interven-
tion research investigating the effects on linguistic outcomes of using songs with
school-aged learners of second or foreign languages. Second, we aimed to assess
what could be reliably concluded from that body of evidence, through a narrative
synthesis of the research and an accountable approach to appraising methodolog-
ical quality.

Eligible studies were those conducted in preschool, primary or secondary
schools, in which songs or nursery rhymes were delivered as whole-class inter-
ventions, and which measured substantive linguistic outcomes. These outcomes
were defined as any measure of vocabulary, grammar, speaking, listening, reading,
or writing. CH’s prior (non-systematic) reading of the relevant literature had
exposed very few primary studies in this area, and an apparent paucity of robust
experimental designs in particular. We therefore did not wish to bias the review
by excluding potentially relevant work based on research design, language of pub-
lication or publication status (i.e. theses or peer-reviewed articles).

Following a search of relevant English, Spanish, French and German lan-
guage databases, 1862 abstracts and 89 full texts were screened, resulting in 60 eli-
gible intervention studies published in 23 countries between 1979 and 2021. Given
the heterogeneity of participants, methods and outcome measures in the included
works, we conducted a narrative synthesis of the findings, rather than a meta-
analysis. Most of the assembled studies made positive causal claims about the
relationship between using songs and linguistic outcomes. However, our formal
assessment of the methodological quality of that body of evidence, conducted
using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT; Hong et al., 2018), suggests
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that it is impossible to draw any firm conclusions about the veracity of those
claims. The cumulative weight of evidence, therefore, is limited in its capacity to
help teachers or policymakers make evidence-informed decisions about related
practice. Our completed review (Hamilton, Schulz, Chalmers, & Murphy, 2024)
makes the case for conducting further robustly designed and reported interven-
tion research to better inform our collective understanding of the linguistic effects
of using songs or nursery rhymes for teaching languages to young learners.

The following section outlines the principles and motivation for preparing
systematic reviews as part of a programme of doctoral research, and the method-
ological and ethical dilemmas we considered in doing so.

2. Methodological and ethical dilemmas

A systematic review is expected to provide an authoritative and comprehensive
synthesis of the existing body of knowledge on a given topic. As the Evidence for
Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI Centre) at the
UCL Institute of Education states:

The key features of a systematic review or systematic research synthesis are that:

- explicit and transparent methods are used

- itisa piece of research following a standard set of stages

- itisaccountable, replicable and updatable
... Systematic reviews aim to find as much as possible of the research relevant
to the particular research questions, and use explicit methods to identify
what can reliably be said on the basis of these studies. (EPPI Centre, 2019a,
n.p., emphasis added)

The emphasised text here underscores a crucial point: it is not sufficient to merely
assemble a body of literature pertaining to a specific research question. Rather, a
systematic review must also provide a synthesis of the evidence that can inform
relevant stakeholders of the reliability of that research, enabling readers to dis-
cern what conclusions can be drawn with confidence. As such, methodological
and ethical considerations are inextricably linked throughout the review process.
If the aim of a systematic review is to determine what can be reliably stated
about an area of inquiry, reviewers must assume an ethical responsibility to
ensure that any claims made are defensible in the light of the methods employed.
These methods include the strategies for identifying, selecting, analysing, and
interpreting relevant literature. This obligation arises not only from a scholarly
commitment to rigour and impartiality, but also from a duty to the end-users of
systematic reviews who rely on reviews to guide their decision-making.
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As Gough, Oliver, and Thomas (2012) observe:

[Flor policy makers, practitioners, and people in general making personal deci-
sions, engaging in mountains of individual research reports, even if they could
find them, would be an impossible task. Instead, they rely on researchers to keep
abreast of the growing literature, reviewing it and making it available in a more
digestible form. (pp.1-2)

Gough, Oliver and Thomas thus highlight the ethical imperative to conduct
methodologically robust systematic reviews. This entails clearly defining the
scope of the review so that the conclusions are understood in context, articulating
transparent inclusion and exclusion criteria so that readers understand how the
literature was selected, and evaluating the methodological quality of the included
studies. Methodological evaluation ensures that conclusions are informed not just
by the findings reported but also by an assessment of how well executed the
research was, and thus how trustworthy those findings are.

Before undertaking a systematic review, it is also necessary to determine
whether there is sufficient justification — or warrant — for conducting the review
at all. This includes ensuring that the review addresses a meaningful gap in
knowledge and that it will provide value to intended audiences. These consider-
ations are encapsulated in the notion of ‘avoidable research waste, which guided
our thinking in preparing this review.

2.1 Research waste and the ethics of conducting a systematic review

Isaacs and Chalmers (2025) articulate the principles behind the notion of ‘avoid-
able research waste’ in Applied Linguistics. They drew on a concept introduced
into the literature on ethical research in the field of healthcare (Chalmers &
Glasziou, 2009; Macleod et al., 2014), and which expanded the discussion of
ethics beyond the standard concerns (protecting personal data, ensuring partici-
pants come to no harm during the course of research, and so on) into a larger con-
ceptualisation of ethics: primarily the ethical considerations one must take into
account when deciding what to research and how. They proposed five potential
sources of avoidable research waste that must be accounted for when planning
and conducting any new research. These are:

- The relevance of the research question (i.e. are the research questions mean-
ingful and relevant to the stakeholders’ interests and concerns?)

- Necessity of the research and appropriateness of the design (i.e. is there gen-
uine uncertainty around the potential answer to the research question — more
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simply, does an answer to the research question already exist — and if so, is the
proposed research design well-suited to addressing the question robustly?)

- Research regulations and management (i.e. are regulatory and management
processes appropriate and consistent?)

- Publication and dissemination of results (i.e. on completion of the research,
are the findings properly disseminated to all relevant stakeholders?)

- Quality of reporting (i.e. is the research reported in a way that ensures readers
can fully understand how the research was conducted and thus be in a posi-
tion to critically evaluate its findings?).

(After Isaacs & Chalmers, 2025; Macleod et al., 2014)

If these five categories have not been appropriately considered when embarking
on new research (primary or secondary), and the answers to their related ques-
tions cannot be answered in the affirmative, then researchers risk conducting
wasteful research. Wasteful research is unethical research. Research always costs
something, whether that is in fiscal terms (the grants that fund research, which
ultimately often come from the public purse), or in terms of time, effort and
opportunity on the part of those involved in the research. It is, therefore, unethical
to conduct research that squanders these limited resources. It was our intention
when embarking on this project to adhere as closely as possible to a framework
that minimised waste in the process and thus maximised the contribution our
review stood to make.

For the purpose of conducting the systematic review discussed here, we had
most control over the first, second, and last categories in the taxonomy of waste
outlined above. That is, we were in a position to ensure that the question driving
the review was meaningful and relevant; we were able to make an informed deci-
sion about how necessary our review was likely to be, and to decide carefully on
a design that would robustly address the question we asked; and we could ensure
that it was reported such that readers would understand what we did and how we
did it, all of which we will elaborate on in Section 3, ‘Course of action’

2.1.1  The relevance of the research question

Applied research is always conducted with an end user in mind. For example, in
Applied Linguistics research there is an expectation, inter alia, that research will
help teachers and other educators to understand how languages are most effec-
tively taught and learned. There is an expectation that addressing questions of
efficacy in language teaching will inform, and hopefully improve, decision mak-
ing by the relevant policy makers and practitioners. Applied Linguistics research
that demonstrates an understanding of what these groups see as priorities around
their practice stands to produce better, more impactful, less wasteful (and there-
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fore more ethical) research. Developing a good understanding of the priorities of
the intended audience helps to avoid doing research that is likely to go to waste
because it addresses questions that no one is interested in. It helps researchers to
understand what outcome measures these groups value and take this into account
when planning research. Ultimately, research informed by user priorities is more
likely to effect positive change. Researchers, therefore, should aim to under-
stand what priorities and uncertainties exist among their intended audiences and
address research questions that matter to them. This is just as important for new
secondary research (or research synthesis) as it is for new primary research.

HC and CH have both been languages teachers and thus have at least some
first-hand knowledge of the kinds of things languages teachers consider impor-
tant. HC was a primary school teacher in the international sector, whose pupils
were, in the majority, EAL learners. He regularly sang English language songs
with his pupils. CH was a secondary school teacher of French and English, then
founded an organisation called Babel Babies, where preschoolers explored the
languages of the world through multilingual songs and stories. We both felt that
using songs in this way was a good use of our time. In addition to being fun activ-
ities that our young learners seemed to enjoy, we assumed that there was a more
utilitarian educational purpose at play. We chose to sing songs with our learners
in part because we felt that songs were an effective medium by which to present
and rehearse foreign language topics, vocabulary, and grammar. In short, we felt
that using songs helped children to learn new languages.

When CH started the research agenda that culminated in her doctoral pro-
ject, she surveyed other teachers to find out how and why they use songs with
young learners (Hamilton & Murphy, 2023). Through questionnaires and inter-
views with early education practitioners, she found that they held strong beliefs
about the effectiveness of songs “for teaching content, establishing classroom rou-
tines, and supporting pupils’ linguistic and social development” (p.1488). She also
began to look carefully at research that might underpin those beliefs. In her non-
systematic engagement with the literature, the research she found tended to be
poorly theorised, questionably conducted, self-referential, and ultimately uncon-
vincing. This was especially true for the idea that songs are effective in promot-
ing linguistic development. Thus, there seemed to be a clear sense of collective
uncertainty around what can be reliably concluded about the educational effects
of singing songs with young language learners. The significant enthusiasm she
observed among teachers and their belief that songs were not just a good way but,
in some cases, a superlative way to teach languages did not seem to be supported
by the research that she was aware of. Consequently, there appeared to be a strong
warrant for finding out if the research she was aware of was reflective of the field
in general, and whether engaging in an exhaustive search, evaluation, and synthe-
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sis of the relevant evidence could reliably inform practice. This brings us to the
second category of avoidable research waste: necessity and design.

2.1.2 Necessity of the research

In addition to understanding whether the users of research are likely to find the
questions it addresses to be meaningful and relevant, researchers should ensure
that addressing those questions is necessary. In essence, this means understanding
whether an answer to the question already exists. Conducting new research that
addresses a question to which an answer is already known, or conceivably known,
is a waste of resources and, thus, ethically questionable. This is where the impor-
tance of well-conducted systemic reviews, and using existing reviews to inform
decisions about new systematic reviews, comes into play.

The importance of systematic reference to existing evidence before conduct-
ing new research has long been understood. Though not the first to use the apho-
rism, Issac Newton remarked in 1675 that “If T have seen further it is by standing
on the shoulders of Giants” (quoted in Turnbull, 1959, p.416). More recently,
Moher et al. (2010) recommend that “at a minimum, the discussion [of the find-
ings of a new study] should be systematic and based on a comprehensive search”
(p-48). Clarke et al. (2024, p.212) are more prescriptive: “Plans for new research
should use systematic reviews of relevant existing research to provide the scien-
tific and ethical justification for the design and conduct of new studies.” This prin-
ciple (applied here to new primary research) is no different for systematic reviews.
The Preferred Reporting Standards for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) statement (Page et al., 2021, n.p.) urges authors planning new system-
atic reviews to “describe the current state of knowledge and its uncertainties [and]
[i]f other systematic reviews addressing the same (or a largely similar) question
are available, explain why the current review was considered necessary””

We located three reviews that had addressed the same or similar questions
that were motivating CH’s doctoral project. The oldest of these (Sposet, 2008)
describes itself as a bibliography of research on the role of music in second lan-
guage acquisition. It does not include information about the search and selec-
tion processes, nor what constituted eligible evidence. Fifteen of the 23 included
studies asserted positive outcomes associated with using music for second lan-
guage acquisition. However, the review did not include an appraisal of study qual-
ity, thus complicating critical appraisal of the overall conclusions of the review.
Davis (2017) conducted what he called a ‘critical review’ of the evidence on using
songs in young language learners’ classrooms. He found nine eligible studies and
concluded that there might be pedagogical value in using songs. While Davis
summarised his search and selection strategy, this lacked the detail necessary to
faithfully replicate it and appeared limited in scope. Like Sposet (2008), Davis
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did not conduct a quality appraisal of the research he assembled. Thus, critical
evaluation of his conclusions was not possible. The most recent review (Werner,
2020) was the most robustly reported. Werner stipulated that only experimental
or quasi-experimental research that assessed the effects of “lyrics-based” (p.139)
instruction on different elements of language proficiency was eligible. He only
searched Google Scholar and “the archives of SLA journals” (p.143), but did not
say which ones. The 28 studies that Werner located draw a mixed picture. While
generally concluding that songs have a positive effect on some areas of language
learning, Werner notes that songs appear to be no better than alternative ways
of teaching. He, like Sposet and Davis, did not include a formal quality appraisal
of the assembled research. He did, however, note methodological shortcomings,
such as a lack of pre-testing of comparison groups, trivially short durations of
interventions, lack of delayed posts-tests, lack of statistical controls, and failure to
describe the interventions being evaluated. None of the previous reviews included
reports of research that had been published in languages other than English.

From our reading of these reviews, we concluded that a new and updated
review was warranted. The previous reviews did not report their methods in suf-
ficient detail to understand them fully or to faithfully replicate them, they were
limited in scope to only studies published in English, and they left questions about
the level of trust we can put in their overall conclusions because they did not
appraise the methodological quality of the assembled research. Aspects like qual-
ity appraisal and full and transparent reporting of search strategies are elements
of good systematic review design, which brings us to the second part of this cate-
gory of research waste.

2.1.3 Appropriateness of review design

In their taxonomy of avoidable research waste, Isaacs and Chalmers (2025) stress
the importance of adopting a design appropriate for addressing the question that
the study seeks to understand. If the design cannot adequately address the ques-
tion, it is wasteful and unethical. CH observed this problem in some of the pri-
mary studies she came across in her non-systematic reading of the literature and
from scrutinising the primary studies reported in the three reviews summarised
above. In the main this was research that purported to address questions of
causality using designs that are not well-suited to identifying causality: case stud-
ies of single groups of learners, with no comparison, for example. As with primary
research, so with secondary.

If we are to agree with the EPPI Centre (20193, n.p.) that systematic reviews
should “find as much as possible of the research relevant to the particular research
questions, and use explicit methods to identify what can reliably be said on the
basis of these studies,” then we must ensure that we adopt a design capable of
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doing so. Robust systematic review design is (or should be) well known. Organ-
isations like Cochrane, the EPPI Centre, the Campbell Collaboration, and the
Joanna Briggs Institute, all well-regarded, longstanding producers of systematic
reviews, have provided methods guidance for producing high-quality system-
atic reviews for decades. Nonetheless, despite this well-established history, it is
unusual to find these meticulous methods adopted, or adopted in full, by system-
atic reviewers. Indeed, Ioannidis (2016) laments the state of the art with regards
to rigour in the design of systematic reviews. He describes “massive production
of unnecessary, misleading, and conflicted systematic reviews” (p.485) which are
often flawed in their “design, conduct, analysis, and reporting” (p.501). loanni-
dis was speaking in the main about systematic reviews of healthcare research, but
the situation is no better in Applied Linguistics. Methodological audits of sys-
tematic reviews and meta-analyses in Applied Linguistics (Chalmers, Brown, &
Koryakina, 2024; Vuogan & Li, 2024) have found serious shortcomings in the
design, conduct, and reporting of much of this type of research.

We wanted to ensure our systematic review adhered as closely as possible to
best practices in the field and avoided the shortcomings we had witnessed in other
reviews. As we have noted, there is a great deal of guidance on systematic review
design from organisations like Cochrane (Higgins et al., 2024), the Campbell Col-
laboration (Aloe et al., 2024), the EPPI Centre (EPPI Centre, 2019b), and the
Joanna Briggs Institute (Aromataris et al., 2024). All provide information about
the design elements they consider to be important to include when planning and
conducting a systematic review. While there is minor variation in the specifics
expounded by each of these organisations, and variation related to the type of sys-
tematic review proposed, all tend to coalesce around a common series of items
that should be included in any systematic review. Conveniently, this series of items
is condensed and laid out in the PRISMA reporting guideline, which brings us to
the third category of avoidable research waste: quality of the reporting.

2.1.4 Quality of the reporting (and by extension the method)

“It must be assumed [...] that any study being considered in terms of trustwor-
thiness has been fully and clearly explained. If [the report is] not clear then the
reader is justified in assuming the worst. Put simply, a poorly described study can-
not be trusted” (Gorard, 2015, p.2). A study that cannot be trusted because it has
not been transparently reported is a study that is wasteful and unethical. Any-
one who has prepared a systematic review will have been frustrated by the way so
much primary research is reported: abstracts that merely hint at how the research
was conducted and what it found, methods sections that do not describe the sam-
ple in any detail, missing statistical information, incomplete outcome data, and
even a failure to describe the interventions being evaluated. This matters. Espe-



Chapter 15. Sing a song of synthesis

301

cially for research synthesists, who rely on complete and transparent reporting
to make informed decisions about the eligibility of a study for their synthesis
and, if eligible, have the information they need to understand it, critically evalu-
ate it, and synthesise it with other similar studies. Research synthesists must be
equally vigilant with their own reporting to avoid producing work that cannot be
fully understood, and which, therefore, leaves questions about what it contributes.
Both primary and secondary researchers are helped in ensuring that key infor-
mation is not omitted from their reports when they adhere to industry-standard
reporting guidelines.

Reporting guidelines are defined by the Equator Network (an organisation
that creates, curates, and disseminates guidelines for a multitude of different
research designs) as a minimum list of information needed to ensure a research
study can be understood by a reader, replicated by a researcher, and used by a
practitioner to make practice decisions (Equator Network, n.d.). We wanted to
ensure that we adhered as closely as possible to the industry standard in our
review, to avoid charges of committing the same reporting missteps that we have
levelled at others. More importantly, adhering to the industry standard would
maximise the possibility that our review would make a meaningful contribu-
tion to the state of knowledge, and be amenable to fair critique, replication, and
extension. The industry standard for systematic reviews is PRISMA. PRISMA is
a checklist of 27 items that should be addressed in the manuscript of a system-
atic review. It includes basic administrative items, such as identifying the report
as a systematic review and providing a statement of its objectives. It also includes
requirements for more detailed information about the methods and procedures.
For example, full information about eligibility criteria, the search and selection
strategy, outcomes for which data were sought, trustworthiness appraisal, and the
rationale for the method of synthesis. One of the advantages of using PRISMA
as a guideline for reporting is that it has a wash-back effect on the method. That
which must be reported, must first be conducted. PRISMA was created (and is
monitored) by an international group of experienced evidence synthesists and is
explicitly endorsed by around 200 journals and editorial organisations (PRISMA,
2025). Using PRISMA as our guide, we could be more confident that our review
would be conducted to internationally recognised standards and reported clearly
and comprehensively.

2.2 Summary of ethical concerns

To summarise: we conceptualise ethics in the context of preparing systematic
reviews as an obligation on the part of reviewers to produce robust and defensible
syntheses that are conducted in the spirit of maximising informative potential
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while ameliorating sources of avoidable research waste. To do otherwise is to risk
producing syntheses that cannot reliably inform policy and practice, which com-
pound uncertainty associated with the primary research synthesised, and which
waste time, energy and resources. For our systematic review, this meant aspiring
to ensure that (a) the question we addressed was meaningful to teachers, (b) the
review was warranted on the basis of existing research, (c) that our methods were
comprehensive and robust, and (d) our research was completely and transpar-
ently reported. Our aproach to this is explored further in Section 3.

3. Course of action

Having outlined our disposition on the methodological and ethical issues around
conducting research syntheses, we turn to the specific approaches we adopted
for this review, with a focus on areas that we felt deserved particular attention:
exhaustive searching, and appraisal of the methodological quality of the assem-
bled literature.

3.1 Approach to synthesis

We used a systematic review design (see Section 7 overview), with narrative syn-
thesis. Systematic reviews as operationalised by, inter alia, Gough, Oliver and
Thomas (2012) and Petticrew and Roberts (2006), and which are informed by fol-
lowing PRISMA guidelines (Page, et al. 2021), provide a strong basis for informing
policy and practice. They demand meticulous attention to method and pro-
vide a commonly understood and well-regarded framework for complete and
clear reporting. We elected to synthesise our findings narratively, as the diverse
methodological nature of the research that met our inclusion criteria did not lend
itself to statistical synthesis.

We will not rehearse the minutiae of conducting a PRISMA-guided systematic
review here, as this method is well known (though not always well-adhered to),
can be easily accessed, and is described in detail in the paper (Hamilton et al.,
2024). However, we feel further commentary on our approach to searching for
eligible literature and our method of quality appraisal is warranted, as these were
two areas of concern associated with previous syntheses on the topic.

To provide context, the research questions we aimed to address were as fol-
lows:
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RQu: What is the extent and nature of intervention research investigating the
substantive linguistic effects of using songs to teach second or foreign lan-
guages to young learners in formal education contexts?

RQ2: What can be reliably concluded from intervention research identified in
RQ1 about the effects of using songs with young language learners on sub-
stantive foreign language learning outcomes?

By aiming to assemble, describe, and evaluate as close to the totality of existing
intervention research as possible, we hoped to avoid the biases associated with
selective reporting, and thus provide as complete and authoritative summary of
the evidence as we were able. It is common to find systematic reviews that explic-
itly exclude publications in languages other than English (e.g. Nitami & Santosa,
2024; Du & Daniel, 2024; Arslan, 2020). We believe that explicit exclusion of
non-English language publications risks locating a biased sample of the evidence,
rather than its totality. Our review team contained speakers of French, German
and Spanish as well as English. Accordingly, we constructed comparable search
strategies in all these languages, and applied the search to relevant French, Ger-
man and Spanish language bibiliographic databases, in addition to English lan-
guage databases. While far from exhausting the possible languages of publication,
this went some way to addressing linguistic bias. In addition, it is common to find
English language abstracts for studies published in other languages. We commit-
ted, therefore, to recruiting the help of speakers of languages not represented in
our review team to screen and extract data from any publications where an Eng-
lish language abstract suggested an otherwise non-English report might be eligi-
ble. In the event, we found five studies to which this applied. Whilst we cannot
claim that the review is truly multilingual, it nonetheless demonstrates a way for-
ward for addressing the long-standing monolingual English bias in research syn-
thesis in Applied Linguistics.

In Section 2.1.3 we outlined the importance of following PRISMA guidelines.
For us, this began by preparing the review protocol following the PRISMA exten-
sion for protocols (Moher et al., 2015) and registering this on IDESR.org, a sys-
tematic review protocol registry. There is no space to elaborate on the importance
of prospective protocol registration here. Suffice it to say that doing so helps to
protect against ‘questionable research practices’ (Isbell et al., 2022) and provides
an audit trail by which we, as authors, can be held to account for our methods
(Petticrew & Roberts, 2006; Gough, Oliver, & Thomas, 2012).

As a part of that process, we needed to choose an appropriate approach to
appraising the quality of the eligible research. In Section 2.1.2 we remarked on the
tendency for this important component of research synthesis to be omitted by
systematic reviewers in Applied Linguistics, and how a systematic review without
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this component is incomplete. It was important to us that we did not replicate this
error in our own work. Moreover, we wanted to ensure that we did so in a way
that was systematic, transparent and accountable.

For this, we turned to formalised appraisal tools to guide our decision mak-
ing. The advantage of using published appraisal tools is that they provide a clear
taxonomy, transparent decision-making guidance, and, therefore, an accountable
approach to this component of the systematic review process. There are an enor-
mous number of such tools available to reviewers, each of which tend to be suited
to specific research designs. However, since we were not excluding studies based
on their design (as long as they asserted causal relationships between using songs
and substantive linguistic outcomes), we expected to find studies that use a vari-
ety of methods. Consequently, we chose to use the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool
(MMAT; Hong et al., 2018).

The MMAT allows reviewers to appraise studies that include multiple or
‘mixed’ data collection methods, such as combining quantitative measures of
vocabulary acquisition and observational data of children’s engagement with
songs to draw conclusions about their effects. Its multifaceted framework facil-
itates the comparison of quality across studies that take different approaches to
data collection. This was preferable to splitting papers into their respective qual/
quant parts and ignoring their holistic nature when drawing conclusions, or to
using multiple appraisal frameworks to assess quality and then trying to draw
conclusions about the literature as a whole.

Despite its appropriateness to the task, using the MMAT does not come
without challenges. As discussed in Section 2.1.4, the quality of reporting in pri-
mary studies is often a barrier to understanding exactly what authors did, and
to extracting the data necessary to adequately synthesise a collection of related
studies and confidently assess their quality. This raised an interesting ethical issue
about whether a ‘reporting quality’ threshold should be considered as a crite-
rion for inclusion. However, as our review aimed to provide a comprehensive
overview of relevant research, we decided that reporting quality would not be a
reason for exclusion. Understanding the methodological quality of included stud-
ies is important to understanding the strength of the gathered evidence, and the
methodological state-of-the-art in the field generally.

Another challenge related to the provenance of the tool. As with much of
the existing literature concerning systematic review methods, the MMAT was
developed by healthcare researchers. We are of the opinion that robust design for
asserting causal relationships is domain-general, not domain-specific. That is, the
principles of robust causal design are independent of the specific interventions
being evaluated. It does not matter whether you are comparing the relative effects
of healthcare interventions or of educational interventions: aspects like baseline
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equivalence of comparison groups, adequate scale, representativeness of the sam-
ple, and rates of attrition apply equally. However, when it came to submitting the
review for publication, we found that not everyone shares this disposition. Peer
reviewers were unhappy about the choice of a ‘medical appraisal tool’ to assess
an educational body of research. In our view, they erroneously conflated ‘med-
ical’ with ‘basic science’ (only a small part of healthcare research) rather than
‘applied science’ (a much larger aspect of healthcare research and methodologi-
cally much more similar to applied social science). These comments were a mis-
understanding of how the MMAT can be applied (and indeed has been applied)
to research from any paradigm or field. The principles of good research apply
regardless of topic or context. A fair comparison is a fair comparison, and a trans-
parent write-up is a transparent write-up. Nonetheless, it took months of persua-
sion to overcome this methodological clash of philosophies and to see the review
published. This has highlighted for us the need for our field to produce trust-
worthiness appraisal tools designed by and for applied linguists in the hope that
this will head off this type of ad hominem criticism and instead allow our field to
concentrate on the quality of the research on the basis of widely understood and
widely applicable methodological characteristics.

The final document was written up in full adherence to PRISMA 2020, and as
such we hope that it addressed the concerns we have raised about reviews being
only partially reported and questionably conducted. In addition, we shared our
data, either in the published manuscript or as supplementary materials, including
the decisions we made when appraising quality.

4. Alternative courses of action

Since conducting the review, we have been made aware of education-specific
quality appraisal tools (Gorard, 2024; EEF, 2019). Should we need to update the
review in the future, we may consider using one of these instead of the MMAT.
This is not because we think the MMAT is inappropriate. It is because using a tool
designed by and for education researchers might help to remove conceptual and
philosophical barriers to communicating quality appraisal effectively, and thus
allow for focus on the substantive message of the research rather than the (in
our view, erroneous) criticism of the tools that helped produce that message, as
described in Section 3. Alternatively, at the time, we might have considered creat-
ing a bespoke appraisal tool for the purposes of our systematic review, or using
multiple tools, each for different designs (e.g. the Cochrane Risk of Bias2 tool
(Cochrane, 2019) or ROBINS-I (Moore, Dwar, & Flemyng, 2023) for randomised
trials and non-randomised comparisons, respectively). However, these courses of
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action would have led to several issues that had potential to reduce the reliability
of our review. Using multiple appraisal tools compromises the common frame of
reference provided by the MMAT, and developing a bespoke tool would require
rigorous validity and reliability testing, which was beyond the scope of CH’s doc-
toral project.

Returning to the points made in Section 2.1.1, where we discussed the impor-
tance of user involvement in setting research questions, there is a good case for
involving research users directly in the systematic review process. Gough, Oliver
and Thomas (2012) devote a chapter of their book An Introduction to Systematic
Reviews to demonstrating the importance of stakeholder perspectives and partic-
ipation in reviews. In that chapter they outline ways in which stakeholders can
(and should) be involved in the entire review process, from setting review ques-
tions, through defining meaningful outcomes, to disseminating findings. Again,
the constraints of conducting a doctoral project precluded this level of stake-
holder involvement at the time, but it is something we would hope to build into
future reviews we undertake.

5. Conclusion

By undertaking to conduct an extensive and methodologically robust systematic
review we were in a position to confidently address the uncertainty CH had wit-
nessed surrounding strongly held practitioner beliefs that using songs and nurs-
ery rhymes to teach second or foreign languages will provide clear advantages
for children’s linguistic development, and the nature of the research that might
substantiate this belief. While we did not find a clear answer to the question, we
have produced reliable evidence about the state-of-the-art on this topic, and thus
provide an evidence-based starting point for future related research. This bore
fruit immediately, as it provided the basis for the intervention study CH con-
ducted in the second phase of her project and thus allowed her to state with con-
fidence that her research made a novel contribution (the sine qua non of doctoral
research). We also learned that our contra-orthodox findings ran up against pre-
vailing beliefs and biases, which necessitated an extensive period of discussion
with reviewers to justify our findings. Primarily, the use of the MMAT raised
questions about the suitability of a ‘medical” appraisal tool for assessing research
conducted in educational contexts. However, it is our belief that good research
practice is independent of the subject matter, and that following a protocol to
develop a review that can be replicated is a valuable part of the research process.
We thus devised, in the published review and in collaboration with the reviewers
and editors, a way of explaining the thinking behind our review process that will
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potentially lead future systematic reviewers towards following clear protocols that
reduce research waste, and thus increase the ethical and methodological impacts
of systematic reviews in Applied Linguistics.

6. Questions for discussion

1. Do you agree that new research should be informed by the priorities of stake-
holders, or is there a case for research for its own sake?

2. Are we correct to say that the characteristics of experimental design apply to
all domains? Or is there something unique about experimental Applied Lin-
guistics research that requires us to apply different standards?

3. Does Applied Linguistics need its own set of reporting guidelines for primary
and secondary research, or can we borrow from other fields (e.g. CONSORT,
PRISMA)?

4. Does Ioannidis’ (2016) observation that his field is awash with “massive pro-
duction of unnecessary, misleading, and conflicted systematic reviews” reflect
the situation in Applied Linguistics?

Further reading

Chalmers, H., Brown, J. & Koryakina, A. (2024). Topics, publication patterns, and report-
ing quality in systematic reviews in language education. Lessons from the international
database of education systematic reviews (IDESR). Applied Linguistics Review, 15(4),
1645-1669.

This audit of systematic reviews in the field of language education analyses the contents of the
International Database of Education Systematic Reviews (IDESR.org), for their adherence to
PRISMA guidelines, and by proxy their methodological quality. It shows that adherence to
PRISMA is extremely varied, and that the majority of systematic reviews fall well short of the
highest standards of method and reporting. It offers suggestions for improving the state-of-
the-art.

Isaacs, T., & Chalmers, H. (2025). Reducing ‘avoidable research waste’ in applied linguistics
research: Lessons from healthcare research. Language Teaching, 58(2), 214-231.

This paper synthesises thinking from healthcare, education, and Applied Linguistics on the
concept of avoidable research waste. It defines five sources of research waste and describes ways
in which researchers can maximise the likelihood that they avoid these. This includes promot-
ing systematic reference to existing literature before conducting new primary and secondary
research as a way to improve quality, relevance and impact.

Gorard, S. (2024). Judging the relative trustworthiness of research results: How to do it and
why it matters. Review of Education, 12(1), Article e3448.
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This paper sets out the argument for why quality appraisal of primary research is important,
indeed necessary, when conducting research syntheses that aim to inform policy and practice
in the social sciences. It demonstrates why research synthesis is misleading when it does not
take into account evidence quality and provides a framework for quality appraisal that can be
used in Applied Linguistics.
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CHAPTER 16

The opportunities and challenges

of conducting a methodological review
on the applications of Q methodology
in Applied Linguistics

Nicola Morea & Hessameddin Ghanbar
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In this chapter, we reflect on the process of conducting a methodological
review on the applications of Q methodology in Applied Linguistics. In
particular, we focus on the methodological dilemmas and issues arising
from such work, and how these have been addressed. For example, we
consider issues around selecting qualifying empirical research, including
the anticipated challenge of delimiting what counts as an application of this
methodology, or distinguishing between an empirical study and a
theoretical study that uses a case exemplar. We also reflect on the challenges
of coding analytical approaches in a context characterised by frequent lack
of methodological transparency in published research. The chapter
concludes with a reflection on the lessons learnt during this process.

Keywords: Q methodology, Q-sort, methodological review, Applied
Linguistics

Background

In this book chapter, we reflect on the experience of conducting a systematic
review of the applications of Q methodology (Q) in Applied Linguistics (AL). The
idea of mapping the use of Q in the field originated from the second author in
July 2022; this resulted in a collaboration that lasted nearly 1.5 years and that led
to the publication of our efforts in December 2023 on the journal System (Morea

& Ghanbar, 2024).

This work can be considered a methodological review, and namely a system-
atic approach to “examine any methodological issues relating to the design, con-
duct and review of research studies and also evidence syntheses” (Munn et al.,
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2018, p.5). The justification for this work stemmed from two trends in the field. On
the one hand, we noticed a rise in empirical research in AL adopting Q to inves-
tigate subjectivity around language-related issues. In particular, we noticed a shift
from initial theoretical and unsystematic reviews which introduced the method-
ology to the field (Irie, 2014; Li, 2022; Mahmoodi & Yousefi, 2021; Thumvichit,
2022a) to the emergence of an increasing number of empirical studies, particularly
in areas related to language learners’ and teachers’ emotions (Fraschini & Park,
2022; Thumvichit, 2022b), motivation (e.g., Caruso & Fraschini, 2021; Fraschini
& Caruso, 2019) and pedagogical beliefs (e.g., Lundberg, 2019a, 2019b). On the
other hand, methodological reviews were also gaining momentum in the field
(e.g., Aryadoust, Ng, & Sayama, 2021; Plonsky & Ghanbar, 2018); this was cou-
pled with an increase in methodological reviews around Q methodology outside
AL; such as in education (Lundberg et al., 2020), healthcare (Churruca etal,,
2021), and across fields (Morea, 2022). Indeed, the time seemed ripe for such an
exploration.

Q is a research methodology developed in the 20th century in the field of psy-
chology with the aim of systematically studying human subjectivity (Stephenson,
1935, 1953). Operationally, it involves the design and administration of a sorting
activity, during which a small number of research participants rank-order a large
list of carefully selected statements on a pre-defined grid. These statements rep-
resent diverse perspectives on the topic under study. The sorting activity leads to
the creation of a Q-sort, namely a grid populated with the Q-set items ranked in
a way that best reflects each participant’s viewpoints and experiences on the sub-
ject. The sample of completed Q-sorts is then analysed using a Q-specific ana-
lytical approach referred to as by-person factor analysis. This process results in
the uncovering of a set of underlying factors reflecting shared configurations of
viewpoints held by clusters of participants. Through a quantitative examination of
each factor’s structure (the factor array) — often triangulated with qualitative data
from participant interviews conducted immediately after the sorting activity — a
more in-depth description and interpretation of each factor is provided. Through
this process, researchers systematically analyse and interpret the variety of partic-
ipant viewpoints, assigning conceptual meaning and structure to emergent pat-
terns. Through a combined analysis of Q-sort and interview data, they identify
shared perspectives among participants aligned with each factor. For more infor-
mation on Q, the authors recommend consulting Watts and Stenner’s introduc-
tory book (2012) or reading the brief yet comprehensive primer by Brown (1993);
an overview of each step of a Q study has also been provided in our recent
methodological review on Q (Morea & Ghanbar, 2024) (see the Further reading
section at the end of the chapter for more information).
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Q methodology thus offers a distinct yet well-suited approach for investigat-
ing subjective phenomena — including beliefs, experiences, identity, motivation
and emotions — all of which are central to AL research on language teaching,
learning and acquisition. Being quite distinct from other quantitative and quali-
tative approaches for exploring subjectivity (e.g., questionnaires and psychome-
tric scales, or interviews and focus groups), Q requires a range of decisions at
all stages of a study, from the identification of research questions, participant
recruitment, instrument design and refinement to data analysis and reporting. As
a result, exploring and mapping the applications of Q in AL could not only shed
light onto research domains in the field, but it would also allow us to evaluate its
uses and, where necessary, provide recommendations for future applications of
the methodology.

With this goal in mind, we embarked on a systematic database search to
retrieve empirical Q research focusing on language-related matters, and to evalu-
ate their contextual, methodological and data-analytical characteristics in order to
understand how Q had so far served the field. In line with this, we did not specify
any time period in our search, so that we could assess the potential growth of the
methodology over time. Guided by the PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 2021), we
selected a set of qualifying criteria, defined the datasets to be consulted (as well
as the search terms and strings), we drafted, piloted and refined a coding frame-
work, and we finally conducted a database search, resulting in the identification
of 55 eligible records.

The analysis of this sample of studies (N=55) immediately brought to the light
the rapid growth of Q in the field — as an example, more Q studies were published
between 2019 and 2022 than in the previous twenty years. The review also showed
that, whilst Q was being employed in a variety of areas within the field (e.g.,
language policy, language disorders, language education), most of the reviewed
studies explored language learners’ and teachers’ cognition, emotions and motiva-
tion. When considering the methodological characteristics of the reviewed stud-
ies, a key finding was the conspicuous and frequent lack of information related
to research design (e.g., any use of quality assessment procedures during Q-
set development) and data-analytical decisions (e.g., factor extraction, rotation
and retention procedures). Such finding clearly highlighted the need for more
methodological transparency when publishing Q research in AL. We hypothe-
sised that this trend may partially stem from limited familiarity with the method-
ology among journal editors and/or readerships, potentially leading to editorial
decisions to restrict more technical methodological details. However, we argued
that the relatively established status that Q methodology had gained in the field
did not justify such approach any longer.
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The above background information was intended to provide an overview of
the rationale and key characteristics of our study. In the following sections, we
examine the methodological challenges and dilemmas — both anticipated and
unforeseen — encountered during the design and implementation of this review.
Subsequently, we elucidate our approaches to these methodological dilemmas and
critically examine potential alternative solutions. This discussion serves two goals:
(1) to enhance readers’ understanding of challenges inherent to methodological
reviews, and (2) to propose actionable strategies for addressing such challenges.

Methodological and ethical dilemmas and issues

In this section, we present and discuss seven key dilemmas that emerged at differ-
ent stages of our methodological synthesis on Q. Four of these were issues that we
had anticipated and planned for during the design process, whilst the other three
represent unanticipated dilemmas that we faced only in later phases of the review.
Whilst each issue is presented below, the solutions we adopted to solve or reduce
them will be the focus of discussion of the next section.

Anticipated issues

Defining AL research

In the early stages of designing our review, we anticipated several difficulties
regarding the inclusion criteria and the retrieval of eligible records. In a review
aimed at mapping the applications of Q methodology in AL, the first anticipated
issue related to the challenge of defining what counted as Applied-Linguistic
research (also refer to Oxley, 2026, for a similar dilemma in relation to ‘English as
an additional language’). A key objective of systematic reviews is to obtain a sam-
ple of studies approximating the population of relevant research around the tar-
get domain (Plonsky, Sudina, & Hu, 2021). The relevance of each potential study
is typically assessed against a set of pre-defined inclusion or eligibility criteria.
Whilst the need of specifying one inclusion criterion related to the field (as well as
one related to the methodology being reviewed — more on this later) was imme-
diately clear, delimiting such borders was not straightforward.

Whilst there seems to be agreement in characterising the field of AL as broad,
interdisciplinary and concerned with real-world issues related to language, a con-
sensus on its definition and scope has not been reached (Berns & Matsuda,
2006). With a lack of a shared definition and thus delimitation of the field,
multiple potential approaches were possible. For example, one could embrace
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a more restrictive approach and only consider specific macro-areas of AL, such
as second/additional language research (thus excluding research into first lan-
guage acquisition and education); alternatively, one could adopt a more all-
encompassing approach that does not differentiate based on the nature of the
language under scrutiny. Within the latter approach, one could draw a line
between sub-fields and exclude areas of inquiry where language is but one of the
foci (e.g., literacy acquisition and education, acculturation, language disorders),
or rather consider any areas of inquiry where language represents at least one of
the domains under scrutiny.

Defining Q research

A similar dilemma also emerged when trying to define what could be systemati-
cally considered as an application of Q methodology. Q being a complex method-
ology encompassing all stages of a study (i.e., research and instrument design,
sampling, data collection and analysis, data interpretation), there was not a single
way of operationalising what would qualify as a ‘Q study’ For instance, it is not
uncommon for the Q-sort method (also referred to as Q-technique) to be used
within a study that would otherwise not align with the procedures of Q method-
ology (see, as an example, Wiefferink, Vermeij, & Uilenburg, 2012, excluded from
our review). Moreover, some studies employing conventional Q methodologi-
cal procedures for data collection and analysis may not fully align with — or
even explicitly acknowledge — the epistemological foundations of the approach.
Finally, how should non-standard applications of Q be treated, such as single-case
and longitudinal research? We immediately recognised the challenge of estab-
lishing clear eligibility criteria to systematically distinguish between complete Q
methodology studies and those merely influenced by its approach.

Longitudinal and experimental Q research

Another dilemma related to the above issue related to the treatment of longitu-
dinal and experimental Q research, namely studies that employed Q as part of a
within-subject design involving multiple phases of data administration and analy-
ses over a period of time. The issue stemmed from how these studies would be
coded in relation to each of our two research questions.

Our study had two aims; firstly, to map the applications of Q in the field of
AL (e.g., tracking the rate of publications over the years, the publication type,
the areas in the field where the methodology was used) and, secondly, to provide
a rich description of the methodological and data-analytical characteristics of
the retrieved studies (e.g., participant sample, item sample, number of factors
extracted, criteria used for factor extraction, rotation and retention). Therefore,
the complication of how to treat longitudinal Q research was due to the fact that
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these studies involved multiple instrument administrations, datasets and analyses.
As such, the unit of analysis differed between our two research questions. Specif-
ically, a longitudinal study involving the administration of the same instrument
(Q-set) at two time points to the same sample of persons (which may still differ
due to participant withdrawal) would still count as a single unit for the purpose
of the first research question, but as two units for the second question. Specifi-
cally, more than one sets of data could be coded for variables relevant to the sec-
ond research question, such as sample size (which may or may not have differed
at each time point) or number of factors extracted (which may or may not have
differed at each factor analysis). In turn, this would result in an increased sample
size when answering the second research question, as well as problems of depen-
dence within this latter sample of studies.

Language-of-publication bias

A final anticipated dilemma concerned the language of publication of the eligible
records. Whilst there is a tendency for systematic reviews to focus only on
research published in English, the application of language restrictions during
database search may undermine the systematicity of the review process and pro-
duce bias (Pieper & Puljak, 2021). Consequently, it was important to define a strat-
egy in relation to the language of publication, and specifically to decide whether to
adopt a more systematic approach (for example by systematically including only
records in English or in specific languages) or to avoid applying any language
restrictions during the database search (also see Aoyama, 2026).

Unanticipated issues

Three main unexpected issues emerged in subsequent phases of the project,
namely during the screening, analysis and publication stages. As we did not fore-
see these dilemmas during the initial research design phase, each issue required
an ad-hoc discussion within the research team until a consensus was reached.

Accessing full texts

During the screening phase — namely when assessing a set of retrieved studies
against the inclusion criteria — one of the most frequent reasons for exclusion of
a record was the impossibility of retrieving its full text (8/30, or 27%, of excluded
records). This was due to paywalled publications for which we did not have insti-
tutional access, ranging from full books, book chapters, as well as journal articles.
The impossibility of accessing a relatively large body of research risked introduc-
ing unwanted bias into our sample of eligible studies.
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Unreported information

A second issue became apparent very early during the coding stage, and namely
the frequent lack of reported information related to methodological and analytical
decisions within our sample of eligible studies. Whilst we expected instances of
unreported data, we were surprised by the frequency and importance of these
omissions. As an example, in 34% (n=22) of the 65 factor analyses conducted
across our sample of 55 studies, no information was provided on the factor extrac-
tion method used (e.g., principal component analysis or factor analysis). Whilst
this represents a finding in itself and did not necessarily require any remedy from
the research team, it posed the question of the extent to which descriptive statistics
from variables with a high rate of missing values may indeed approximate the true
mean of the population of reference. Equally, it also led to discussions on whether
and to what extent data not explicitly mentioned in the main body of the text
could still be retrieved through other means, for example by analysing datasets
and outputs provided in the form of appendices and supplementary materials.

Time gap between study retrieval and publication

A final unanticipated issue emerged during the article submission process and
was related to the time gap between the study retrieval phase and the publication
of our methodological review. By the time we received the reviewers’ comments,
approximately 15 months had passed. As a result (and in line with the near-
exponential growth in published Q research in AL revealed in our study), new
relevant research had been published in the meantime, which was inevitably not
included in our review. In this context, should the original database search and
resulting analysis be re-conducted and revised? If so, what about new, potentially
eligible research that may appear during this revision, as well as peer-review and
publication, processes? These were questions that we had to ask ourselves as we
approached the publication of the review.

Course of action

In the previous section, we presented seven key issues that we encountered at dif-
ferent stages of the review, some which we had expected and planned for, and oth-
ers that we had not initially foreseen. Here, we discuss how we addressed each of
the seven issues. For clarity, these are reported in the same order as in the previ-
ous section. It is important to note that these courses of action were not the ‘right’
solutions to each problem, but rather one of many possible approaches that could
have been adopted in the context of our project and in light of the research team’s
capacity.
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Response to Issue One: Delimiting the field of AL

As previously mentioned, the lack of a shared definition of the field of AL required
careful consideration of how we might operationalise what counted as AL
research during the screening process. Our first step was to review and compare
several definitions of AL from different sources, such as the “What is AILA” sec-
tion on the International Association of Applied Linguistics website (AILA, n.d.),
the “About Applied Linguistics” section on the American Association for Applied
Linguistics website (AAAL, n.d.) and the “Aims & Scope” sections of the Research
Methods in Applied Linguistics journal (RMAL, n.d.). As a result of this review,
and in line with the aim of providing an overview of Q research that was as com-
prehensive as possible, we decided to embrace a broad definition of the field.
Accordingly, the field-specific eligibility criterion was worded as: “the study must
investigate a language-related phenomenon” (Morea & Ghanbar, 2024, p.4). We
thus included any empirical study where a language-related issue (regardless of
the nature of the language, e.g., first or second) was the focus of investigation of
at least one research question. This allowed us to include a wide range of studies
concerned with language, such as research on early literacy instruction (Kearney-
Edwards, 2016), on enhancing the quality of legal translations (Gao, 2019) and
on voice-hallucinations among deaf people (Atkinson et al., 2007). On the other
hand, we excluded any potentially eligible record where language was a related but
secondary focus, such as research into international students’ acculturation (e.g.,
Bang & Montgomery, 2013, not included in our review). Not all decisions were
straightforward, and any records were flagged if they required a discussion within
the research team to decide whether the inclusion criterion was met or not.

Response to Issue Two: Delimiting Q methodology

With regard to operationalising what could be considered as Q-methodological
research, the availability of published methodological syntheses on Q meant that
we could refer to how researchers had approached this issue. After a review of
the eligibility criteria from published methodological reviews on Q research in
various fields, we decided to follow the operationalisation adopted by Lundberg
et al. (2020) and Churruca et al. (2021), by which a study was considered eligible
if it employed both the Q-sort method for data collection and by-person factor
analysis for data analysis. This approach is clearly pragmatic. It does not concern
itself with assessing the extent to which a given study embraces the epistemo-
logical principles of the methodology, which, although important in principle,
would have been difficult to implement in practice. Rather, it defines the two most
important procedural characteristics of the methodology — the adoption of the
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Q-sort method and the use of by-person factor analysis — as the minimum crite-
ria for inclusion.

Response to Issue Three: Coding longitudinal and experimental Q research

Now that we had agreed on a clearly defined criterion for qualifying Q research,
we could devote our attention to the treatment of non-conventional applications
of Q methodology, and notably Q studies involving two or more phases of data
collection and analyses. As established in our prior discussion, these studies
would alter our unit of analysis. Consequently, we implemented distinct analytical
approaches for these cases, with the specific treatment determined by the partic-
ular research question under examination. Regarding the first question (i.e., the
mapping of the contextual characteristics of the reviewed studies), those records
were simply treated as individual studies. Conversely, when coding and analysing
the variables to answer our second research questions (i.e., the methodological
and data-analytical characteristics of our sample of studies), we separated each
record into multiple entries — or ‘components’ (Lundberg et al., 2020) — one
for each factorial analysis conducted. In practice, this meant creating a separate
row in our coding book for each additional analysis conducted within the same
record, and only entering data for the variables relevant to our second research
questions. This resulted in a sample size which was larger (n=65) than the num-
ber of records selected for the reviews (n=55).

Response to Issue Four: Language-of-publication bias

As previously mentioned, a possible source of bias in research syntheses is the
application of language restrictions during the database search, resulting in the
review of research only published in specified languages and, oftentimes, English.
To try to tackle this issue prior to the database search, we decided not to impose
any language restriction in our search string and to mobilise the multilingual
repertoire of the two authors (spanning English, French, Italian and Persian), so
as to include any study published in a language understood within the research
team. However, we did not find potentially eligible studies (after screening of
titles, key words and abstract) in languages known to the authors, and we had to
exclude three records which appeared in languages unknown to us. At that point,
we could only acknowledge this potential source of bias as a limitation of the
study. Ultimately, we realise that our chosen approach did not produce different
results from having included a language restriction either as an eligibility crite-
rion or during the database search, so alternative approaches may be preferable in
future reviews.
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Response to Issue Five: Accessing potentially eligible records
for full-text screening

A noticeable number of records eligible for full-text examination after screening
of title, abstract and key words were behind a paywall (n=8) and could not be
accessed through our institutions. As the project was not supported by a research
grant, it was not possible to purchase access to these publications. As a result, the
only available approach was to exclude inaccessible records from further screen-
ing and acknowledge this in the review.

Response to Issue Six: Missing information in selected studies

The unanticipated issue of missing information around key methodological and
data-analytical decisions in a noticeable proportion of our sample of studies did
not, in practical terms, have any effects on our analytical procedures, as we coded
these instances as missing data (i.e., coded as not reported). Nonetheless, to mit-
igate the risk of producing descriptive statistics that were biased due to the sys-
tematic exclusion of studies with missing information, we attempted to recover
unreported data wherever possible. Specifically, when output files or data were
made available (for example through repositories or as supplementary material),
a consultation of these allowed us to confidently retrieve some of the otherwise
unavailable information. One example of this was the retrieval of information on
the treatment of confounded Q-sorts, an important decision in a Q study and
one of the variables that we considered to answer our second research question.
Confounded Q-sorts are Q-sorts with a significant factor loading on more than a
factor, possibly resulting in higher inter-factor correlations when included in the
analysis. Even if in a noticeable proportion of the analysed studies this informa-
tion was not reported, we were able to determine the procedure that was used
(e.g., whether confounded Q-sorts were systematically excluded or included, or
whether an ad-hoc criterion was set to only exclude some of them) whenever out-
put tables with factor loadings were made available. This resulted in a reduction
of missing data for this variable to 37% of the total sample of studies. However, we
only used this approach in those cases where the missing information could be
retrieved with no degree of uncertainty. Whenever the available information did
not provide a univocal answer (i.e., we could not confidently establish a specific
methodological decision from the information we could retrieve), the data point
was coded as not reported.
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Response to Issue Seven: Keeping our review relevant

When our article was submitted to the journal System, approximately 12 months
had passed since the study retrieval and inclusion phases. As a result, our paper
had already aged even before being published. We were thus not surprised to see
this issue being flagged by one of the reviewers, who recommended us to con-
sider a way to update our review to make it more relevant by the time it would
be published. Whilst, on the one hand, a time gap between database search and
review publication is an inevitable feature of any research synthesis, we decided
to act on the recommendation in recognition of the significance of such gap and
the purpose of our review. We thus decided to conduct a second literature search
using the same criteria of the original but adding a time restriction as to only
include research published in the previous year. We were thus able to retrieve
an additional 14 eligible studies. Yet, rather than revising our initial analysis and
findings in light of this new sample, we decided to conduct a separate analysis
of this second literature search. The results from this new review were discussed
in a new sub-section of the discussion and compared with our original findings.
This additional analysis therefore sought to examine whether the trends identi-
fied in our primary analysis (including publication rates and disciplinary distrib-
utions) persisted throughout the extended timeframe — a pattern we subsequently
confirmed. Overall, whilst the decision to act on the reviewer’s recommendation
involved noticeable additional efforts, we considered it worth it as this addition
not only increased the relevance of our study but also provided an opportunity to
validate our findings.

Alternative courses of action

In the previous sections, we reflected upon some of the anticipated and unantic-
ipated issues that we encountered during this project. We acknowledge that the
way these issues were approached may not have been the only possible solutions,
and many were motivated by the context in which the project took place. Now, we
consider alternative courses of action and the potential impact they may have had
for the research synthesis.

Considering the scope of our review, a different approach could have been
adopted regarding the eligibility criteria for identifying Q studies. On the one
hand, we could have employed a less strict approach for operationalising Q
research, such as including any study employing the Q-sort method. On the
other hand, we could have considered including non-empirical research, such
as theoretical papers introducing the methodology to the field. These alternative
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approaches would have resulted in a larger sample of eligible studies. Further-
more, another potential benefit would have been the possibility to track the fre-
quency of different types of research over time. For example, one could have
tracked different phases of Q research in AL, such as the emergence of empirical
study from the foundations laid by initial theoretical works on the potential of Q
for the field. Similarly, we could have investigated whether, and to what extent,
applied linguists had become more or less conservative in their applications of
the methodology over time (e.g., by embracing or moving away from traditional
applications of the methodology in favour of methodological hybridisations).
Nonetheless, these alternative approaches would not have been without limita-
tions. Considering the lack of methodological reviews of Q in the field, as well as
the considerable number of eligible records retrieved, a counterargument could
have been made against the inclusion of studies that did not meet what Q method-
ologists may consider the minimum requirements to identify a Q-methodological
study as such. By so doing, the review would have thus conflated Q methodolog-
ical research with research inspired by Q methodology (see Wu & Morea, 2025,
for an example of a Q-inspired research design). Furthermore, these studies could
not have contributed to answering the second research question (“what are the
Q-specific characteristics of the selected studies?”), due to the lack of empirical
data and/or Q-specific data-analytical procedures. Ultimately, whilst acknowledg-
ing that other researchers might have favoured this alternative approach, we con-
sider our chosen course of action valid in light of the study’s research objectives
and the specific context in which the review was conducted.

The second alternative scenario we wish to consider is related to the availabil-
ity of funding to support the review project. Our project was not funded through
a research grant or other forms of funding, which posed some limitations on
our ability to access potentially eligible studies. As previously mentioned, fund-
ing availability would have allowed us to purchase paywalled records for which
we did not have institutional access. Additionally, we could have adopted a differ-
ent strategy for accessing records in languages not known to the research team.
One strategy could have been to employ research assistants proficient in the tar-
get languages or to utilise professional translation services. However, it should be
acknowledged that, as the search terms and string were in English, this alternative
approach might have only reduced, rather than removed, the bias from an over-
representation of research published in English.

Finally, since the publication of our methodological review, field-specific
frameworks for conducting rigorous research syntheses have become available. In
particular, the Synthesis Methods and Reporting Tool (SMART) (Chong, 2025),
a framework specifically designed to guide research syntheses in the field of AL,
could have been adopted to guide our project across all its stages. Although a pre-
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print of our publication was made freely available on the SSRN platform, an open-
access, peer-reviewed protocol could have been submitted prior to the database
search, detailing the type and aim of the project, its research questions and time-
line, and the intended approach for database search and reporting. Even though
we found PRISMA (Page et al., 2021) a useful protocol for informing our search
strategy and reporting, the SMART framework would have ensured alignment
with other field-specific research syntheses.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we reflected on the anticipated and unanticipated challenges
encountered when conducting a methodological synthesis Q methodology in AL.
These included defining inclusion criteria that effectively delimited both the tar-
get field and methodology under scrutiny. We also reflected on sources of bias
in retrieving a representative sample of studies aligned with the inclusion criteria
due to difficulties in accessing some records and in reviewing research published
in languages other than English.

Furthermore, methodological reviews pose challenges that distinguish them
from other types of secondary research. For example, although research syntheses
involve the creation of research teams able to cover multiple areas of expertise
(e.g., on the target domain of the review and on the research synthesis method-
ology itself, see Chong, 2025), methodological synthesis additionally require spe-
cialism in the methodology to be reviewed. In this regard, we believe that the
availability of field-specific frameworks for conducting different types of research
syntheses such as SMART will greatly help researchers in conducting this rela-
tively novel form of research synthesis.

We hope that this chapter has served the two purposes which it purported
to achieve: first, by offering valuable insights into the methodological review
process, including strategies for addressing both anticipated and emergent chal-
lenges; second, by potentially stimulating greater interest among applied linguists
in utilising Q methodology as an innovative approach for examining language-
related phenomena.

Questions for discussion
In consideration of the anticipated and unanticipated dilemmas that we encoun-

tered at different stages of our review, we propose five questions that researchers
interested in conducting a methodological review in AL should consider:
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1.  How would you delimit/operationalise the target domain/field (e.g., Applied
Linguistics)?

2. How would you delimit/operationalise the target research method and/or
methodology?

3. How could you limit any language-related selection bias?
How would you approach methodological information recurrently absent in
your sample of selected studies?

5.  What actions (if any) would you take in case of a significant time gap between
the database search and the review’s publication?

Further reading

Below, we propose what we consider to be four essential references for exploring Q methodol-
ogy, both within and beyond the field of AL.

Watts, S., & Stenner, P. (2012). Doing Q methodology research: Theory, method and
interpretation. Sage.

This book is a classic introduction to Q methodology. It is an accessible and simple read that
nonetheless provides an extensive coverage of both the epistemological and methodological
principles behind Q and the procedural characteristics of a typical Q study.

Brown, S.R. (1993). A primer on Q methodology. Operant Subjectivity, 16, 91-138.

This freely accessible article effectively exemplifies the data-analytical stages of a Q study
through a hypothetical example. Particularly useful to understand the process of Q-sort corre-
lation and by-person factor analysis.

Lundberg, A. (2019a). Teachers’ beliefs about multilingualism: Findings from Q method
research. Current Issues in Language Planning, 20(3), 266-283.

In our opinion, this empirical study exemplifies the potential of Q methodology for AL research.
Q methodology has been employed here to explore the beliefs about multilingualism of a
sample of primary school teachers in Sweden, revealing consensus as well as tensions among
teachers’ views of multilingualism and their professional beliefs about pedagogical approaches
around linguistic inclusion.

Morea, N. (2022). Investigating change in subjectivity: The analysis of Q-sorts in longitudinal
research. Research Methods in Applied Linguistics, 1(3),

This methodological review investigates the applications of Q in longitudinal and
(quasi-)experimental research across fields. It provides a practical overview of the key stages
of a traditional Q study before reviewing the characteristics of studies that have utilised the
methodology as part of a within-subject research design. The study also proposes and exempli-
fies a multi-method approach for the analysis of Q-sorts collected from the same participants at
multiple time points.
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This chapter presents a methodological reflection on a large-scale meta-
review commissioned by the British Association for Applied Linguistics.
Drawing on reflections from an early-career researcher perspective, we
discussed the interplay between human reviewers and Al-supported tools in
research synthesis in Applied Linguistics. The chapter is organised around
four themes: methodological robustness, workflow design, collaboration,
and researcher development, with a particular focus on the role of human
reviewers and Al-assisted tools and platforms in supporting these aspects.
Specifically, we reflected on how automatic tools enhanced efficiency of our
work and methodological rigour of the meta-review, while human judge-
ment remained central to meaning-making and decision-making.

Keywords: methodological reflection, meta-review, Al tools, research
synthesis, Applied Linguistics

Background

In September 2024, the British Association for Applied Linguistics (BAAL) com-
missioned a large-scale meta-review to address two fundamental questions: What
is Applied Linguistics? and What does Applied Linguistics do? A research team
was therefore formed to undertake this task. The team is led by Principal Investi-
gator Professor Sin-Wang Chong, with Co-Investigators Dongxia Nie and Qi Liu,
and supported by a College of Reviewers and an international advisory board
representing diverse expertise in the field of Applied Linguistics. The primary
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objective of the project is to map the intellectual landscape and methodological
practices of Applied Linguistics that examine how languages have been taught,
learned, used, and researched.

Given the scale, diversity, and interdisciplinary nature of Applied Linguistics,
a comprehensive analysis at the level of primary studies would be prohibitively
resource-intensive and methodologically complex, with a risk of partial or frag-
mented representation. We therefore opt for a meta-review approach, which is
also referred to as an “umbrella review”, “review of reviews” or “meta systematic
review” that focuses on synthesising existing research syntheses rather than pri-
mary studies (Chong, 2025; Chong & Plonsky, 2024). This approach is feasible
because the number of research syntheses is more manageable than the volume
of primary studies, with each review representing a body of primary research. As
such, it enables a higher-level analysis of key areas and thematic patterns within
the field. It is also appropriate in that Applied Linguistics has matured to a stage
where a sufficient body of research syntheses has been produced to support a sub-
stantive and systematic meta-review.

To operationalise these aims, we designed a comprehensive search and
screening procedure to identify relevant research syntheses in Applied Linguistics
(Chong et al., 2025). The final data search was conducted on 5 March 2025 across
four databases: Scopus, Web of Science, EBSCO, and APA PsycINFO. As a result,
10,858 records were identified and exported from the databases. Rayyan (Ouzzani
etal., 2016) was then used to help remove 3,581 duplicates, leaving 7,277 records
for title and abstract screening. At this stage, 5,014 records were excluded because
they did not meet at least one of the inclusion criteria. Full-text screening was con-
ducted via EPPI Reviewer (Thomas et al., 2023). We ended up excluding another
527 records after closer examination. Finally, 1,736 articles were retained for data
extraction and synthesis. At the time of writing, the first round of data extraction
is now nearing completion. Each article has been coded for its review type, broad
Applied Linguistics category, and specific Applied Linguistics topic. The next step
will be to analyse the data and present the results for the first stage.

The following sections are collective reflections from the team regarding var-
ious methodological stages up to data extraction. In addition to the procedural
workflow, the project generated methodological insights that extend beyond this
specific meta-review. A key insight was the distinctive advantage of human-AI
collaboration in large-scale research synthesis. In recent years, the capabilities of
Al-driven tools have expanded rapidly. Tools such as Elicit (Elicit, 2025) demon-
strate that automation now extends beyond basic text processing. Instead of merely
retrieving documents, these systems can analyse titles and abstracts, cluster studies
by similarity, generate preliminary relevance predictions, and identify informa-
tion from the texts based on predefined prompts. As Al tools become increasingly
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capable of supporting multiple stages of research synthesis (Abogunrin et al., 2025;
Marshall & Wallace, 2019), some have questioned whether human reviewers will
remain central to the process (Scherbakov et al., 2025).

Our experience suggests otherwise. Across all stages of the meta-review, we
made extensive use of Al-assisted tools, such as Rayyan for title and abstract
screening and EPPI Reviewer for full-text screening and coding. We also plan to
use EPPI Visualiser (Digital Solution Foundry and EPPI Centre, 2023) to pre-
sent our results and build a living database. They have undoubtedly streamlined
many aspects of this meta-review, including deduplication, relevance suggestions,
and automated agreement checking. At the individual level, team members also
used tools like ChatGPT and Elicit to help identify and crosscheck information.
However, the team agreed that human involvement remained not only unavoid-
able but indispensable. Therefore, the question is not whether human reviewers
could be replaced, but why they remain essential even as Al capabilities expand.
The sections that follow discuss four interrelated themes that emerged from our
methodological reflections: the role of human judgement in ensuring robustness,
the structuring of workflows, the value of collaboration, and the development of
human reviewers. As the team was composed primarily of early career researchers
working under senior guidance, the reflections are grounded in an early-career
researcher perspective.

2. Reflections from the team

2.1 Reflection on methodological robustness:
Why human judgement mattered

Research synthesis is built upon principles of comprehensiveness, systematicity,
and transparency (Plonsky et al., 2025), and in our project, a range of automatic
tools played an important role in supporting these aims. In terms of comprehen-
siveness, by enabling large-scale data retrieval, detecting near-duplicate records,
and highlighting potentially relevant information in the screening process, these
tools helped reduce the risk of missing or prematurely excluding relevant articles.
With respect to systematicity, the use of structured platforms such as Rayyan and
EPPI Reviewer enforced consistent workflows across all reviewers, standardised
the application of screening criteria, and ensured that records were handled in
a uniform and reproducible manner. For transparency, the aforementioned plat-
forms automatically documented every inclusion and exclusion decision, cate-
gorised reasons for exclusion, and generated agreement reports among reviewers
that made areas of interpretive divergence visible to the entire team. Thanks to
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these tools, our screening process remained fully traceable and independently
verifiable.

Taken together, these automatic tools, especially their AI-supported features,
enhanced the methodological robustness of the review. However, under the spe-
cific context of Applied Linguistics, an interdisciplinary field that values socially
situated, reflexive, and context-sensitive interpretations of language, Al alone
could not ensure conceptual clarity or relevance, as generative systems tend to
reproduce normative language patterns embedded in their training data (Révész
etal., 2025). Many records in our review required interpretive decisions that
involved assessing how language was positioned within a study: whether as a cen-
tral construct, a methodological tool, or an incidental variable embedded within
clinical, cognitive, or technological research. In some cases, determining the fit of
a study for inclusion required not only procedural consistency, but also nuanced
reading and theoretical understanding. Here, human interpretation was indis-
pensable, as reviewers with diverse expertise can make contextually informed
decisions that no automated filter could reliably replicate.

Human expertise also played an essential role in evaluating the outputs pro-
duced by AI tools (Qureshi et al., 2023). While automated suggestions were help-
ful for flagging possible exclusions or identifying similarities, reviewers still
needed to check these outputs for accuracy, relevance, and alignment with the
conceptual aims of the meta-review. Al could accelerate processes and reduce
mechanical workload, but it could not determine what qualifies as an Applied Lin-
guistics research synthesis, nor could it effectively interpret epistemological orien-
tation or disciplinary contribution (Alaqglobi et al., 2024; see also Chapter 13, this
volume). These decisions depended on shared professional knowledge and the
interpretive calibration developed through team discussions and multiple rounds
of trial screening (see also Chapters 5 and 6, this volume, for discussions on
methodological rigour and mapping in bibliometric reviews).

In this project, therefore, human and machine contributions were comple-
mentary. Al-supported tools helped us manage an exceptionally large dataset and
avoid common human errors, but the actual decisions and the reasoning behind
them depended on disciplinary knowledge, contextual interpretation, and collec-
tive discussion of human reviewers. The tools did not determine whether a study
should be included or which category it should be coded into; they mainly sup-
ported reviewers in applying the criteria more consistently and efficiently.

The reflections below illustrate how team members experienced this interplay
in practice. Notably, reviewers were not prompted to comment on this specific
theme; rather, it emerged organically across the team’s accounts as a shared and
recurrent insight.
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I also learned the usefulness of digital platforms. It was the first time that I tried
Rayyan and EPPI Reviewer, and they turned out to be very helpful for screening.
Compared with Excel that I used to employ for screening, features on these two
platforms, such as writing reasons for inclusion and exclusion and comparing
decisions across team members, improved efficiency, transparency and accuracy.
Now I see their value and may consider using such specialised tools in my future
synthesis. — Rui Yan

I struggled to make decisions during the screening stage as many studies were
interdisciplinary. Particularly, some articles included language but only as a sec-
ondary focus. For example, I was unsure whether a study investigating cognitive
development in children with language impairments should be included. It was
relevant to language, but not the main focus of the article. This was one of the
main challenges I faced at the screening stage. I brought this question to a meet-
ing with Sin-Wang and Dongxia. We agreed that there is no right or wrong
answer, only different interpretations, so we need to reach a consensus as a team.
To achieve this, we went through six rounds of trials, during which many other
issues arose, and we went back and forth on how to draw the line for defining
Applied Linguistics. —QiLiu

During the title and abstract screening stage, I initially relied on identifying key
conceptual markers — such as terminology related to linguistic constructs, popu-
lation descriptors, and research contexts — to exclude articles clearly outside the
scope, particularly those from computational linguistics or clinical medicine.
However, more nuanced challenges emerged with studies situated at the interface
of language and therapeutic practice. These often involved language-related phe-
nomena (e.g., processing or discourse patterns) but were framed in service of
clinical, rather than linguistic, goals. Over time, I refined my strategy to move
beyond keyword recognition and attend more carefully to research aims and
epistemological orientation. This shift — towards assessing a study’s underlying
contribution to applied linguistic inquiry — proved crucial in making informed
inclusion decisions. — Xin Fang

I vividly remember that during our first trial of title and abstract screening, the
agreement rate was below 50%, even though the team used the same inclusion/
exclusion criteria. This was because criteria such as “language as the main vari-
able” involved subjective judgements about what constituted “main”, leading to
significant variation in our decisions. Through detailed discussions of concrete
borderline cases and additional rounds of trials, we gradually unified the inter-
pretation of key criteria. This collective calibration process aligned our decisions
and significantly increased the agreement rate. Through this experience, I learned
that methodological robustness is achieved not merely by having standardised
criteria, but by developing shared understandings through human judgement.

— Dominique Yixue Jiang



Chapter 17. Human reviewers in an Al era

335

One of the most striking aspects of this project was the sheer scale of the screen-
ing task. With thousands of records pulled from multiple databases (Scopus, Web
of Science, APA PsycINFO, EBSCO), it quickly became clear that defining scope
was not straightforward. Applied Linguistics is an expansive field, and deciding
whether certain reviews, such as those focusing on discourse analysis in medical
contexts or NLP applications, should count as “Applied Linguistics” was often far
from obvious. — Jingying Hu

As we would expect, Applied Linguistics is a broad field. It seemed easy to decide
if a study is within our field. However, we often found that the research was not
primarily intended for applied linguists, but for clinical practitioners. On the one
hand, our team realised that language was a crucial component of many studies.
On the other hand, we needed to decide in which studies language was not the
focus. Throughout the process, we deepened our understanding of the field by
negotiating the boundaries of Applied Linguistics, which were precisely shaped
by the research we reviewed. — Xuechun Huang

In the reflections, reviewers described disagreement, uncertainty, revision, recali-
bration, and gradual convergence. In a large-scale meta-review in an interdiscipli-
nary field, we see these features not as weaknesses of the method, but as evidence
of robustness in the making. In this process, Al tools helped enhance efficiency and
consistency, but meaning-making was essentially realised by human reviewers.

2.2 Reflection on workflow: Automatic tools as a support, not a substitute

A second theme that emerged from our reflection relates to how the principles
outlined above were achieved through the design and coordination of our work-
flow. This theme concerns the organisational infrastructure that enabled the
review to be both scalable and rigorous. From the outset, we aimed to build
a process that was both structured and adaptable, one that makes good use of
automatic tools but still relies on human decision, communication and coordi-
nation. The workflow began with a comprehensive database search, after which
all retrieved records were imported into a shared Rayyan project. Reviewers were
added to the project and given access to the dataset, enabling a coordinated
screening environment.

A key early task was to establish robust and operationalisable screening cri-
teria. The investigators conducted six iterative rounds of pilot screening between
December 2024 and January 2025 to refine the Inclusion/Exclusion Checklist.
Two additional rounds of whole-team trial screening were then conducted to
establish the final calibration of decision rules for both title/abstract and full-text
stages. These iterative exercises were essential for identifying ambiguous cases,
refining definitions, and aligning reviewers’ interpretive approaches before formal
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screening began. After that, we finalised the protocol and translated the criteria
into practical, directly applicable rules within Rayyan. Each exclusion reason was
standardised so reviewers could apply them consistently. In parallel, we developed
a step-by-step checklist (see Appendix A) that outlined the reasoning process
reviewers could follow when examining a study: what to look at first, what to ver-
ify next, what exceptions to consider, and how to move forward depending on
each decision. The checklist served as a cognitive scaffold that helped reviewers
use the same interpretive sequence even when dealing with ambiguous or com-
plex cases.

Moving forward to full-text screening, we migrated to EPPI Reviewer, a plat-
form that several team members found particularly efficient for documenting
decisions. All studies marked as “include” at the title/abstract screening stage were
exported from Rayyan in a single batch and then imported into EPPI Reviewer,
together with the tags and notes assigned during the earlier stage. EPPI Reviewer’s
interface allowed us to record exclusion reasons with greater precision, aided by
features that highlight relevant segments of the article as reviewers make deci-
sions. It not only strengthened transparency in the full-text screening process but
also laid the essential groundwork for the subsequent data extraction stage.

Before data extraction began, we developed a detailed coding scheme to break
down our research questions into concrete units of information. The purpose
of this scheme was to translate abstract, conceptual aspects of the meta-review
into specific items that could be consistently extracted from the included studies.
This required us to consider how different types of reviews report their research
aims, contexts, methods, and findings, and what forms these elements might take
in diverse and sometimes unconventional reporting formats. In other words, we
needed to anticipate the multiple ways in which the same piece of information
could be expressed and convert these possibilities into operationalisable coding
categories.

While automatic platforms provided structured grounding to execute the
workflow, the implementation relied fundamentally on human expertise. A major
challenge was ensuring that decisions were consistent among reviewers, while
still allowing the flexibility needed to handle the diversity of research syntheses
included in the meta-review. Authors vary widely in how they report their meth-
ods and results. Some papers provided minimal information, others lacked
abstracts altogether, and many presented unusual or hybrid formats. These
nuances cannot be captured through a single automated process or rigid rule set,
nor can they be resolved by platform functionalities alone.

Developing a protocol at the outset, refining the inclusion/exclusion criteria
before screening, creating a practical checklist to guide screening decisions, and
building a comprehensive coding scheme for data extraction all served to manage
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this inherent variability by adding structured layers to the workflow. In addition,
training and calibration exercises were used to align our interpretations and estab-
lish shared expectations at every stage. We hope to bring as much regularity
as possible to a dataset characterised by irregularities (see also Chapter 7, this
volume, for technical resolutions to methodological dilemmas in meta-analysis).
Yet we also recognised that not all irregularities can or should be eliminated in
research synthesis (Hampson & McKinley, 2024). Certain decisions required con-
textual reading, methodological sensitivity, and an understanding of how differ-
ent review genres operate. In this respect, human involvement was indispensable.

Below are reflections from the team that shed light on how this workflow
unfolded in practice and how reviewers navigated uncertainties in the process and
gradually developed confidence in their work.

At the beginning, the screening process felt messy for me because there were
many criteria to consider (e.g., research synthesis, topic). After the six rounds of
trials, I established my own screening procedure, such as first looking at whether
the article was a research synthesis, then examining the role of language, and so
on. Once a consensus was reached in the initial team, we introduced the project
to other team members. After several rounds of Q&A, a checklist for screening
was proposed by Dongxia. It resembled a computer processing flow, which pro-
vided a clear and systematic way of thinking for screening. I would adopt this for-
mat in my future projects, as following the same thinking process improves
consistency. The checklist also highlighted the key checking points, which saved
us time in getting familiar with the checklist. When everything is emphasised,
nothing stands out. —QiLiu

Based on the shared understanding, a step-by-step checklist streamlining the
screening process was developed and shared among team members, which
addressed the challenge posed by a large quantity of entries. The checklist simu-
lated the decision-making process and structured criteria into steps. It signifi-
cantly increased my work efficiency as it broke the process into actionable steps,
and ensured my consistency in applying the criteria throughout the process. Prac-
tices of creating and sharing easy-to-follow protocols or guidelines like the check-
list have been implemented throughout the process. When built on team
consensus and followed by all team members, they also contributed to reliability
within the team. —Yi Zhang

At the beginning of the abstract screening stage, I found the process overwhelm-
ing. During training, we were told that a few minutes should be enough to screen
an article; however, in reality, I sometimes spent nearly an hour deliberating over
borderline cases. Our first blind trial also resulted in a very low agreement rate
across the team, which was particularly concerning given that we needed to
screen more than 7,000 entries in total. However, thanks to repeated practice,
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joint calibration sessions, and above all, the checklist developed by Dongxia, we
gradually established shared clarity about the inclusion/exclusion criteria. A key
principle that emerged at this stage was “include if in doubt”, which ensured that
potentially relevant studies were not prematurely excluded and gave us confi-
dence to handle borderline cases more decisively. By the later stages, I could make
decisions in well under five minutes, and what had initially felt overwhelming
eventually became manageable. Upon completion of abstract screening, I entered
the full-text screening stage with greater confidence, and the process felt much
smoother, which perhaps best reflects how much the workflow had improved.

— Dominique Yixue Jiang

Doing two rounds of screening for this meta-review turned out to be a rich learn-
ing experience. At first, I thought screening would be straightforward, just going
through titles, abstracts, as well as full-texts, and deciding whether they fit or not.
But once I began to work, I realised how much planning, discussion, and team-
work is needed to do it properly and consistently. One of the first things I learned
was the importance of pre-screening online training. Before we officially started
screening, we tried out the screening platforms with a small set of studies, and
that helped us get familiar with the necessary technical steps. For example, I fig-
ured out how to tag or take notes on Rayyan. It seemed to be a trivial issue, but
without the training, I would have run into confusion later on when dealing with
a larger number of studies. This made me always keep in mind that a trial or a
pilot is important before doing research synthesis, since it equips team members
with necessary skills and knowledge and therefore saves time in the long run.
Another big takeaway was the usefulness of having a clear protocol, which
streamlined the screening process and significantly improved its efficiency. When
I encountered articles that were difficult to make decisions, such as whether to
include articles from medical fields that still had relevance for teaching practi-
tioners, the protocol gave us a reference point. Thanks to this detailed and
updated protocol, we reached a consensus rather than making inconsistent
choices. — Rui Yan

Although all team members identified with the field, our individual research
backgrounds and sub-disciplinary focus varied substantially. Initially, I mistak-
enly excluded some articles that, while unfamiliar to me, fell well within the
broader applied linguistic tradition. This prompted an ongoing process of re-
conceptualizing the field — not just cognitively, but practically, within the screen-
ing process itself. — Xin Fang

Our team can offer two good practices to the wider community of researchers.
The first is standardising the inclusion and exclusion process in Rayyan and EPPI
Reviewer. While there is a consensus that research synthesis should list inclusion/
exclusion criteria, there is less discussion about how these criteria are applied in
research synthesis management tools like Rayyan and EPPI Reviewer. To ensure
that everyone was prepared to use these two platforms, we had a training session
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in which we practised using the platforms, compared our answers and discussed
any uncertainties. However, after working independently, we found that we had
used different terms to refer to the same reason (e.g., “not research synthesis” and
“not synthesis”). Another issue was that we excluded articles for several reasons,
and some of us labelled more reasons than others. To address these challenges,
Dongxia developed a detailed workflow document for us to follow. This docu-
ment specifies the terms that should be used for exclusion reasons in Rayyan,
ensuring that there are no multiple labels for the same reason. The document also
clarified which exclusion criterion should be evaluated first, and once this had
been done, it was unnecessary to proceed to the others. Our problem-solving
process highlights the benefits of more detailed planning and record-keeping in
future research syntheses and other types of research involving a second reviewer
or coder. For example, rather than simply having a list of inclusion/exclusion cri-
teria, it would be more helpful to have a checklist that matches the criteria to spe-
cific actions in synthesis platforms. — Xuechun Huang

It was my first time of using new research software to accelerate research synthe-
sis projects, these tools are very practical and have improved my work efficiency.
The first screening process was conducted on the research software Rayyan, I
screened a total of 100 publications’ title and abstract within two weeks. My
approach was guided by the instructions provided from the meta-review project
training, the predetermined inclusion criteria were the preliminary reference to
my decisions on the inclusions and exclusions. I constantly checked the project
guidelines to refine my selection in the first screening process. — Jing Yun

It was easy to feel uncertain about whether to include or exclude a study. How-
ever, the team’s approach to this challenge was reassuring: we had dedicated
training sessions, detailed inclusion/exclusion criteria, and concrete examples to
work through together. Regular meetings allowed us to go over tricky cases, and
the use of Rayyan’s “maybe” option gave us space to revisit ambiguous records.
Over time, these structures helped me feel more confident and systematic in
applying the criteria, while still recognising that judgement calls were inevitable.

— Jingying Hu

To summarise, this workflow demonstrates that effective review processes were
not achieved through automation alone, but through the deliberate structuring
of processes that organise, calibrate, and support human judgement. Automation
allowed us to work with large amounts of data and handle it in a consistent way,
but the implementation and execution of the workflow ultimately depended on
human decisions and actions.
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2.3 Reflection on collaboration: Collective human intelligence

A third theme of our reflection is the central role of collaboration in sustaining the
quality of the meta-review. As aforementioned, Applied Linguistics spans multiple
subfields and methodological traditions (Pun, 2019), and no individual reviewer
could fully anticipate the diversity of research encountered. The review team, com-
posed primarily of PhD students and recently graduated PhDs with research
expertise in areas such as intercultural communication, World Englishes, dis-
course analysis, corpus linguistics, bilingualism and multilingualism, and second
language acquisition, reflected this disciplinary breadth. Collaboration allowed
team members to draw on one another’s disciplinary strengths, resolve uncertain-
ties more effectively, and build a shared understanding of how the inclusion/exclu-
sion criteria and coding scheme should be applied. In this way, individual insights
accumulated into a collective human intelligence (see also Chapter s, this volume,
regarding collaborative challenges in data retrieval and keyword selection).

Collaboration also enabled iterative refinement of the workflow. Regular
meetings provided opportunities to revisit ambiguous cases and adjust decision
rules, while informal channels such as group chats allowed uncertainties to be
addressed promptly during independent work. Timely interactions prevented
small interpretive differences from becoming inconsistencies and helped review-
ers develop confidence in their own decisions. Importantly, working together
required negotiation and flexibility. Some decisions had no single “correct”
answer, and the team often needed to balance differing perspectives before reach-
ing a consensus. This process of co-construction ensured that the criteria were
applied thoughtfully rather than mechanically, and that the project could respond
to special cases without sacrificing rigour. In this sense, collaboration was not sim-
ply a logistical necessity but a methodological asset.

As Qi Liu eloquently noted, “a big team works like a factory where everyone
has different roles” For our team, the process went even further: roles were
dynamically adjusted according to expertise, availability, and emerging needs, so
that each member could contribute meaningfully and also gain substantial learn-
ing opportunities. Below are reflections from the team members that highlight
how collaboration shaped their understanding, supported their decision-making,
and strengthened the project as a whole.

Collaboration in such a large team is not easy. The commitment of team members
is crucial for ensuring the quality of work. A big team works like a factory where
everyone has different roles. From my perspective, overall, our team had an expe-
rienced researcher managing the overall direction, a member responsible for
planning, managing, and conducting the project, and other members carrying
out tasks and giving feedback. These responsibilities are not fixed; a supportive
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team allowed them to shift depending on team members’ availability and exper-
tise. Communication was the key to working efficiently and sharing responsibili-
ties. Clear action points made the research process more manageable. — Qi Liu

In terms of teamwork, our collaboration was marked by two notable strengths.
First, we adhered to a protocol and screening workflow that were iteratively
developed and regularly revisited. Rather than treating the protocol as static, we
engaged with it as a living document — open to critical discussion and revision in
light of emerging uncertainties. This flexible yet structured approach enhanced
both the reliability and reflexivity of our decisions. Second, our regular team meet-
ings served not only as checkpoints for progress but also as spaces for collabora-
tive sense-making. A particularly valuable practice was led by Dongxia, who
facilitated group analysis of articles on which screening decisions had diverged. By
collectively re-examining titles, abstracts, and individual rationales, we uncovered
tacit interpretive differences and refined our shared judgement criteria. These dis-
cussions often generated new insights — not just about specific studies, but about
the underlying decision-making processes that shaped our synthesis. — Xin Fang

The nature of the project as a meta-review of a wide-ranging academic field
required the team to screen and code research synthesis of diverse types and on
numerous topics. Besides, the scale of the project demanded a large team from
multidisciplinary backgrounds. The first challenge for me is to reach a shared
understanding with other team members on inclusion/exclusion criteria and
coding scheme. Take the screening process as an example. Although preliminary
criteria were established at the beginning, they were subject to interpretations. To
address this, several rounds of weekly trial-and-discussion on the same group of
entries were held before we started independent screening. This stage is crucial
for me to achieve a shared understanding with the team. Through trial screening,
I was able to experiment with the criteria, delineating my understanding and
identifying confusion. The subsequent discussion after each round of trial
enabled me to clarify confusion and calibrate my understanding against others.
During the discussion, a multidisciplinary team proved to be beneficial as well,
as we helped each other in understanding synthesis types and topics. Further-
more, the discussions created a dialogic space for new ideas to be shared and built
on, which enhanced the rigour of the screening criteria. —Yi Zhang

Another aspect that stood out was the collaborative experience across countries
and institutions. Despite differences in time zones and schedules, communication
was smooth and inclusive. Online meetings were conducted regularly, and
recordings were shared so members who had teaching or other commitments
could catch up. Beyond meetings, our group chat created a supportive space
where questions could be raised and quickly addressed. What impressed me most
was the leads’ patience and sense of responsibility. They frequently checked in,
clarified uncertainties, and encouraged us to share difficulties. This style of coor-
dination fostered a strong sense of belonging and accountability. Even though the
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project was large, I never felt peripheral; rather, it was an immersive, participa-
tory experience where international collaboration enriched our reflections and
sharpened our decisions. For my future work, I will carry forward both sets of
lessons: the methodological discipline of systematic screening and extraction,
and the collaborative ethos that makes large-scale international research both rig-
orous and enriching. — Jingying Hu

Another good practice was maintaining a group chat to ask and answer each
other’s questions. We continued to use emails and online meetings for communi-
cating key deadlines, tasks and training. However, the group chat proved to be a
valuable addition. As the meta-review has a broad scope, there are many articles
to screen. For a smaller team conducting synthesis, it may be feasible to discuss
questions and disagreements during meetings. However, for a large team of
reviewers like this one, it is more efficient to solve difficult problems in a chat so
that we did not have to wait until the next meeting. —Xuechun Huang

For the data extraction stage, we shifted to EPPI Reviewer and the core team was
streamlined to five members, which increased both efficiency of communication
and level of responsibility. We followed the same process as in the screening stages:
training, trial, discussion, another trial, and further discussion until we felt
aligned enough to proceed with independent work. It is noteworthy that “inde-
pendent” never meant “isolated”, as our group chats remained lively: whenever
someone hit a difficult case, they would bring it to the team. Instead of passively
carrying out assigned tasks, each of us actively contributed to the refinement of the
coding scheme by questioning ambiguous definitions and sharing our expertise.
As a result, the extraction process was not mechanical but dynamic, continually
updating to capture the nuances of Applied Linguistics reviews.

— Dominique Yixue Jiang

I also realised how important it is for the whole team to reach a shared under-
standing of the criteria. As a whole team, we had lots of discussions in either the
official meetings or the informal group chats to make sure that we were all on the
same page. These two channels also gave space for questions or tricky cases to be
raised. For me, this is a reminder that research synthesis is not an individual task
— it works best when team members collaborate and openly discuss questions.
—Rui Yan

The team was interdisciplinary, and was selected according to specific criteria
and the project’s needs. In spite of the time difference with other team members,
I have managed to maintain work efficiency, and prioritised it over other com-
mitments. Group communications were conducted and documented efficiently
through training, WeChat, and emails. Publications were allocated at random to
every team member with an agreed number of studies for the two screening
stages. Each member screened studies independently and completed their own
tasks following the prescheduled timeline. Any disagreements were resolved
through group discussions. We constantly checked the original inclusion criteria,
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discussed case by case, and an inclusion checklist was also established to guide
the screening decisions to avoid any misinterpretations. It was encouraging to see
every member’s aspiration toward research synthesis, and the commitment to the
meta-review project. —Jing Yun

Overall, these reflections show that collaboration operated as a form of collective
human intelligence, yielding conceptual clarity and methodological coherence
that neither individual reviewers nor automated systems could have produced on
their own.

2.4 Reflection on learning: How human reviewers grew
through the process

A final theme in our reflection relates to how the reviewing process facilitated
our development as researchers. In an era where Al tools can streamline many
aspects of research synthesis, this project reminded us that the act of reviewing
itself is a powerful learning process, one that machines cannot replicate on our
behalf. Engaging with a large and diverse body of studies exposed us to unfamiliar
subfields, new methodological traditions, and different ways of conceptualising
Applied Linguistics. This required us to interpret varied terminology, understand
distinct reporting conventions, and gradually build a more comprehensive sense
of the field.

As we moved through cycles of calibration, trial screening, and protocol
refinement, we began to internalise the reasoning behind research synthesis.
What initially felt uncertain gradually became more intuitive. Tools such as the
checklist and coding scheme helped structure our work, but it was the practice of
making decisions, negotiating ambiguity, defending interpretations, and reflect-
ing on methodological choices, that strengthened our confidence. Through this
process, we learned not only how to apply a protocol, but how to understand
and justify the decisions behind it. Working through complexity also proved to be
instructive. Ambiguous abstracts, interdisciplinary studies, unconventional for-
mats, and special cases required judgement that no automated tool could fully
provide. Each encounter with nuance sharpened our ability to read critically and
handle interpretive uncertainty. We believe these skills are essential to rigorous
scholarship and transferable to future research.

Importantly, this learning unfolded collectively. Observing how others rea-
soned through difficult cases, exchanging questions in meetings and group chats,
and contributing to the refinement of the workflow created a shared learning
environment. These experiences highlight a complementary insight to our earlier
reflections: the value of human reviewers lies not only in what they contribute
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to the review, but also in what they gain from participating in it. AI can support
efficiency, but it cannot replace the intellectual, reflective, and developmental
dimensions of human engagement. Below are reflections from the team that illus-
trate how reviewers deepened their disciplinary knowledge, strengthened their
methodological skills, and grew as researchers through the process.

I found myself revisiting inclusion decisions, refreshing my understanding of the
field’s scope, and confronting the inherent diversity of applied linguistic inquiry.
This initial sense of uncertainty ultimately broadened my appreciation for the
field’s interdisciplinarity, deepening both my disciplinary literacy and my respect
for the complexity of research synthesis. — Xin Fang

Looking back, these stages witnessed a clear progression from uncertainty to con-
fidence, and from fragmented individual judgements to a shared interpretive
framework. This project not only deepened my understanding of research synthe-
sis and Applied Linguistics but also of how specialist tools can structure and sup-
port large-scale collaboration. It also impressed upon me the importance of
methodological transparency and of documenting the rationale behind decisions,
however small. Most importantly, it showed me that perseverance, empowered by
collective effort, can transform an initially daunting task into a rewarding experi-
ence, an insight that will guide my future research. — Dominique Yixue Jiang

Beyond the technical and procedural lessons, this experience also deepened my
understanding of Applied Linguistics as a field. I came into the project mainly
thinking about Applied Linguistics in terms of language teaching and learning as
well as bilingualism, and relevant research methods like corpus linguistics or dis-
course analysis. But during screening, I encountered studies that linked language
with other aspects such as cognition, math skills, and even medical contexts. As I
screened more articles, I realised that Applied Linguistics is far broader than I
had learned — it’s about the role of language in many dimensions of human life.
Seeing this made me appreciate more the important role of language in the world.
Overall, I learned from this experience that adequate preparation, regular com-
munication, and clear guidelines are prerequisites for successful screening. In
addition, I expanded my knowledge of the field and recognised the many ways
language intersects with human activity. — Rui Yan

These activities have given me a chance to not only learn the academic vitality of
the deepening understanding in Applied Linguistics, but I also gained practical
experience of setting priorities and resolving contradictions through the system-
atic research process. The practice of using research software to conduct research
synthesis studies is also part of the implications for my future research experi-
ence. The meta-review project has definitely strengthened my understanding in
the field of Applied Linguistics, especially the connection with real-life situations.

— Jing Yun
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Participating in the screening and data extraction of this large-scale project has
provided me the opportunity to both contribute and learn. The experience has
presented challenges but has also been highly rewarding. Reflecting on the chal-
lenges and insights gained from overcoming them, I noted that I have benefited
from methods to ensure shared understanding, streamline workflow, and prompt
timely communication when participating in the project, which I believe subse-
quently contributed to the robustness of the process and its results. — Yi Zhang

This is the largest project I have participated in, not only in terms of research
scope, but also in team size. The meta-review started with screening more than
10,000 articles. The initial research team had three members, which later
expanded to more than ten. Although I read the protocol when I first joined, my
knowledge of this review developed gradually as I became more engaged in the
process. Along the way, I encountered multiple challenges and gained valuable
insights.

I also gained a better understanding of why a meta-review was chosen rather than
other types of reviews. We intended to present research in Applied Linguistics,
but the number of studies was overwhelming. Thus, we included research syn-
theses, each representing a group of studies in Applied Linguistics. I think this
was a feasible way to capture the overall picture of research in this field. In sum,
this project deepened my understanding of Applied Linguistics, taught me how
to handle complex screening decisions, and highlighted the value of teamwork
and communication in large-scale collaborative research. — Qi Liu

In short, these reflections show that the reviewing process was not only an ana-
lytic and synthesis task but also a meaningful site of disciplinary and methodolog-
ical development. AI may streamline certain procedures, but it cannot replicate
the conceptual growth, reflexive practice, and collaborative learning that human
reviewers gained through the process.

3. Beyond automation: Integration of human work and Al

Across this meta-review project, we came to view the relationship between human
reviewers and Al tools not as a choice between alternatives but as an evolving
partnership. Automatic tools supported nearly every stage of the workflow:
enhancing comprehensiveness in the search, increasing efficiency during dedu-
plication and screening, structuring full-text review and data extraction, and
improving transparency through systematic documentation. These tools strength-
ened the procedural foundations of the project and enabled us to manage a large
and heterogeneous dataset with far greater efficiency than manual methods alone
would have made possible.
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At the same time, our experience consistently demonstrated the boundaries of
automation (see also Chapter 12, this volume, for affordances and limitations of Al
capabilities). While AI can highlight patterns, prioritise records, or generate draft
extractions, it cannot interpret conceptual nuance, handle ambiguous cases, or
adapt flexibly to the irregularities that inevitably arise in research reporting. The
knowledge required to determine whether a study aligns with the scope of Applied
Linguistics, to understand methodological claims, and to make sense of uncon-
ventional formats remained firmly human. The most intellectually demanding
work (i.e. reasoning, negotiating meaning, building shared interpretations) could
not be outsourced.

Our team’s experience with Elicit made these boundaries even clearer. We
had experimented with Elicit for screening and data extraction, and were gen-
uinely impressed by how automatic and efficient it can be in predicting the like-
lihood that an article meets the inclusion criteria and in identifying key pieces of
information within the text. However, these strengths quickly reveal their limits.
As noted by the developer itself, while language models can support summarisa-
tion and extraction, they often miss conceptual nuance, misinterpret numerical
or methodological details, and are currently unable to evaluate the epistemolog-
ical quality or trustworthiness of research beyond surface-level heuristics (Elicit,
2025). Decisions about whether a study conceptually fits within the scope of
Applied Linguistics, how its methodological claims should be understood, or how
ambiguous reporting should be interpreted cannot be delegated to automated
predictions.

In practice, we found that every Al-generated suggestion required careful ver-
ification, and in many cases, substantial correction. There is no doubt that Al tools
will continue to develop and refine, and it is difficult to predict how further these
tools can go. What this project has shown is that Al enhances research synthe-
sis most effectively when paired with structured human judgement. The protocol,
checKlist, and coding scheme gave human reviewers a shared framework; Al tools
supported efficiency and consistency within that framework. Yet it was human
expertise, individually exercised and collectively developed, that guided interpre-
tation, resolved uncertainty, and ensured conceptual coherence. Just as Al helped
us manage scale, human reviewers helped the project maintain meaning.

Al use declaration statement

During the preparation of this chapter, the authors used ChatGPT (OpenAl) and Microsoft
Copilot to assist with language editing in order to improve spelling and grammar accuracy and
to enhance clarity and coherence. All Al-generated outputs were critically reviewed, revised,
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and verified by the authors. The authors take full responsibility for the content of this manu-
script.
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CHAPTER 18

Responding to the challenges
of evidence synthesis

Some lessons from healthcare

Anastasios Bastounis, Burak Kundakci & Andrew Booth
University of Sheffield

While healthcare has developed a rich ecosystem of systematic review types
and standardised practice, evidence synthesis in Applied Linguistics
remains comparatively nascent. Drawing on the robust methodological
standards established in healthcare, the chapter considers how researchers
in Applied Linguistics might benefit from adopting and adapting tools and
frameworks for quality appraisal and managing heterogeneity. At the same
time, it cautions against the uncritical transfer of methods, recognising that
the nature of research questions, data types, and evidence use in Applied
Linguistics can differ substantially. By offering practical insights and
suggestions from good practice, the chapter seeks to equip Applied
Linguistics researchers with foundational knowledge to enhance the rigour,
transparency, and utility of their evidence syntheses, while fostering critical
awareness of field-specific challenges.

Keywords: systematic reviews, evidence synthesis, Applied Linguistics,
meta-analysis, quality appraisal, heterogeneity

Introduction

Systematic reviews widely regarded as the “gold standard” of research method-
ologies have significantly advanced evidence-based practice (Murad et al., 2016;
Weisz et al., 2023). Renowned for their scientific transparency, methodological
rigour, and reproducibility, systematic reviews constitute the cornerstone for
informing medical and public health decision-making (Gurevitch et al., 2018;
Munn et al., 2018; Sarri et al., 2022). The methodological rigour and the reporting
of systematic reviews have been further strengthened and standardised by the
introduction of the GRADE' approach (Guyatt et al., 2008; Oxman, 2004) and

1. https://www.gradeworkinggroup.org/
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the PRISMA Statement (Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021) with its extensions.>
Aside from conventional systematic reviews, other forms of evidence synthesis
have emerged, aiming to meet the demands of a changing research landscape
(Sutton et al., 2019) (See Table 1). For a complementary discussion on scoping
reviews, see Chapters 12 and 13.

Table 1. Evidence synthesis alternatives (Sutton et al., 2019)

Approach Brief description

Integrative reviews Synthesise both experimental and non-experimental research

using broad methods (Sutton et al., 2019)

Living reviews Continually update assembled studies to incorporate new

evidence in real time (Elliott et al., 2017)

Mapping and Scoping reviews  Explore research areas to guide the development of systematic

reviews (Campbell et al, 2023).

Overviews of reviews Summarise an assembled collection of systematic reviews and

(umbrella reviews) meta-analyses covering a common topic (Gates et al., 2020)

Rapid reviews Expedite evidence synthesis by streamlining or omitting certain
components of conventional systematic reviews (Tricco et al.,
2015)

Realist reviews Use a theory-driven method that seeks to explore for whom,

how, under what circumstances and in what context and extent
complex interventions and health programmes work (Pawson

et al.,, 2005; Wong et al., 2013)

The versatility of evidence synthesis formats has contributed to a sustained
increase in production, driven in part by advancements in machine learning
and natural language processing (Khalil etal., 2022). While methodological
approaches to evidence syntheses remain relatively less developed within Applied
Linguistics, their publication has shown a remarkable increase over the last 10
years (Amini Farsani et al., 2021; Amini Farsani & Jamali, 2023). Evidence syn-
thesis can play a vital role in Applied Linguistics by facilitating the translation
of research findings into practice (Chong et al., 2024; Plonsky, 2013). However,
methodological developments specific to Applied Linguistics synthesis are a pri-
ority, given the field’s idiosyncrasies (this issue is also discussed in Chapter 14)
and still-nascent guidance for conduct and reporting (this issue is also discussed
in Chapter 2) (Chong, 2025). Additionally, standardised reporting of evidence
syntheses in Applied Linguistics is needed to strengthen reproducibility. Recent

2. https://www.equator-network.org/
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efforts have examined synthesis trends and practices, focusing on topics
addressed, methodologies used, and the identification of research gaps (Chalmers
et al., 2024; Chong et al., 2025).

Given the relatively nascent nature of evidence synthesis in Applied Linguis-
tics, this chapter draws upon examples from healthcare, where robust, standard-
ised approaches to synthesising research findings are well established, to examine
key methodological and ethical challenges. The chapter concludes by outlining
potential courses of action for Applied Linguistics reviewers and signposting fur-
ther reading, aiming to equip researchers with key lessons from evidence synthe-
sis practice.

Methodological challenges in evidence synthesis

Key methodological challenges underpin all stages of evidence synthesis,
although some more readily apply to conventional systematic reviews and meta-
analyses.

Search strategy development

Search strategy development in health research has evolved significantly over
recent decades. Information specialists have focussed on creating efficient search
strategies that maximise relevant results while minimising irrelevant ones. To
streamline the process, teams have developed reusable search blocks, as “hedges”
and “filters” that are incorporated within larger search strategies. Pre-designed
components include variations for specific parameters such as age groups, inter-
ventions, or contexts (hedges) or permutations of study types or publication types
(filters). Search terms can be structured hierarchically, from “probable” terms for
focussed searches to “possible” terms for broader coverage, and finally “safety net”
terms for comprehensive retrieval. The Information Specialists’ Support Group
(ISSG) website maintains collections of these search examples. Peer Review of
Electronic Search Strategies (PRESS) guidelines provide a comprehensive frame-
work for evaluating search strategies, including the use of Boolean operators
and database-specific subject headings (McGowan et al., 2016; Saif-Ur-Rahman,
2022). Significant improvements have occurred in study identification, particu-
larly with MEDLINEs retrospective indexing of RCTs (Wieland et al., 2012). This
has facilitated creation of specialised databases such as the Cochrane Library for
RCTs and Epistemonikos for reviews (Rada et al., 2020). The field has also devel-
oped frameworks for structuring review questions (Booth et al., 2019), typolo-
gies of review questions (Munn et al., 2018) and designs (Sutton et al., 2019).
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Applied Linguistics could benefit substantially from adopting rigorous, replicable
approaches to study retrieval. The development of shared resources, techniques,
and special interest groups® could foster expertise in specific Applied Linguistics
areas.

Data extraction

Data extraction is a critical step in evidence synthesis, during which key infor-
mation is collected from primary studies for analysis (Mathes et al., 2017). Errors
during data extraction are not uncommon in healthcare research (Jones et al.,
2005; Kanukula et al., 2024). Errors during this process whether caused by tran-
scription mistakes, misinterpretation of data, or omission of critical details, can
compromise the validity of findings. For instance, data extraction performed by a
single reviewer is associated with a higher likelihood of errors during the extrac-
tion process (Buscemi et al., 2006). Such errors can have serious implications,
including selective reporting bias, which affects meta-analysis estimates. In the
absence of rigid recommendations regarding extraction (Biichter et al., 2020),
a key approach to reducing errors is developing and pilot-testing of discipline-
specific data extraction forms for Applied Linguistics research questions and then
training data abstractors using these forms (Li et al., 2015). However, further stan-
dardisation of the data extraction process, as well as the semi-automation tools
employed in the extraction, is needed to reduce the likelihood of errors (Biichter
et al., 2023).

Heterogeneity and quality appraisal of evidence

Heterogeneity refers to the variability among studies included in an evidence syn-
thesis (Glasziou & Sanders, 2002; Ioannidis et al., 2007). Heterogeneity can be
broadly categorised into three types: clinical heterogeneity (Gagnier et al., 2012),
methodological heterogeneity (Rhodes et al., 2018), and statistical heterogeneity
(Higgins & Li, 2022). A high degree of heterogeneity, may preclude statistical
pooling, making it challenging to group studies into meaningful categories and
conduct direct comparisons. Where statistical pooling is possible and reviewers
undertake meta-analyses, the presence of heterogeneity should be quantified (e.g.,
I statistic) and potential sources of heterogeneity should be investigated using
either subgroups analyses or meta-regressions (Higgins & Li, 2022).

3. https://researchsynthesis.weebly.com/
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Quality appraisal involves evaluating the risk of bias in included studies;
however, this process is not always straightforward. The terms “quality assess-
ment” and “risk of bias assessment” have been used interchangeably in literature,
even though they have distinct meanings. Quality assessment evaluates whether
a study includes methodological safeguards to minimise bias, whereas risk of bias
assessment considers how the presence or absence of such safeguards influences
study results (Furuya-Kanamori et al., 2021). Quality assessment is thus defined
as the extent to which a study is designed, conducted, analysed, interpreted,
and reported to avoid systematic errors, while risk of bias assessment specifically
examines how methodological flaws impact study outcomes (Banzi et al., 2018).

It is not uncommon for evidence syntheses and systematic reviews to include
both RCTs and observational or non-randomised studies. Reviewers then use
multiple quality appraisal tools to accommodate different study designs. Notwith-
standing apparent similarities, each tool evaluates different categories, making
direct comparisons of methodological quality across studies with different designs
challenging. Additionally, different tools are available for assessing the same study
designs. While these tools often overlap, they are not identical, adding further
complexity.

The GRADE framework extends the concept of quality appraisal beyond
individual study assessments (Schiinemann et al., 2013). In GRADE, the term
“quality of evidence” reflects confidence in the adequacy of an effect estimate to
support a particular reccommendation. This evaluation goes beyond risk of bias in
individual studies to consider four additional factors: inconsistency, indirectness,
imprecision, and publication bias (See Balshem et al., 2011; Guyatt et al., 2011).
Another major challenge in quality appraisal is its reliance not only on method-
ological quality but also on the reporting quality of the studies. Studies with sub-
optimal reporting may receive lower ratings, even if their methods are robust.

Non-reporting bias and statistical challenges

Evidence synthesis faces further challenges from the threat of bias in the primary
studies included in evidence syntheses. While non-reporting bias is most perti-
nent to systematic reviews and meta-analyses of RCTs, it can affect all types of
evidence synthesis. Non-reporting bias can lead to inflated effect sizes, threaten-
ing the validity of systematic review findings (Kirkham et al., 2010). In this subsec-
tion, we focus on key aspects of selective (non-)reporting bias within systematic
reviews and meta-analyses (See Boutron et al., 2024; Chan & Altman, 2005; Song
etal., 2010). Although examples are predominantly drawn from healthcare, it is
highly likely that certain types of bias extend to Applied Linguistics (Table 2).
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Reviewers should thus consider the possibility that such types of bias are similarly
present in evidence syntheses and systematic reviews within Applied Linguistics.

Table 2. Type of bias frequently encountered in systematic reviews

Types of bias Description

Selective (non-) reporting bias  Typically occurs when studies report only a subset of measured
outcomes — particularly those that are statistically significant or
favourable — while omitting or underreporting non-significant

or negative results

Publication bias Typically occurs when studies with statistically significant
results are more likely to be published than those with non-

statistically significant results.

Grey literature bias Typically occurs when results from unpublished studies (e.g.,
governmental/agency reports, dissertations or conference
abstracts) systematically differ compared to results reported in

peer-reviewed journal articles

Time-lag bias Typically occurs when studies with statistically significant
results are published more quickly than those with non-

significant results.

Language and database bias Typically occurs when studies published in English and indexed
in major databases are prioritised, potentially excluding relevant

studies published in other languages or formats.

Outcome reporting bias Typically occurs when there is the selective reporting of some of
the outcomes (plus incomplete reporting of outcomes) and/or

when not all analysed outcomes are reported.

Reviewers often encounter methodological challenges related to statistical
procedures required for conducting a meta-analysis. We therefore highlight key
aspects for reviewers conducting meta-analyses to consider carefully (See Deeks
etal., 2024): (a) selecting the appropriate meta-analytic model (e.g., fixed- or
random-effects model) according to the contextual and methodological charac-
teristics of the included studies, (b) addressing and interpreting the observed
heterogeneity, (c) handling missing data in the included primary studies, (d)
defining the rationale for subgroup and sensitivity analyses, explicitly stating the
proposed moderators of action, (e) aggregating different effect sizes for the same
outcome (e.g., OR, RR, SMD) and assessing whether necessary transformations
are feasible based on the data provided in the included studies, (f) combining
multiple intervention arms in order to render them comparable in conventional
meta-analysis, and (g) considering, in the context of primary studies with mul-
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tiple arms and where sufficient data exists, the multiple comparison of interven-
tions simultaneously by combining direct and indirect evidence across studies
(i.e., network meta-analysis) (Chaimani etal., 2024). Network meta-analysis
combines direct and indirect estimates across a network of interventions in a sin-
gle analysis and can inform comparative effectiveness of multiple interventions
even when direct head-to-head comparisons don’t exist (See Ades et al., 2024;
Chaimani et al., 2024; Dias et al., 2018; White, 2015). For a complementary dis-
cussion on meta-analyses, see Chapters 7 and 8.

Mixed-methods reviews, reviews of complex interventions
and overviews of reviews

Mixed-methods synthesis presents additional challenges for reviewers due to
methodological variations across included primary studies, stemming from dif-
ferences in data types, analytical approaches, and interpretive frameworks (Hong
etal.,, 2017). One major challenge involves how to integrate incompatible data
types, as quantitative data provide numerical estimates, while qualitative data
yield themes and patterns. Reviewers must decide, from the outset, how they will
synthesise the data. This includes considering the chosen synthesis framework
(e.g., explanatory/exploratory sequential), accounting for heterogeneity among
included studies, and determining how to prioritise or weigh evidence from dif-
ferent data types.

Mixed-methods reviews are particularly appropriate when evaluating com-
plex interventions (Moore et al., 2015). Complex interventions often involve mul-
tiple components delivered in varying contexts (Craig et al., 2008; Skivington
et al., 2021), making it challenging to disentangle causal mechanisms and assess
their effectiveness through conventional systematic reviews. Key methodological
challenges arise when assessing complex interventions within evidence syntheses,
such as: (a) variability in intervention components of complex interventions, (b)
contextual dependence as the effectiveness of complex interventions frequently
depends on contextual factors, (c) outcome heterogeneity, (d) limited process
evaluations, and (e) theoretical frameworks, as complex interventions are often
based on integrated theoretical frameworks, requiring substantial expertise
within the evidence synthesis team. A theory-based review approach, the realist
synthesis, is designed specifically to understand complex interventions. Such a
review seeks to explore what works, for whom, in what circumstances, and why,
by exploring the underpinning mechanisms through which interventions pro-
duce outcomes, and the contexts within which these mechanisms are activated
(Wong et al., 2017).
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Mixed-methods synthesis (Tricco etal., 2016) may be well-suited to the
Applied Linguistics context, where researchers might combine experimental stud-
ies with qualitative research. Careful selection of appropriate synthesis designs
can help highlight the underpinning mechanisms of complex and culturally sen-
sitive interventions. Methodological frameworks like GRADE-CERQual (Lewin
et al., 2018) can further support transparent assessment of confidence in qualita-
tive findings, making them particularly valuable for informing policy.

Overviews of reviews (i.e., “umbrella” reviews) summarise findings from sys-
tematic reviews, where the unit of searching, inclusion, and data analysis is the
systematic review itself rather than the individual primary study (Aromataris
etal., 2015; Pollock etal., 2024). These overviews use systematic and explicit
methods, similar to conventional systematic reviews, to synthesise data from
multiple systematic reviews on specific research topics (Pollock etal., 2024).
Increased numbers of systematic reviews in healthcare and high levels of dupli-
cation across published reviews present methodological challenges for reviewers
conducting overviews of reviews (Gates et a., 2020). Methodological challenges
can be summarised as follows (Gates et al., 2020): (a) high level of redundancy
and duplication amongst systematic reviews, (b) the existence of multiple system-
atic reviews increases the likelihood of conflicting conclusions, (c) overlapping
primary studies included in the systematic reviews may lead to double-counting
of data, (d) overviews often include systematic reviews with varying levels of
methodological quality, (e¢) when multiple systematic reviews exist within the
same field, it is difficult for reviewers to decide which reviews to include in
their overview, (f) when the scope of the overview of reviews is not identical
to the scope of included systematic reviews, reviewers might need to search for
individual studies reported within the included systematic reviews or even sup-
plementary primary studies. Overviews of reviews are well-suited for synthesis-
ing evidence from a large and fragmented body of evidence syntheses. Recent
efforts have begun to explore synthesis methodologies and identify research gaps
in Applied Linguistics (Chong et al., 2025). Using validated appraisal tools (e.g.,
AMSTAR-2, ROBIS) and overlap metrics to quantify duplication across included
primary studies can help mitigate bias and enhance transparency. Overviews
of reviews could expedite the methodological development of synthesis within
Applied Linguistics, helping to prioritise future research directions while reduc-
ing redundancy and research waste.
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Ethical challenges in evidence synthesis

Key ethical challenges in conducting and reporting evidence syntheses include
ensuring inclusivity and representation, transparently reporting methodological
decisions, and making defensible trade-offs between comprehensiveness and fea-
sibility. Reviewers must also use unpublished data ethically and remain reflexive
to minimise confirmation bias in interpretation.

Transparency, power imbalances and ethical use of data

Reviewers should clearly document the methods, data sources, eligibility criteria,
and analytical or interpretative approaches to maintain methodological rigour
and ensure reproducibility. Closely tied to transparency is the presence of con-
flicts of interest (Col) in evidence syntheses. Failure to appropriately address
Col can introduce bias into the analysis and interpretation of results. This, in
turn, may distort research priorities, favour third-party interests, and undermine
the ethical objectives of the research (Bekelman et al., 2003; Bero, 2017). It is
interesting to note within healthcare how emphasis has switched from avoiding
conflicts of interest, increasingly challenging within an interconnected research
community, to identifying and acknowledging potential conflicts and handling
them proportionately. A review team also needs to ensure transparency through
accurate attribution of authorship and appropriate acknowledgment of contribu-
tions (Allen et al., 2014). Unethical practices, such as ghost authorship, defined as
the non-inclusion as an author of individuals who have contributed substantially
to the research of an article (Dotson & Slaughter, 2011), and honorary author-
ship, the inclusion of an individual who does not meet basic authorship criteria
(ICMJE, 2025; Rennie & Flanagin, 1994), undermine research integrity, compro-
mising the credibility of the research process (Bates et al., 2004). Further ethi-
cal challenges related to power imbalances include plagiarism and redundancy.
While not exclusive to evidence synthesis, plagiarism (including self-plagiarism)
and redundancy (e.g., salami slicing), defined as the inappropriate and deliberate
splitting of research data in order to achieve greater numbers of minor publica-
tions (COPE, 2023), represent serious ethical violations that undermine research
integrity and credibility. Similarly, selective citation practices exert detrimental
effects on the validity of synthesis findings.
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Implications for practice

This section identifies practical solutions to address key methodological and eth-
ical challenges related to the conduct of syntheses.

Search strategy development and data extraction

Optimal searches should ensure sufficient database coverage by including several
major subject databases and at least one multi-disciplinary database, as well as
Google Scholar (Bramer et al., 2017). Typically, searches should include sources
of unpublished data, while language or date range restrictions in searches should
be avoided. Reviewers are advised to conform to the PRESS guideline for devel-
oping electronic search strategies (McGowan et al., 2016), while also adhering
to the PRISMA-S extension statement when reporting their literature searches
(Rethlefsen et al., 2021). Independent extraction by two reviewers is considered
the most rigorous option, and when relevant data is not reported in the text,
primary study authors should be contacted for additional information. In cases
where data are presented graphically but not in the text, appropriate software*
should be used to extract the data directly from the graphs.

Heterogeneity and quality appraisal of evidence

When conducting a meta-analysis, reviewers should assess the degree of incon-
sistency (i.e., I* statistic). Subgroup analyses or meta-regressions should be per-
formed to investigate likely sources of heterogeneity. In meta-analyses of RCTs,
reviewers should avoid incorporating non-randomised studies into the analysis.
Independent quality appraisal and risk of bias assessment by two reviewers is
considered optimal. Reviewers should use validated tools that match the study
designs of included studies. Where applicable, the GRADE approach should be
applied to assess the certainty of the evidence.

Non-reporting bias and statistical challenges

Reviewers should seek to register review protocols prospectively in platforms like
PROSPERO? or the Open Science Framework (OSF).’ Additionally, reviewers

4. https://plotdigitizer.com/
5. https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/
6. https://ost.io/


https://plotdigitizer.com/
https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/
https://osf.io/
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should use available reporting checklists in their reviews and assess whether the
included studies conform to any appropriate reporting checklist. For systematic
reviews with meta-analysis, reviewers should formally investigate publication bias
using appropriate statistical tests. Reviewers should clearly specify their chosen
model of the meta-analysis in the protocol and provide a rationale for their deci-
sion. They should also investigate potential sources of heterogeneity, quantifying
such heterogeneity using appropriate statistical measures. In addition, reviewers
should indicate in their protocol how they will conduct sensitivity analyses and
explicitly state the moderators they will test in subgroup analyses.

Mixed-methods reviews and overviews of reviews

Reviewers should describe in detail in the protocol how qualitative and quanti-
tative data will be integrated, utilising explicit frameworks. They should consider
using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018) to assess
the methodological quality of mixed-methods studies. Additionally, GRADE or
GRADE-CERQual tools should be considered to assess the confidence of evi-
dence in quantitative and qualitative studies, respectively (Noyes et al., 2019).
Reviewers should also consider applying framework or thematic synthesis and
assess the implementation fidelity of included interventions (See Wiltsey Stirman
et al., 2019).

Reviewers should seek to register or publish the protocol for their overview
in advance and adhere to reporting checklists (i.e., PRIOR statement) (Gates
et al., 2022). The use of validated tools such as AMSTAR-2 (Shea et al., 2017) or
ROBIS (Whiting et al., 2016) for assessing methodological quality and risk of bias
is strongly encouraged. From the outset the review team should decide whether
and how to include overlapping systematic reviews (see Pollock et al., 2024). They
should seek to assess and quantify the overlap among primary studies included
in the systematic reviews using appropriate statistical software (Bougioukas et al.,
2023).

Transparency and reproducibility

Reviewers should declare any Col, ensure that their evidence synthesis under-
goes independent peer review, and, where possible, involve diverse stakeholders.
Where feasible, they should apply frameworks such as PROGRESS-Plus (O’Neill
etal., 2014) to evaluate equity dimensions in the conduct and reporting of evi-
dence synthesis. Additionally, reviewers should adhere to the ICMJE criteria for
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authorship (ICMJE, 2025) and implement tools such as CRediT” to specify indi-
vidual contributions. Reviewers should adhere to COPE (Committee on Publica-
tion Ethics) guidelines for ethical publishing practices. These include disclosing
any prior publications related to the review, justifying overlaps and explicitly stat-
ing what their evidence synthesis or systematic review adds to the prevalent lit-
erature.

Conclusion

Within healthcare, evidence synthesis has benefited from positioning the evi-
dence base as central to decision-making, the sheer volume of activity and endeav-
our, coordination at national and international levels and early involvement in
seeking to resolve methodological issues. Rather than simply repeating such an
evolution, Applied Linguistics should seek to absorb and assimilate earlier lessons
from the healthcare field.

Further reading
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CHAPTER 19

A principled approach to methodological
agility in research synthesis

Putting ethics at the centre

Sin Wang Chong
University of St Andrews

Editing this book has been a learning journey for me. I feel privileged to
learn from the vast and diverse experiences of the contributors. At the same
time, I am impressed by how much we have evolved as a field in terms of
methodological diversity and innovation for research syntheses, compared
to 20 years ago. As mentioned in the introductory chapter (Chapter 1), this
book is not a “how-to” guide for conducting different forms of research
synthesis (although there are some mini-guides throughout the book);
instead, it invites contributors and readers to consider ethical and
methodological challenges and dilemmas, and how they are navigated.
Reading the reflective narratives in this book does not provide the answer to
methodological issues in research syntheses, but rather offers insight into
how authors responded to these challenges, having considered their areas of
research, contexts, and intentions for conducting a research synthesis. I
begin this chapter by revisiting the major methodological and ethical
challenges shared by authors and their responses. Then, I introduce a
framework of “ethical methodological agility” and outline an ethics-first
approach that can guide our response to the plethora of challenges
associated with research synthesis methodologies.

Keywords: research synthesis, research ethics, methodological agility,
ethical challenges

Navigating challenges

Throughout the book, contributors describe a shared set of challenges that arise
when conducting and publishing research syntheses in Applied Linguistics. These
challenges differ in form, but they often stem from the same sources. The chapters
also document how researchers responded to these challenges and dilemmas in

practice.
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Challenge 1: Some concepts are hard to define

A recurring challenge is about definition. Contributors of this book struggled with
determining what constitutes a research synthesis and distinguishing between dif-
ferent review types. Ambiguities noted in the chapters pertain to concepts and
constructs, moderator labels, inclusion criteria, and the scope of Applied Linguis-
tics.

In response, strategies adopted by authors in this book are pragmatic. Journal
editors set clear expectations through guidelines and reporting requirements.
Researchers treated protocols as a "live" documents, refining definitions as the
review projects progress. When areas such as language, context, or geographic
scope remain ambiguous, authors were transparent about their own interpreta-
tions and trade-offs, and provide justifications about feasibility, ethics, and pur-
pose.

Challenge 2: Methodological guidance does not always fit

Chapters in this book noted that existing research synthesis guidelines and tools
were either underdeveloped for Applied Linguistics or imported from other fields.
This created tensions around search strategies, appraisal frameworks, analysis.

Contributors responded by adapting methods. Applied linguists developed
field-specific frameworks and coding manuals, conducted calibration exercises
and inter-coder reliability checks. For instance, when conducting meta-analyses,
coding was refined iteratively, referring to theories when selecting moderators,
and conducted sensitivity and bias analyses. When tools from other disciplines
were used, they were revised to align with research norms in Applied Linguistics,
with limitations clearly acknowledged.

Challenge 3: Volume of research makes the scope of a research synthesis
unmanageable

Several chapters highlight that it is not always possible to conduct research syn-
theses comprehensively. Conducting broad searches requires time, labour, and
expertise that are not affordable by all. This is particularly true for student-led
projects and diverse teams.

Teams in this book responded through careful and strategic calibration and
workflow design, including conducting multiple rounds of pilot screening, partial
dual screening, and clearly assigning team members to specific roles. These
helped manage workload while preserving methodological rigour. For some
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teams, it may mean that scopes need to be narrowed, databases limited, or review
types adjusted to ensure that the review remained meaningful and manageable.

Challenge 4: Data quality is mixed and information is missing

Contributors reflected on issues related to missing metadata, inconsistent
abstracts, unreliable outcome reporting, and poorly described primary studies.
Technical challenges documented in the chapters relate to exporting from data-
bases, deduplicating records, and identifying compatible software. These are
addressed through manual data cleaning and checking and keeping a thorough
audit trail. When key information is missing, researchers explore alternative ana-
lytical techniques and look for supplementary materials; some teams also needed
to switch tools in the middle of a project or used a combination of software.

Challenge 5: It is difficult to strike a balance between quality and inclusivity

The chapters in this book discuss various forms of bias, exclusion of minority
contexts, and the balance between quality and being comprehensive. Contribu-
tors responded by being reflexive in reporting and explicit with critiquing their
own decisions. Some broadened their searches to include regional or non-English
sources while others opted for documenting exclusions carefully and reporting on
constraints such as limited database access.

Challenge 6: Collaborations are rarely straightforward

Several chapters emphasise the human side of synthesis work, including uncer-
tainty during decision-making, stress on student researchers, and tensions
between supervisors and supervisees. Such tensions can only be resolved
through.collaborative supervision models, clear recordkeeping, and open dia-
logue, which helped distribute responsibility and reduce individual strain.

Ethical methodological agility

These six challenges show that there is no single rule of thumb that will provide
a quick fix to these methodological issues. Some would argue that following the
recommended steps in methodological guidelines such as PRISMA and SMART
provides an authoritative response. However, with a closer examination of the
operational and pragmatic side of conducting a research synthesis, there are
issues that these methodological guides cannot resolve. For example, well-
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established guidelines require multiple reviewers to be involved in the screening,
data extraction, study appraisal, and data synthesis stages, and researchers are
expected to report inter-coder reliability. As shown in some chapters, this is not
possible because the synthesis is a supervised piece of work. Here is another
example: it is preferred for research syntheses to be as comprehensive as possible,
covering all relevant literature. This, nevertheless, may not be a realistic goal for
some researchers due to time and resource constraints. Similarly, searching on
multiple databases is recommended to ensure thorough coverage of a research
synthesis. This poses a challenge to researchers who work in low-resource settings
with limited access to subscription-based databases.

The examples outlined are some of the blockers that make researchers hes-
itant to conduct a research synthesis. In my experience editing and reviewing
research syntheses for academic journals, researchers, when prompted, are usu-
ally transparent about the reasons behind the limitations of their synthesis. I
always encourage researchers to be forthcoming about the deviations from
methodological recommendations and provide a justification. This is an oppor-
tunity for researchers to be reflexive about their methodological choices, which
is a crucial characteristic in rigorous research syntheses, as I argued in Chong
(2025). In the same paper, I introduced four quality criteria of good research
syntheses: systematicity, transparency, accessibility, and reflexivity, or STAR in
short. “Systematicity” and “reflexivity” should not be viewed as contradictory. In
fact, I would argue that researcher reflexivity makes research syntheses more sys-
tematic by constantly examining one’s own methodological choices in light of
recommended practices and identifying areas where well-justified deviations are
needed. While the STAR framework provides a good starting point to think about
the need to balance methodological standardisation and innovation in research
syntheses, the justifications provided by authors are not always convincing to edi-
tors and reviewers.

Methodological agility

Here, I propose a framework of ethical methodological agility (Figure1) that
could inform researchers’ responses to methodological challenges in research syn-
theses. I will first unpack what “methodological agility” is and how to approach
it in a principled way by putting research ethics at the centre of methodological
considerations.

Methodological agility is a research approach that intentionally integrates
multiple research methods, methodologies, epistemological frameworks, and dis-
ciplinary perspectives to address complex research questions. It recognises that
the problems we study often “demand synergy in methodology, holism in ontol-
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ogy, pluralism/open-mindedness in epistemology, and embracing diversity” (Sui
& DeLyser, 2012, p.111). Methodological agility advocates that research designs
need to be fit-for-purpose and contextualised. Focusing on the importance of
agility (or hybridity) in fieldwork, Watkins (2020) contends that an agile research
approach “embraces and incorporates uncertainties, challenges, and opportu-
nities to expedite self-reflexive, situated, and flexible research designs” (p.11).
Methodological diversity is not a weakness to be managed; it is a resource for
understanding phenomena from different angles.

Methodological agility is not the same as a mixed methods research approach
because it extends beyond combining research techniques. It encompasses mul-
tiple ways of conceptualising research problems and knowing, especially when
responding to complex interdisciplinary issues like those we tackle in Applied
Linguistics. Nightingale (2016) describes such inquiry as “epistemological plural-
ism” (p.41). This means approaching research problems “through more than one
way of conceptualising” them (Nightingale, 2016, p. 41). Importantly, epistemolog-
ical pluralism accepts that different methods may yield various, and sometimes
conflicting, insights into the same phenomena. Divergence between datasets and
ways these datasets are analysed can reveal “silences” (i.e., knowledge gaps) that
themselves become objects of analysis (Nightingale, 2016, p.42). As Sui and
DeLyser (2012) note, methodological agility intends to “challenge existing bound-
aries and forge creative connections” across analytical divides (p.113). In research
synthesis, epistemological pluralism recognises that while syntheses aim to be
comprehensive by presenting the state-of-play of a research topic or field, the syn-
thesis itself only presents a partial and situated view of knowledge. This view is
guided, and at times, limited, by the synthesis’s research questions and the ways
publications are selected and analysed.

In short, methodological agility comprises three characteristics: epistemo-
logical pluralism, interdisciplinary integration, and methodological flexibility
(Figure 1). These characteristics allow researchers to remain open to “different and
divergent methods” that can “tackle issues from different angles” (Sui & DeLyser,
2014, p.303). Epistemological pluralism can be seen when a research synthesis
includes both statistical evidence and qualitative accounts. As an example, a syn-
thesis on second language motivation may report test scores of students while also
including interview data that show how students talk about their feelings toward
learning a new language. While the foci of these two forms of evidence differ, they
can complement each other by showing gaps, tensions, or questions.

Interdisciplinary integration becomes visible when a research synthesis draws
on ideas or evidence from more than one field. For example, a synthetic study
on digital language learning can include studies from Applied Linguistics, Com-
puter Science, and Psychology. Each field adds a different understanding. Linguis-
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tics can explain language development, technology studies can explain how tools
shape learning, and psychology can show how attention and memory change in
online spaces. Looking across these fields allows the synthesis to address the topic
more fully.

Finally, methodological flexibility is reflected in how the synthesis is carried
out. Instead of following one fixed guideline, researchers choose what fits the
question and the evidence. For example, if some studies test classroom tools
while others explore student experiences, the researcher may use different analysis
approaches for each. Flexibility here is not a lack of structure; it is a response to
the nature of the evidence and the complexity of the questions.

Methodological
flexibility

Interdisciplinary
integration

Epistemological

pluralism

Research ethics

Figure 1. A framework of ethical methodological agility

Ethics before methodology

When reflecting on the literature on agility in research methodologies, one issue
remains unaddressed — if we were encouraged to draw on a plethora of traditions
and resources when designing a piece of research, how do researchers make deci-
sions about their epistemological stance, methodological frameworks, and disci-
plinary practices? Is there a universal guiding principle that enables researchers
to make informed and defensible methodological choices? To me, that anchor is
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research ethics (see also Chapter 1 of this book). A lot has been written about
research ethics in various disciplines such as in Education (e.g., BERA, 2024);
within Applied Linguistics, contemporary perspectives on research ethics centre
around three considerations: respect for people (including researchers and partic-
ipants), maximising benefits and reducing harm, and ensuring justice (De Costa
etal., 2021; De Costa etal., 2024). Ethics operates at two levels: macroethics
addresses procedural requirements from research ethics committees, while
microethics concerns the everyday decisions researchers make throughout their
projects (Yaw et al., 2023). These day-to-day choices carry ethical weight because
they shape how research unfolds. Scholars argue that research ethics must
account for contextual complexities. From an emic perspective, ethical decision-
making becomes an ongoing process of assessment and reassessment as issues
arise (BERA, 2024). Doing so requires reflexivity; for example, researchers are
encouraged to examine their own biases and power relations with participants
(De Costa et al., 2021).

Methodological rigour is itself an ethical obligation. Poor methods not only
limit the benefits of a synthesis but can mislead future research (Isbell & De
Costa, 2024; Plonsky, 2024). Equally, transparency, the honest and transparent
reporting of methodological procedures, is a precondition for others to assess
and build on the work. Ethics also encompasses questions of societal value; for
instance, research should contribute meaningfully beyond academia (De Costa
etal., 2021). This broader view positions research ethics as a foundation for
quality scholarship, including for researchers to approach methodological agility
when conducting research syntheses.

When applying methodological agility in research synthesis, ethics should
shape how decisions are made. In other words, ethical methodological agility
answers the question of how others can benefit from this review. In research syn-
thesis, “doing good” has several layers. It means doing good to the researchers
whose studies are included; to researchers who will use the synthesis in their own
work; to researchers who conduct the synthesis, especially when they face limits
in time, access, or training. It also extends to practitioners and policymakers who
rely on the synthesis to make decisions. Finally, it means doing good to the field
by producing knowledge that is trusted, honest, and useful.

Doing good to researchers whose studies are included

Doing good to primary researchers means treating their work with respect. Ethi-
cal questions include: Have I represented their findings accurately? Have I avoided
oversimplifying their results? For example, if a study reports mixed outcomes, the
synthesis should not only highlight the positive trend because it reads better. It
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should present the complexity that the primary researcher documented. It also
means citing studies fairly, not using selective quotes, and not dismissing work
from less well-known contexts.

Doing good to researchers who use the synthesis

Researchers may rely on research syntheses when developing new research pro-
jects and locating gaps in the evidence. Important ethical questions such as Am
I explicit about what this synthesis cannot address? Am I honest about missing
information? need to be considered. If a synthesis only considers English-
language publications, it should note that work in other languages may show dif-
ferent patterns. This helps future researchers avoid repeating the same blind spots.
Ethical decisions are made to avoid misdirection, making sure the synthesis sup-
ports, rather than misguides, future work.

Doing good to researchers who conduct the synthesis

Synthesists themselves must be protected from unrealistic methodological
demands. Ethical questions such as Am I being honest about my unique challenges?
Am I naming the barriers instead of hiding them? need to be asked. In situations
where a synthesist cannot access paid databases, an ethical response is to state this
openly, reflect on its impact, report alternative solutions, and describe what might
be missing from the analysis. It is important to be transparent about contextual
constraints.

Doing good to users of the synthesis

Teachers, professionals, and policymakers make decisions based on research syn-
theses. Synthesists must consider the following questions: Will my claims guide
practice based on available evidence? Am I making exaggerated claims? When
intervention studies show improvement in one context but not another, the syn-
thesis should not claim universal effectiveness. Conclusions in research syntheses
must be supported by robust evidence. Findings must be written in language that
practitioners and policymakers can understand.

Doing good to the field of research

Doing good to the field means contributing knowledge that is trusted, transpar-
ent, and meaningful. Ethical questions to ask are: Does this synthesis leave the
field clearer, not more confused? Am I adding insight rather than noise? Instead of
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repeating common claims, a research synthesis might highlight under-researched
groups or question long-held assumptions. Research synthesis should strengthen
how the field understands itself and support collective growth as a research com-
munity.

The ethical dimensions above, while not exhaustive, provide some points of
reference when we strike a balance between standardisation in methodological
practices and their innovation. When ethics is given priority, an agile method-
ological design in research synthesis becomes an ethical practice of care: for
researchers and the knowledge we build together.

This book has shown that there is no single way to conduct a research synthe-
sis in Applied Linguistics. There is also no perfect synthesis. When ethics guides
our methodological choices, our work becomes more careful, more transparent,
and more trustworthy. As I noted in the opening chapter, 2026 is a special year for
Applied Linguistics in relation to research synthesis. Over the past twenty years,
we have seen rapid growth in this area, along with creative uses of methods drawn
from other disciplines. Looking to the next twenty years, I hope our focus turns to
doing research synthesis well, not just doing more of it. An ethics-first approach
can guide us toward work that is rigorous and meaningful for everyone who relies
on it, including researchers, practitioners, and the field as a whole.
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This edited volume offers a critical examination of research
synthesis in Applied Linguistics at a time when such work

is increasingly influential and increasingly misunderstood.

The volume brings together reflective accounts of conducting
and editing different types of research syntheses. Instead of

a procedural manual, the book foregrounds the ethical and
methodological decisions that shape research syntheses in practice.
Across the book, contributors discuss opportunities, constraints,
and tensions between standardisation and innovation. The book
is written for researchers, postgraduate students, journal editors,
and methodologists who are interested in research synthesis as a
reflexive, situated, and collaborative form of scholarship.

“Characterized by methodological rigor, transparent reporting,
comprehensive coverage, and the aggregation of the totality of evidence,
research synthesis has emerged as an important and independent research genre or
paradigm in applied linguistics. Sin-Wang Chong’s edited volume presents a full repertoire
of approaches to research synthesis, offering an extensive and in-depth discussion of the
challenges, options, and strategies involved in each type of synthesis. The volume is poised
to have a profound influence by providing guidance and direction that enable and empower
research synthesists to summarize, evaluate, and integrate accumulated knowledge and
evidence, thereby advancing the field in ways that would not otherwise be possible.”
Shaofeng Li, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University
“This volume convincingly demonstrates how research synthesis has gained considerable
momentum through diverse methods and applications, offering an impressive variety of in-depth
perspectives based on the contributors’ roles and expertise. | highly recommend it to anyone
interested in how systematic approaches to reviewing the empirical literature, coupled with
ethical and multilingual stances, facilitate efforts to evaluate theory, illuminate methodology,

and inform practice across the field of applied linguistics. In this era of artificial intelligence,
this book serves as a timely reminder of the need to reclaim the knowledge lost in information

through collaborative human effort.” 3 6
Daniel O. Jackson, Kanda University of International Studies ISBN 976 90 272 3769 9
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