Chapter 6

Design
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What Am I Looking for When I Conduct a Literature Review?
You may locate studies that are directly or indirectly related to your topic. It is useful to first
skim resources to see if they are relevant to your study, to search using different keywords,
and then to read sources that inform your work while making a list of topics and sources
(Hendricks, 2006).

6.1 Advice from a Self-Study Scholar
Create a Concept Map
I recommend to peers that if you insert your research question in your header notes of your literature
review, it will remind you to stay focused and not get too far off track in the wonderful field of
literature treasures you may discover. Also helpful is to explore the references in articles that connect
to your research. Creating a concept map of the big ideas and topics allows you to reflect on the
bodies of literature that inform your work and how you employ those bodies of literature to
conceptually map your research.
Jennifer R. McMurrer
Doctoral Student, George Mason University

Figure 6.2 shows Jennifer’s concept map used for one of her self-study research projects. Notice how her literature review is connected to her research question: How can
I improve my practice as a member of the team and contribute more effective and
innovative methods to evaluate state student achievement data to better analyze the
achievement gap?
These suggested prompts will be helpful to you as you read through the literature:
• What are the big ideas or concepts that jump out at you while you read through
the literature?
• What have others found about this topic?
• What suggestions for future research do others offer that may be useful to your
study?
• What key concerns have been studied?
• In what ways do others’ findings have any bearing on your setting?
• How are the studies similar and/or dissimilar to yours?
• What has not been studied and seems to be missing in the literature?
• What theoretical lenses have others applied to the problem?
• What theories are useful to your question and ideas for pedagogical strategies?
• Do others cite specific theorists who help inform their work?
• What particular theories help inform your work?
• How do the insights of others help you reframe and refine your question?
• What common themes do you find across the research?
• If you created a concept map, what topics would be in your bubbles or bins?
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PART II

YOUR SELF-STUDY PROJECT

7. Plan purposeful pedagogies.
Make Your Inquiry Manageable
It is important to choose a manageable and purposeful inquiry given the time you have to
work on it (e.g., a semester or yearlong project). Do not be tempted to just choose something
to get it done. Choose an inquiry that matters to you and your students. Teaching is a timedemanding and time-consuming profession. Therefore, it is recommended that you focus
on improving just one aspect of your teaching. Yes! Teachers do have a life outside of school
and research. This will make your research project more manageable. You will feel a greater
sense of accomplishment and be encouraged to go on to further needed changes (Samaras
et al., 2006).
Kathleen shifted her original research question to make her project more manageable.
Initially, she posed a very broad research question and didn’t know where to go with it. She
asked, “How can I ignite an inquisitiveness and appreciation of scientific inquiry in
students?” Realizing she only had a semester and wanted to make an impact, she decided
to narrow her focus by asking instead, “How can I ignite an inquisitiveness and appreciation of scientific inquiry in students by using a blog in my high school biology class?”
While planning for a manageable inquiry, this is a good time to brainstorm what activities
and pedagogical strategies you might enact and what data those activities might yield. What
student data do you have readily available that would be useful for your inquiry? We’ll discuss
data collecting in Chapter 9. Your activities and data collection have to be manageable. The
initial strategies may change as you learn more about your question, and that’s fine. Students
also seem relieved when I explain to them that they do not have to have a final answer when
their projects are completed. Nor do they have to look good. Talking about things that did not
go as expected always gains them extra credit. After all, teaching and learning are lifelong and
a continuous and intertwined process. Learning what may not work is also progress.

6.2 Advice From a Self-Study Scholar
Be Practical
The friction between personal involvement in the research theme, on the one hand, and the need to
study this theme objectively, on the other hand, can be a complex one. Finding a balance between
a perfect solution of this friction on the one hand and your possibilities (such as time, knowledge, and
experience) on the other hand asks for a practical approach. Start your self-study by thinking about
using data that are already available or easy to collect. Student portfolios and student evaluations
are interesting data sources. Lessons can be videotaped. Do you use concept mapping or instruments
like “The Wall” or “Pedagogical Analysis Schemes” in your lessons to structure students’ thinking and
experiences? These pedagogical instruments can also function as rich data sources.
Mieke L. Lunenberg, Fred A. J. Korthagen, and Rosanne Cathelijne Zwart
Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

