
Tips for creating a literature review to 
inform your action research project

Find out what is already known about your topic and if it’s not much, 
then be extra sure that researching your chosen theme is going to be 
useful, relevant and interesting. Don’t be put off if you can’t find literature, 
but there may be reasons why others haven’t looked at this topic before. Be 
especially clear as to why you have selected the subject and why it matters; 
you could draw on current discussions amongst peers on social media as 
well as formal literature if the issue is new. If you can’t find literature about 
your exact scenario consider what themes relate to your research and look 

If there is literature on your topic, be clear about where your work will 
fit. Consider where your work is likely to challenge the existing literature, or 
might your work reinforce the literature that exists? Or are you taking what 
is known about a topic and considering it in a new context e.g small 
specialist institution, a specific discipline context, or a group of online 
learners. Use literature to identify how your research links to existing 
research. 

Look at the research methods used in existing research. Do you want to 
adopt similar methods? Perhaps because they fit well with the topic, or so 
that you can add directly to the work of others. Do you want to use different 
methods to address the issue in an alternative way, to add new insights? 
There is no single ‘right way’ to research topics, but you should show that 
you are aware of the research methods around your topic of choice. Make a 
link between the literature and your methodology.

Hunt down different views on your topic, especially views that challenge 
your own. Try to find how different authors think about your topic. Consider 
even, how is your topic treated in different cultures. Try to identify your 
assumptions (beliefs) about the topic and deliberately seek out literature that 
is different e.g. for someone researching the benefits of digital feedback with 
an in built assumption about technology as beneficial, they may try to look 
out literature which is more critical of technology too. This can help 
understand different views collated in their study and shed new light on the 
topic. 

Explicitly link the literature to the way forward with your choice of 
action. It is ethically and practically important that any action steps 
within your project have a good chance of success. One way of checking 
this is to look at the work of others to build up a sense of confidence in 
your intended way forward. Look at the literature and specifically draw 
out points that help to reassure you, and others, that your action is 
appropriate. Be careful not to just locate evidence to support a single 
position without looking at other options, as you may miss out on very 
helpful approaches that you had not thought of. After reading literature be 
explicit about how your way forward has evolved and been refined as a 
result of learning. 




Be critical! This means not accepting everything at face value. As 
you read, ask questions of the material e.g. is what the author is 
claiming really backed up by their data? If they are making 
generalisations based on a small study, you may say that their research 
‘rings true’ but may be making generalisations beyond those that might 
be justified by the data. Ask questions of the authors: Do they have a 
vested interest in reporting a study in the way that they do e.g. 
practitioner research showing success. Did the way data was collected 
influence the results e.g. asking currents student views could be more 
favourable because of their keenness to please the tutor/researcher. 
Weave this critical thinking in to your review e.g. This work tells us 
that ..... but we need to be aware that this research has limitations..... As 
I proceed I will overcome or address these limitations by .... 


Use a range of sources. It’s important to use peer reviewed articles 
because these have been scrutinised by others and have often made an 
original contribution to what is know on a topic. However there are other 
valuable sources, particularly the blogs of other practitioners, online 
media around higher education and video material of esteemed thinkers 
on specific topics. Often these sources can contain the benefit of a great 
deal of experience and can discuss issues which are absolutely up to 
date. It is important to scrutinise the informal literature in the same way 
that as for other literature.


