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Abstract

Secondary research in the form of literature reviews facilitates consoli-
dation and transfer of knowledge. In the field of TESOL, the majority
of secondary research is conducted in the form of narrative reviews,
which rely on the researchers’ selection and interpretation of primary
studies and findings. Systematic reviews, which can be broadly catego-
rized into meta-analysis (focusing on quantitative data) and qualitative
research synthesis (focusing on qualitative data), are gaining popular-
ity (see Plonsky, 2017) but are still less common. In particular, qualita-
tive data collected from language classrooms, which are often
criticized because of their lack of generalizability, are seldom synthe-
sized in a systematic fashion. Against this backdrop, this article first
attempts to make a case for conducting qualitative research synthesis
in the field of TESOL. Second, this article provides a methodological
framework and an example of how qualitative research synthesis can
be conducted. The article closes with recommendations to promote
qualitative research synthesis in the field of TESOL.

doi: 10.1002/tesq.3030

THE PLACE AND VALUE OF (QUALITATIVE) RESEARCH
SYNTHESIS IN TESOL

Research synthesis comprises a set of well-developed techniques that
allow researchers to overcome many of the pitfalls inherent to tra-

ditional, “stand-alone” literature reviews (see Ellis, 2015 for a compar-
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ison between research syntheses and traditional literature reviews).
Foremost among its distinguishing features is systematicity. This fea-
ture manifests itself throughout the synthetic process, from (a) the
exhaustive search for primary studies to (b) the application of a princi-
pled set of eligibility criteria and (c) the coding scheme applied to the
final sample as a means to extract data relevant to the question. By
thoroughly describing the steps and decision points along the way,
readers can evaluate the choices being made and can more readily
identify the potential issues and problems related to study findings
(Norris & Ortega, 2007; Oswald & Plonsky, 2010). This approach
reduces researcher bias and fosters greater confidence in the out-
comes of the review; it also allows for replication at the secondary level
(i.e., meta-analytic replication; see Plonsky, 2012).

Given these and other significant benefits, it is perhaps not surpris-
ing that researchers in TESOL, applied linguistics, and closely related
fields (e.g., CALL, instructed second language acquisition; see Plonsky,
2017; Plonsky & Ziegler, 2016) have turned increasingly in recent years
to research synthesis as a preferred means of taking stock of different
domains. Figure 1 shows this growth of synthetic research in the realm
of TESOL since 2000. The vast majority of these works have taken the
form of meta-analysis. Meta-analysis can be a very powerful tool when
the primary research of interest is quantitative in nature and provides
a relevant effect size index (e.g., Cohen’s d, Pearson’s r) or sufficient
data for the meta-analyst to calculate one. However, it is by no means
the only type of synthetic research nor is it applicable to all domains
and data types. Others include, for example, scoping review, historical

FIGURE 1. Research syntheses in TESOL (2000–present)Notes. Values based on citation
data in Plonsky’s (n.d.) bibliography of research synthesis and meta-analysis in applied

linguistics. The high number of studies in 2014 is due in part to a special issue of English
Teaching and Learning that focused on meta-analysis.
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review, and methodological synthesis (e.g., Gurzynski-Weiss & Plonsky,
2017; Marsden, Thompson, & Plonsky, 2018; M€uller, Howard, Wilson,
Gibson, & Katsos, in press). This article introduces to researchers in
TESOL an additional and, in our view, underutilized approach to syn-
thesizing previous research in a given domain: qualitative research syn-
thesis (QRS).

QRS is a type of research synthesis widely used in medical research to
report evidence-based practices, with a particular emphasis on the expe-
riences of practitioners and patients. QRS can be applied to primary
studies that use both qualitative and mixed research methods. QRS can
be combined with meta-analysis for the latter, resulting in a mixed
review (e.g., Jackson & Suethanapornkul, 2013; Tullock & Ortega,
2017), which refers to a single manuscript, reporting syntheses of both
qualitative and quantitative findings. An alternative approach, as demon-
strated in a recent QRS example (Chong & Reinders, 2020), is to focus
only on the qualitative data of the mixed-methods studies involved.

In recent years, the use of QRS in the field of education has begun
to grow. In TESOL, there are only a handful of QRSs. However, we
believe that QRS is a useful method to aggregate qualitative findings
of naturalistic, classroom-based studies, which are often criticized
because of their lack of generalizability. Particularly, QRS in TESOL
has more potential to systematically summarize qualitative findings in
small-scale studies conducted by practitioners (e.g., action research,
exploratory research, appreciative inquiry) to promote reflective teach-
ing and evidence-based innovations. By synthesizing perceptions,
beliefs, and experiences of teachers and learners in various educa-
tional milieus on a common topic, QRS offers a more comprehensive
view on how a particular pedagogical intervention is implemented and
experienced. It is especially valuable to practitioners and policy-makers
who are looking for evidence-based pedagogical ideas to address new
challenges (e.g., COVID-19). Complementing meta-analyses that often
focus somewhat narrowly on the effectiveness of pedagogical interven-
tions, QRS unveils a more holistic view of the factors associated with
the instructional effectiveness. Because visualization techniques are
usually used to report the synthesized qualitative data in a reader-
friendly way (see, e.g., C� iftc�i et al., 2018), there is also untapped
potential for QRS to reach audiences beyond academia (e.g., teach-
ers), and thus, facilitate research-pedagogy dialogue (Chong, 2020).

A METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

As a type of systematic review, QRS is conducted in a structured
manner. That is, each step is undertaken systematically, usually
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involving multiple reviewers, and laid out transparently to reduce bias
and to maximally inform readers (Macaro, 2020). This section illus-
trates the methodological steps of conducting QRS in TESOL. By way
of illustration, we refer to a recent synthesis by the first author on 16
technology-mediated task-based language teaching (TBLT) studies
(Chong & Reinders, 2020) (Figure 2). Our discussion throughout will
focus on the distinguishing features of QRS as a means to synthesize
qualitative data in primary studies.

Formulate research questions. Because QRS is a type of secondary
research, like any research, its design and process are guided by care-
fully conceived research questions. Qualitative synthesists usually set
questions related to features of classroom practices, or students’ and
teachers’ perceptions of pedagogical interventions. For instance, in
Chong and Reinders (2020), the synthesis is guided by the following
research questions:

1. What are the characteristics of technology-mediated tasks in the
primary studies?

2. What are the affordances and limitations of technology-
mediated tasks reported in these studies?

3. What are other emergent themes resulting from the grounded
theory analysis?

FIGURE 2. A methodological framework for conducting qualitative research synthesis in
TESOL (Chong & Reinders, 2020)
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Reminiscent of other qualitative studies which follow an interpre-
tivist paradigm of research, QRS is designed to answer questions that
aim to unravel complexities of phenomena in naturalistic classroom
settings (e.g., the features of technology-mediated tasks) and offer rich
descriptions of viewpoints and beliefs of different stakeholders (e.g.,
students’ and teachers’ beliefs toward technology-mediated TBLT).

Identify keywords. The second step is to devise an appropriate liter-
ature search strategy. At this stage, the research team have to agree on
the search terms to be used and the databases to conduct the search.
A number of search terms are developed, which can be searched alone
(e.g., “task-based language teaching”) or in combination using Boo-
lean Operators (e.g., “task-based language teaching” AND “technol-
ogy”). Occasionally, interchangeable terms can be included (e.g.,
“task-based instruction”). Developing an appropriate set of keywords
can be much more difficult than anticipated; the synthesist must bal-
ance substantive and methodological inclusiveness with the practical
constraints of a potentially very large number of search “hits.” Some
review teams involve librarians or experts in library science in the pro-
cess of developing a list of search terms to maximize search results
(Swinkels, Briddon, & Hall, 2006).

Conduct literature search. Three common avenues for conducting
a search for primary literature include digital databases (e.g., Web of
Science), journal websites (e.g., TESOL Quarterly), and the World Wide
Web (e.g., Google Scholar). We also recommend searching the refer-
ence list of the included studies (snowballing) and contacting authors
of the included studies for suggestions (outsourcing). The decision on
where to search for literature is contingent on a number of factors,
namely time frame, language, types of publication (e.g., whether you
want to include less accessible sources such as conference proceedings,
technical reports, and theses; i.e., gray literature). A more inclusive
approach is generally preferred to limit bias and gain a more compre-
hensive view of the domain (see Plonsky & Brown, 2015). In Chong
and Reinders (2020), because we wanted the synthesis to be as repre-
sentative as possible, we searched on digital databases, journal web-
sites, and Google Scholar. The literature search yielded a total of 99
publications.

Evaluate literature using inclusion criteria. One stage that distin-
guishes QRS from traditional narrative review is the formal appraisal
of candidate studies. To arrive at a comprehensive sample, the review-
ers must screen the studies obtained through the various search tech-
niques using a common set of inclusion criteria. Then, they meet to
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resolve disagreements. Two appraisal mechanisms are usually in place.
First, appraisal focuses on the studies’ compatibility with the nature,
the topic, and the scope of the synthesis. The five inclusion criteria in
our example study were as follows (Chong & Reinders, 2020, p. 5-6):

1. The articles report primary research (commentaries and reviews
were not included).

2. The articles were published between 1997 and 2017.

3. The articles include at least one type of technology and adopt a
well-defined conceptual or theoretical framework of TBLT.

4. The studies were conducted in second/foreign language class-
rooms.

5. The articles adopted either a qualitative or mixed-methods
research design with a significant qualitative component to the
research.

Second, reviewers appraise the research rigor of the primary studies.
For our synthesis on technology-mediated TBLT, one of the inclusion
criteria was that “The qualitative analysis of the articles follows . . . the
Qualitative Research Guidelines of Journals of Language Learning and Tech-
nology and TESOL Quarterly. In particular, there should be inclusion of
some raw data (e.g., transcribed verbatim of student interviews) when
authors describe and discuss qualitative findings” (p. 6). After the
appraisal of the 99 studies, 16 studies were included. Sometimes, it is
challenging to evaluate the rigor of qualitative studies because guideli-
nes are more open to interpretation than for quantitative research;
therefore, it is important for the review team to reach a consensus
regarding the standards they use for benchmarking (e.g., the TESOL
Quarterly guidelines). To document the process of appraisal of studies
and to uphold the principle of transparency, reviewers are recom-
mended to adopt the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram (Moher et al.,
2009).

Extract qualitative data. To handle a large amount of qualitative
data, data extraction is often performed using reference management
software (e.g., EndNote, RefWorks), research software (e.g., NVivo),
and/or review managers (e.g., Covidence, Microsoft Access, RevMan).
This stage differs from quantitative forms of research synthesis, which
usually employ spreadsheet-based coding schemes. In Chong and Rein-
ders (2020), NVivo was used to extract qualitative findings in the
included studies and to ensure effective data management. Similar to
screening of studies, data extraction is usually first performed indepen-
dently by reviewers using a form or checklist before reaching an
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agreement. This form or checklist includes items that can be related
to PICO (population, intervention, comparator group, outcome), the-
oretical framework, and findings, or it could be designed to suit the
purpose of the synthesis.

One major decision when extracting qualitative data is whether to
extract only “raw data” or “interpreted findings,” or both. “Raw data”
in qualitative studies refer to verbatim transcripts of interviewees and
artifacts used by research participants, as opposed to “interpreted find-
ings” (i.e., researcher discussions and interpretations without the sup-
port of raw data). Although there is not a consensus regarding the
preferred type of qualitative data (or whether “interpreted findings”
constitute “data”) to be extracted for synthesis, qualitative synthesists
are advised to adopt a consistent approach and to report and justify
their decision (Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). For our QRS on
technology-mediated TBLT, we extracted both raw data and inter-
preted findings because of the relatively small number of studies
included in our synthesis.

Synthesize qualitative data. This is the most crucial methodological
stage in conducting a QRS. Some methods of synthesis used in QRS
include grounded theory, thematic analysis, narrative synthesis, meta-
ethnography, meta-summary (for a comprehensive discussion on these
methods, see Dixon-Woods, Booth, & Sutton, 2007; Booth et al.,
2016). These methods adopt either an inductive or deductive
approach to data analysis. For example, an inductive approach was
adopted in Chong and Reinders (2020) using grounded theory. Using
a constant comparison method, descriptive and conceptual categories
were generated through initial coding, focused coding, and axial cod-
ing (Charmaz, 2014). Ultimately, a meta-theory was proposed based on
the emergent categories (for another example of using grounded the-
ory to conduct QRS, see Chen (2016)). Alternatively, a deductive
approach can be used. In this case, qualitative data are coded with ref-
erence to a conceptual or theoretical framework (e.g., metacognition).

Using Chong and Reinders (2020) as an example, we will illustrate
how grounded theory can be used to synthesize qualitative data (Fig-
ure 3).

Grounded theorists follow three stages of data analysis to generate
emergent themes: initial coding, focused coding, and axial coding1. It is
worth mentioning that the three stages of coding are iterative, and a
constant comparison method is employed, made possible by using
memo writing techniques (the researcher’s personal notes on the ana-
lytical process). Here, too, the process of QRS differs substantially

1 For a detailed description of these coding stages, see Charmaz (2014).
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from that of other synthetic approaches such as meta-analysis, which
are much more quantitatively oriented and less iterative. An example
of the qualitative data synthesis process using grounded theory is pro-
vided as an online supplementary material (Appendix A).

Report synthesized qualitative data. Considerations on appropriate
ways to report synthesized data are as important as the synthesis pro-
cess itself. On the one hand, qualitative synthesists need to present
synthesized findings in a reader-friendly and accessible manner, which
usually suggests the adoption of a thematic-narrative approach to report-
ing. This involves categorizing synthesized findings thematically to
respond to the research questions. When discussing the aggregated
findings, a narrative approach is often preferred, which excludes quo-
tations from primary studies.

This method of reporting synthesized qualitative data is not without
problems. First, a thematic-narrative approach to reporting may be
challenged by journal editors and readers regarding the trustworthi-
ness of the data reported. Therefore, it is recommended that an
evidence-based approach to reporting synthesized qualitative data is used,
which substantiates claims without disrupting the flow of the narrative.
An evidence-based approach to reporting synthesized qualitative data
refers to the presentation of the documented data synthesis process.
This can be achieved in a number of ways. First, a detailed coding
scheme including conceptual categories, descriptive categories, the
number of studies endorsing the categories, and an example code
from the primary studies can be included (Appendix A). This elabo-
rate coding scheme not only provides information, which enhances
credibility of the synthesized data, but also includes new insights into
the gravity of each category. For instance, by including the number of
studies endorsing a category, it gives readers an impression of how
prevalent a category is in the synthesized literature. It also enables syn-
thesists to rank the categories according to importance. Second, a data

FIGURE 3. Using grounded theory to synthesize qualitative data
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synthesis map can be included to illustrate the relationships between
the coded categories (for an excellent example, see Figure 4 in C� iftc�i
et al. (2018)). The advantages of including a data synthesis map are
twofold: (1) it summarizes the synthesized findings in a diagrammati-
cal manner, which helps readers distil the information and (2) it gives
readers confidence that the synthesists have put effort into collating
qualitative data in a structural and systematic manner.

The way forward. The purpose of this article is to make a case for
an underutilized type of systematic review, QRS, in the field of TESOL.
Toward that end, we have described the process, presenting an exam-
ple along the way to showcase how QRS can be conducted. At the out-
set, we argued that there is potential for QRS to play a vital role in
efforts to synthesize qualitative evidence to inform policy and practice
of language education. Echoing Norris and Ortega’s (2007) call to
develop a “synthetic mindset” (p. 812), research synthesis, especially
QRS, is worthy of greater consideration and application in the field of
TESOL. In fact, we are seeing some exciting developments that
address methodological issues in synthetic studies. For instance, Lan-
guage Learning now accepts methodological review and systematic
review submissions. More can be done, for example, through the pub-
lication of QRS protocols by leading journals of our field. Moreover,
interdisciplinary dialogues with research fields that possess a more
well-established tradition of conducting research synthesis (e.g., medi-
cine, healthcare) would benefit researchers in TESOL as well.
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