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Accessibility statement

RMIT University supports the creation of free, open, and
accessible educational resources. We are actively committed to
increasing the accessibility and usability of the textbooks and

support resources we produce.

Accessibility features of the
web version of this resource

The web version of this resource has been designed with

accessibility in mind and incorporates the following features:

* It has been optimised for people who use screen reading
technology.
o All content can be navigated using a keyboard.
o Links, headings, and tables are formatted to work
with screen readers.
° Images have text alternatives.

* Information is not conveyed by colour alone.
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Other file formats available

In addition to the web version, this book is available in a

number of file formats, including:

* Print PDF: the format you should select if you plan to
make a printed, physical copy of your book. This file
meets the requirements of printers and print-on-demand
services.

* Digital PDF: useful if you want to distribute your book
as a digital file, but do not intend to print the file.
Digital PDFs are optimized for accessibility, contain
hyperlinks for easier navigation, and can be used online.

* EPUB: EPUB files can be submitted to any popular e-
book distributor and opened by most modern e-book
readers. This is the file you'd use to submit your e-book
to Kobo, Nook, iBooks, Amazon, and others.

* and various editable files: look for the ‘Download this
book’ drop-down menu on the landing page to select the

file type you want.

Accessibility improvements

While we strive to ensure that this resource is as accessible and
usable as possible, we might not always get it right. We are

always looking for ways to make our resources more accessible.
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If you have problems accessing this resource, please email us to

let us know so we can fix the issue.


mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au

VERSIONING HISTORY | XIX

VERSIONING HISTORY

This page provides a record of edits and changes made to this
text from pre-publication to its latest iteration. Whenever edits
or updates are made in the text, we provide a record and
description of those changes here.

If you have a correction or recommendation you would like

to suggest, please email us.

Version Date Type

Research and writing skills for masters student
Vi1 2024 for completing a research project as part of a pc
degree
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

Disclaimer

RMIT University Library staff have compiled this resource in
good faith, exercising all due care and attention.

No representation is made about the accuracy,
completeness or suitability of the information in this
publication for any particular purpose. The publisher assumes
no responsibility for any damage or injury to persons or
property arising out of the use of any materials, instructions,
methods or ideas contained in the book. Readers should seek
appropriate advice when applying the information to their

specific needs.

Attributions

This textbook includes material adapted from third party
works under Creative Commons licences. In the case of
multiple downstream adaptations, links to original works are

included within the attribution statement where possible.
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Suggested citation

RMIT University Library. (2024). Research and Writing Skills
for Masters Level Students: Strategies for Completing a Research
Project as Part of a Postgraduate Degree. RMIT Open Press.

Suggested attribution

“Research and Writing Skills for Masters Level Students:
Strategies for Completing a Research Project as Part of a
Postgraduate Degree” by RMIT University Library is licensed
under CC BY-NC 4.0

Copyright

This book is provided under a Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International licence except where otherwise noted.

The RMIT University Logo and cover design are ‘all rights
reserved’.

We have made all reasonable efforts to:

* clearly label material where the copyright is owned by a
third party
* ensure that the copyright owner has consented to this

material being presented in this textbook


https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fcreativecommons.org%2Flicenses%2Fby-nc%2F4.0%2F%3Fref%3Dchooser-v1&data=05%7C01%7Cfrank.ponte%40rmit.edu.au%7Cb7927bd9d7e84e6d684208da347fa0de%7Cd1323671cdbe4417b4d4bdb24b51316b%7C0%7C0%7C637880020024149374%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=qfOTqWu4axWeQjUuQmFFtg%2FjozF4A%2FUI8b34M8AX%2Bcs%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fcreativecommons.org%2Flicenses%2Fby-nc%2F4.0%2F%3Fref%3Dchooser-v1&data=05%7C01%7Cfrank.ponte%40rmit.edu.au%7Cb7927bd9d7e84e6d684208da347fa0de%7Cd1323671cdbe4417b4d4bdb24b51316b%7C0%7C0%7C637880020024149374%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=qfOTqWu4axWeQjUuQmFFtg%2FjozF4A%2FUI8b34M8AX%2Bcs%3D&reserved=0

XXII'| ABOUT THIS BOOK

External links

This textbook may include links to third-party websites that
contain copyright protected material. Your access to these sites
will be covered by terms between you and the other operator/
owner of the site. We are not responsible for any of the
content, including links found on the site. Read and abide by

the external websites’ terms of use.

Published by

RMIT University Library via RMIT Open Press.

Credits

This open textbook was adapted and created by the staff of
the RMIT University Library.

The Research and Writing Skills for Masters Level Students:
Strategies for Completing a Research Project as Part of a
Postgraduate Degree was primarily adapted and customised
from the following key resource:

“Research and Writing Skills for Academic and Graduate
Researchers” by RMIT University Library licensed under CC
BY-NC 4.0


https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
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Reviewers

Each module of this open textbook was reviewed by peers from
the RMIT University Library. The authors gratefully
acknowledge their feedback contributing to the development
of the work.

Cover design

Cover image: created by Miranda Francis using Adobe Firefly
with the prompt “research represented as a journey through

nature in a forest”.
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INTRODUCTION

These modules are for Masters by coursework students
enrolled in a range of disciplines that may require a research
component . They are designed to build capability in research
information skills and in research writing.

While written with RMIT University Masters by
coursework students in mind, other postgraduate students
world-wide may find it useful - feel free to adopt or adapt to
suit your own context.

This open book covers searching the literature to find the
most relevant and current information; reviewing the
literature (including a step by step guide on conducting a
systematic review). We cover how to use a literature reference
manager (i.e. Endnote or Zotero) to organise your reading.
Latter modules provide guidance on developing a research

proposal and on writing with authority on your chosen topic.

Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
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writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT Learning L ab: Artificial intelligence

« RMIT Library Online Module: Generative
Al for students at RMIT



https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
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STRATEGIES AND
RESOURCES FOR
SEARCHING THE

LITERATURE

Welcome to this online module related to strategies and
resources for searching the literature. The module will explore
key resources to use when literature searching, and the features

of developing an effective search strategy.

Learning objectives

This module will introduce you to:

- strategies and search techniques that can be
used in your searches
« how to construct your search query
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LITERATURE

- selecting key resources to use in your

searches, such as LibrarySearch, Databases,

Google Scholar

- staying current with the literature

There  are  learning
activities throughout this
module to help you with
some practical searching.

This module should take
you about 30 minutes to
complete.

Work  through  each
section using the navigation
footer (i.e. previous/next),
or use the contents menu to
select a particular section.

Upon completion,
feedback and suggestions for

improvement of  this

Photo by Erik Mclean on Unsplash

module can be provided at the end via an email link.

You may also be interested in viewing the additional

resources about Literature searching in the Explore Further

chapter at the end of this module. Provided is a webinar


https://unsplash.com/@introspectivedsgn?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/literature-searching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText

STRATEGIES AND RESOURCES FOR SEARCHING THE
LITERATURE | 3

recorded from the Library’s ‘PhD Up!” program (now called

Research Plus) and associated library guides.



4 | STRATEGIES AND RESOURCES FOR SEARCHING THE
LITERATURE
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BEING CLEAR ABOUT
YOUR PURPOSE

The purpose

When considering how and where to start your literature
search, it is first worth thinking about why you are looking for

information. What is the purpose of your search?

You may be doing a literature search:

- for a literature review as part of a research
report

« for an assignment in an academic course

« to update your knowledge

- for professional development

- to support a workplace activity

Determining the reason for your literature search will help you
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select the types of materials needed. The Library has a wide
range of materials available including books, journals, videos,
newspapers, images, standards, case studies, theses, and more.
This module will introduce you to some of these types of

materials. To explore these further, go to Library collections.

Literature reviews

There are two main purposes for undertaking a literature
review.
1) To show awareness of the present state of knowledge in a

particular field, including:

* seminal authors

* the main empirical research

* theoretical positions

* controversies

* breakthroughs as well as links to other related areas of

knowledge

2) To provide a foundation for the author’s research. The

literature review should:

* help the researcher define a hypothesis or a research
question, and how answering the question will
contribute to the body of knowledge

* provide a rationale for investigating the problem and the


https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/borrowing-and-collections/collections
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selected methodology
* provide a particular theoretical lens, support the

argument, or identify gaps

This video provides an overview of what a literature review is.
Watch this video and answer the question below.
Literature Reviews: An Overview for Graduate
Students (9:39 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:

https.://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=25#oembed-1

«

‘Literature Reviews: An Overview for Graduate Students” by libncsu is

Licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 3.0


https://youtu.be/t2d7y_r65HU
https://www.youtube.com/user/libncsu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0
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Test your knowledge

An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=25#h5p-2

Further information and resources on writing your literature

review can be found in the Learning Lab.


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=25#h5p-2
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=25#h5p-2
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/assessments/literature-review/
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PLANNING YOUR
SEARCH

A literature search starts
with effective planning. A

literature search plan can:

* ensure your literature
searching is
comprehensive

* prompt you to think

critically

* guide your searching Pholo by Hope House Press - L eather
to focus on your Diary Studio on Unsplash
research topic

* document your search processes to minimise replication

* save time


https://unsplash.com/@hope_house_press_leather_diary_studio?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/@hope_house_press_leather_diary_studio?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/black-pencil-on-top-of-ruled-paper-PJzc7LOt2Ig?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
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Identify the main or important
aspects

It can be helpful to write down your research question and

identify the important words that define your research topic

before searching.

Examine the relationship between social media
and news corporations, discussing how this
partnership influences public discourse.

The important terms to include for this
research topic would be:

. social media
-+ news corporations
« public discourse
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Developing keywords

The next step is to compile a list of synonyms or alternative
terms. This will ensure that you will have a comprehensive
search for relevant literature.

Consider variations such as:

* synonyms or alternative terms — e.g. climate change,
global warming

* acronyms/abbreviations — e.g. DFT, density functional
theory

* alternative spellings — e.g. aluminium, aluminum

* plurals/alternative endings — e.g. environment,

environmental

For our research topic, here is the start of a list of synonyms

and alternative terms.

social media social networks
news corporations media companies
public discourse public opinion

Now look to developing your search strategy using some

different search techniques.
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DEVELOPING A SEARCH
STRATEGY

There are a number of different search techniques that you
can use to develop your search strategy. This chapter explains
how to make your searching thorough and effective by using
phrase searching, truncation, spelling variations, and Boolean

operators.

Phrase searching

To specify that two or more words must appear as a phrase, use

double quotes.

“social media”
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Truncation

To search for alternative endings of words, use truncation or

stem searching. In most databases, the truncation operator is

an asterisk (*).

A search for educat™ will retrieve:

« educate

« education
« educational
- educator
« educating
« educated

Spelling variations

Sometimes there are slight differences in the spelling of a word,

for example, English and American variations. To facilitate
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searching on alternative spellings, some databases allow
wildcard searching. Wildcards take the place of one or more

characters in a search term. The wildcard operator is often a

question mark (?) or an asterisk (*).

A search for colo?r will find:

« color
. colour

Once you have a list of keywords, synonyms, and effective
search techniques you will then need to combine these into

effective search statements.

Combining with Boolean

Boolean searching can be very helpful when searching
databases. It allows you to combine multiple terms with

connecting words, called ‘Boolean operators’. Most databases



DEVELOPING A SEARCH STRATEGY | 15

use common Boolean operators, such as AND, OR, and
NOT. Here are examples of how you can use Boolean

operators to broaden or narrow your search.

AND operator
narrows your

search

AND
Use AND operator to find
records that contain all the terms you use. This is useful if you
want to find only those records that mention both terms.
Searching for “climate change” AND cereals will locate records

with both these terms.

OR OR operator
broadens your search

Use OR operator to find records that contain any of the terms
you use. This is useful if you want to allow for alternative
terms/synonyms for the same concept. Searching for “climate
change” OR “global warming” will locate records with both as

well as one of these terms.



16 | DEVELOPING A SEARCH STRATEGY

NoT NOT operator

narrows your search

Use NOT operator to exclude a term. This is useful if you
don’t want to find any records that contain a particular term.
Use it with care to avoid excluding relevant articles that briefly
mention the second term. Searching for “global warming”
NOT “fossil fuels” will exclude all records that mention “fossil
fuels” as well as “global warming” and “fossil fuels” together.

Watch this video to gain an understanding of how to use
Boolean operators.

Boolean Operators (3:02 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:

https:/rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=33#oembed-1

Boolean Operators by Lexy Spry and Emily Wixson (YouTube). Copyright ©
Emily Wixson.


https://youtu.be/xsSZps3NH-M
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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Test your knowledge

a An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:

https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/

It rchwritingm I nts/?p=33#h5p-



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=33#h5p-3
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=33#h5p-3
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THE SEARCH QUERY

To construct the search query consider using some search
techniques such as Boolean operators and phrase searching.

In considering the topic “recycling of waste water in
cities”, three main aspects were identified, and a list of possible

keywords (search terms) was compiled.

The search statement may look like the following example.

(recycling OR reuse) AND (“waste water” OR
sewerage OR “drain water”) AND (cities OR
urban)

This search query has used:

* double quote marks enclosed around keywords that

contain two words so they are searched as a phrase
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* Boolean operator OR is used to combine keywords
about the same aspect
* Boolean operator AND is used to combine keywords

about different aspects

The search features of library databases make constructing
your search query easier, especially when using advanced
search options. For example, the Boolean operators can usually
be selected from a drop-down menu. This is evident in the
example below, showing the search query where the Boolean
operators of AND are selected.

Note: nearly all databases have these features, but they
might look different. You may need to explore to find the

options you need.

Ageanced SEarch

" " o [ Srgebiere L]

(Copyright © 2022 RMIT University)
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Activity

Now it's your turn to develop your search query for
your own research topic.

1. Write down your research topic and identify
your main aspects.

2. For each aspect list some alternative search
terms (synonyms).

3. Consider some different search techniques
that you may need to use.

4. Create a search query that combines your
topic keywords and synonyms using Boolean
operators AND and OR.
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REFINING YOUR
SEARCH

Limits or filters

After developing your search query and executing your search,
you now need to look at the search results and determine
whether you have been successful in locating relevant
literature. Sometimes you may find that your results are
unsuitable, too broad, too narrow or oft topic. You may need
to adjust your search strategy, or if you feel that your results
are close to what you need, using filters will enhance and refine
your search further.

Most databases will give you the option to limit your results.
Look for the different filtering options in the database when
you are getting too many results.

Note that the types of filters available may vary according
to the database you are using and the types of information
available. For example, in scientific and medical databases, you
can search by population or type of study. Most databases
will have a search tips section that you can check to see what

options are available.
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For example, you may be able to specify that you want to

retrieve by:

* resource type (e.g. peer-reviewed journals)
* publication date (e.g. last five years)

* subject

* journal title

* language (e.g. English only)

Details and subject headings

Check the information or record page for each item, to help
determine if the source will be useful. This will often include
an abstract or summary of the item (known as Description in
LibrarySearch), as well as subject headings that describe the
content.

Subject headings can be useful in introducing you to new
concepts and terminology related to your field of inquiry. You
can expand your search by incorporating these subject
headings into subsequent searches or use the hyperlinked
subject headings. You may also find that the description
contains information to follow up on such as other works by

the same author.
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Test your knowledge

An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=40#h5p-4



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=40#h5p-4
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=40#h5p-4
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SELECTING RESOURCES
TO SEARCH

Define your information need

Before you set out searching for information, it’s worthwhile
thinking about how much and what types of information you
will need. Your research question may need you to focus on
scholarly and peer reviewed sources, but there may also be
a requirement to search for other types of information, for
example current perspectives on social media, statistics, news,
or government and organisational reports (grey literature).
Searching for different types of information may involve
searching across a range of platforms and websites, including
LibrarySearch and databases, but also using online search
engines like Google to locate these sources.

For example, you could be researching the topic of the
impact of the no vote in the 2023 referendum on Indigenous
Australians. You could look at websites of organisations like
Reconciliation Australia or the Indigenous Knowledge
Institute for research and reports, for news, National
Indigenous Television (NITV), and for personal perspectives

search Facebook for community groups, or on X (formerly
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known as Twitter) hashtags and handles, like

#IndigenousVoices, Blak Twitter, and @IndigenousX.

LibrarySearch

While you may need to expand your search beyond library
resources, LibrarySearch can nevertheless be an excellent place
to start your search, due to the array and depth of information
available. Starting with LibrarySearch also means you can
access books and ebooks, which will provide in-depth and
background information on a topic. A search in LibrarySearch
can also provide a good indication of how much information
on your topic is available. Specialised subject databases in
business, architecture, psychology, legal, and fashion are not

covered by LibrarySearch and need to be accessed directly.

Content available from LibrarySearch includes:

- books and ebooks
- journal articles

- conference papers
- trade magazines
- videos
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+ news reports

Log into LibrarySearch to access other functions, including:

* scarch history and saved searches
* favourites (which can be organised with labels)

* your account information (including loans and reserves)

Watch this video for a brief introduction to LibrarySearch.
What is LibrarySearch? (1:07 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=44#oembed-1

What is LibrarySearch? by RMIT University (YouTube). Copyright ©
RMIT University Library.


https://youtu.be/MG3RhhlWKc0?si=iEl5b11RDyCvJDGW
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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Library subject guides

The Library’s subject guides are also good starting points for
research when searching in a specific subject area. As well as
including the most relevant databases, subject guides also
include relevant websites, journals, books, ebooks, and videos.
Many subject guides include links to key organisational and
professional websites for the discipline. Depending on your
area of study, subject-specific formats of information are also
available, including images and artworks, map and mapping
tools, and statistics.

Watch this video for a brief introduction to ‘What’s a Library
Subject Guide?”’

What’s a Library Subject Guide? (1:13 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:

https.//rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=44#oembed-2

What’s a Library Subject Guide? by RMIT University (YouTube). Copyright
© RMIT University Library.


https://youtu.be/IXo58MojuKI
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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The following image shows how to locate subject guides

from the Library homepage.

Find books, articles and more

LibrarySearch ~ Databases  Google Scholar  Research Repository Nt sure where to start?

Library subject guides

Need help getting started with your research? These guides highlight the variety of resources you can access, including databases, e-jourals, e-books and
websites.

Select your study area:

+ Architecture and Urban Design . oAt «  Biomedical, Health and Nursing

+ Business and Law «  Design - Education

+  Engineering «  Fashion and Textles «  Media and Communications

«  Properly. Construction and Project « Science - Social Sclences and Languages
Management

Image: Screenshot of Find books, articles and more showing
Library subject guides study areas. RMIT University Library
homepage. 16 December 2024. Copyright © 2024 RMIT
University.

Format-specific guides

Explore format-specific and instructional guides such as:

* Company and Industry information
* Standards

* EndNote Desktop guide

* e-Books guide


https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
https://rmit.libguides.com/company-industry
http://rmit.libguides.com/standards
http://rmit.libguides.com/endnote
https://rmit.libguides.com/ebooks
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Research guides
There is also a range of Research guides that include:

e Theses
* Literature reviews

* Systematic reviews
* Reference managers

Activity

1. Go to the Library homepage and find a
subject guide relevant to your research area.

2. Does that subject guide list any databases
that might be useful for your research topic?


http://rmit.libguides.com/research
https://rmit.libguides.com/theses
https://rmit.libguides.com/literature-review
https://rmit.libguides.com/systematicreviews
https://rmit.libguides.com/ReferenceManagers
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
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SEARCHING LIBRARY
DATABASES

Databases

While LibrarySearch is a good starting place, you will need
to move beyond this to comprehensively retrieve relevant
literature. As mentioned, the library subject guides include
key databases for a discipline, but they can also be explored and
accessed via the RMIT Library home page. There are many
databases available, some of which are subject-specific, some
based on format (like company reports, videos or standards)
and others are mult-disciplinary, meaning they contain
information across a range of topics.

Databases are excellent tools for researching journal articles,
as well as other scholarly content. They often have a specialised
focus — for example, by subject, resource type, or
geography. You can explore the different types of databases on
offer from the Librarythat include videos, images, theses,
standards, and more.

To access the list of popular databases, select the Databases
tab in the ‘Find books, articles and more’ on the Library’s

homepage.


https://rmit.libguides.com/
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/dbsearch?vid=61RMIT_INST:RMITU&lang=en
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/borrowing-and-collections/collections
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Find books, articles and more

LibrarySearch ~ Databases  Google Scholar  Research Repository  Not sure where to start?

Popular databases

+ Australian Standards + EBSCOhost Web »  Euromonitor Passport
« IBISWorld « Linkedin Learning «  ProQuest Central
«  PubMed «  Scopus + Webof Science

(mucatabases ) (" Finajoumais ) (" cotecions ) (" Oniine access woubleshooting )

Image: Screenshot of Find books, articles and more showing
the list of popular databases. RMIT University Library
homepage. 16 December 2024. Copyright © 2024 RMIT
University.

Watch this video for a brief introduction to Library databases.

What’s a library database? (1:56 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You

can view them online here:

https:/rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=52#oembed-1

What’s a library database? by RMIT University (YouTube). Copyright ©
RMIT University.


https://youtu.be/KKIbnNLCh8g
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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Test your knowledge

a An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:

https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/

It rchwritingm I n =52#h5p-

Searching databases

Like LibrarySearch, results in databases can be sorted and
filtered in a variety of ways — for example, by the level of
content (scholarly, peer-reviewed). Many databases will
include the same functions for searching but may differ
depending on the type of information the database includes.

A large database that covers a range of subject areas


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=52#h5p-6
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=52#h5p-6
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including business, science, health, and social sciences is
ProQuest.
Watch this video to learn how to do an advanced search in
the ProQuest database.
ProQuest Advanced Search (2:14 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=52#oembed-2

ProQuest Advanced Search by ProQuest (YouTube). Copyright © Proquest.

Finding the full article

Databases will often give you direct access to the full text
online, but if you cannot see a link to the online article, try the
‘Find it’ button link. This will open a new browser window
that will search all databases to which RMIT University
Library has access.


https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/1b6r78u/alma9921602010601341
https://youtu.be/6p2eJqJT0SI
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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If not held at RMIT

If you cannot find the article online it may be available in print,

or you can request the article via the Library’s Document

Delivery Service.

Activity

The activity uses the ProQuest database. You may
wish to practice searching one of the databases you

selected earlier, from your subject guide.

1.

Go to the Library homepage and select the
Databases tab.

Select ProQuest Central from the ‘Popular
databases’ list.

Note the Basic and Advanced Search options.
Select Advanced Search.

Search the database using your search query
keywords and try to use a simple Boolean
search, e.g. (waste water OR effluent) AND


https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/borrowing-and-collections/get-resources-from-other-libraries/document-delivery-services
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/borrowing-and-collections/get-resources-from-other-libraries/document-delivery-services
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
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(recycling AND cities).

5. Next to the search box from the drop-down
menu select ‘Anywhere except full text’. Also,
select options to limit to peer-reviewed
articles and publication date of ‘Last 3 years.

6. Note options for Source/Document type.

7. Select search.

Citation databases

Scopus and Web of Science are two large citation databases
that can be important starting points for subject areas,
particularly in the sciences. These databases also display
citation data that enables you to track the development of a
research idea forward through time.

Use this link to access the video, How to create citation
overviews tutorial, (link opens in a new tab) providing

instruction on Citation overview in Scopus.

The citation overview tool in Scopus displays trends for a set
of documents. It shows all publications citing a specific
document (or set of documents), allowing discovery of the

overall impact of publications in a research areas of interest.


https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/1adn3cm/alma9921469707701341
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/1adn3cm/alma9921476109101341
https://service.elsevier.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/36038/supporthub/scopus/
https://service.elsevier.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/36038/supporthub/scopus/
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Watch this video to learn how to use the Web of Science
Citation Report.
Web of Science: Create Citation Reports (1:57 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=52#oembed-3

Create Citation Reports in Web of Science by Web of Science (YouTube).
Copyright © Clarivate.


https://youtu.be/rbaJXVUNyAE?si=LaeG0ClQsE6Hjbbe
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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FURTHER RESOURCES

Google and Google Scholar

Many people begin their
research with Google, and
sometimes Google Scholar.
Google can be useful to get

an overview, background

information, or to define

Photo by Mitchell | uo on Unsplash

terms. We all Google — but
are you doing it effectively?

Using Advanced Google or Google Scholar improves your
chance of obtaining relevant information. Researchers are
expected to use scholarly information and Google alone is
insufficient.

Google Advanced lets you choose combinations of words
— e.g. all these words, exact phrase or word etc., and narrow
results by language, region, last update, site or domain, file
type, etc.

The following table provides a comparison of the difference

in features between Google and Google Scholar.


https://unsplash.com/@mitchel3uo?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/google?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.google.com.au/advanced_search
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Google

Full-text access

Yes, depending on sources.

Features | Google
9 Scholar
Easy—to—search Yes Yes
interface
Many sources, good i?}?gfr sl
definitions, background yb .
Coverage information, government/ sourees, bu
with uneven
company reports, but discioline
uncontrolled content. p
content.
Scholarly
Varied, news, company ma.terlal,
deand articles,
Format reports, trade an conference
government publications, book
grey literature. papers, boo
chapters,
patents.
Search results
with basic Yes, with Advanced Google. | Limited
filtering
Search alerts No Yes
Search metrics | No Yes
Author profiles | No Yes
Yes, but

payrnent may

be required.
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Google
Features | Google
9 Scholar
Export
citations to No Yes
reference
managers

Best practice tip

Sign in to Google Scholar via the Library webpage to access full
text that RMIT holds in linked databases.

See the image below for where to find Google Scholar on the
RMIT Library homepage.

Find books, articles and more

LibrarySearch ~ Databases  Google Scholar  Research Repository  Not sure where to start?

Google Scholar

Google Scholar search results include resources from our
citations to EndNot
search resuls, go to Access information and tips.

‘Search Google Scholar

W you to export
olar and how to interpret

Image: Screenshot of Find books, articles and more showing
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Google Scholar tab. RMIT University Library homepage. 16
December 2024. Copyright © 2024 RMIT University.

Activity

Search Google Scholar using some of your search
query keywords.

As you search make note of the following:

1. The different types of resources in your
results list

2. Canyou follow a link to the full text of the
article or resource?

3. Look for where to refine your search by date
or relevance, and also where you can include
(or exclude) patents and citations

There are also further tools in Google Scholar to find related


https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
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material. These are located under each of the titles listed in
your search results.

Can you find the Cite, Cited by, Related articles, and Save
links?

See if you can also find where to save an alert for your search.
Saving an alert will provide an email feed for any new papers

on your topic, as they are added to Google Scholar.

Test your knowledge

a An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:

https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/

It rchwritingm I nts/?p=49#h5p-



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=49#h5p-5
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=49#h5p-5
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Grey literature

Grey literature encompasses a range of materials that are
generally not published via traditional channels, like journal
articles, and may not be indexed in library databases. Using
grey literature will broaden your search to include more local
knowledge, fill research gaps and various perspectives of

individuals and organisations.

Examples of grey literature include:

conference papers and proceedings

. datasets

« government and NGOs' documents,
reports and working papers

« fact sheets, bulletins

« policy statements

« research data

. standards

« statistics

« theses

You can use Google Advanced Search features including fields
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(for example title or author), site or domain (for example
site:gov.au) or document type (for example pdf).

Other sources for grey literature include conference sites,
repositories, news and newspaper sites, and policy and data
sites, like the Australian Policy Observatory or the Australian
Bureau of Statistics. RMIT’s Library’s Library guide on Grey
Literature is a great place to find more information and other
sources for grey literature. Always ensure the quality,

credibility, and reliability of these sources.

Research Repository/Theses

The RMIT Research Repository is an open-access
institutional repository providing free, searchable access to
research publications authored by RMIT University staft and
students.

Most theses submitted at RMIT University can be found in
the RMIT Research Repository.

Theses can be invaluable sources for in-depth and
significant research related to your field of study. The RMIT

Theses research guide is a great starting point for resources that

will allow you to access Australian and international theses.


https://apo.org.au/
https://www.abs.gov.au/
https://www.abs.gov.au/
https://rmit.libguides.com/grey-literature
https://rmit.libguides.com/grey-literature
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/research/open-access-research/research-repository
http://rmit.libguides.com/theses
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Activity

« Search the RMIT Research Repository.
- Enter your search term, for example, climate

change.

« Limit your search results to ‘Dissertations &
Theses'.

- The ‘Refine your results’ enables further
selection of:

o Resource type
o Research unit
o Author.

- ldentify a relevant thesis to your topic.


https://research-repository.rmit.edu.au/
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STAYING CURRENT
WITH THE LITERATURE

Another useful feature of different databases includes the
ability to set up ‘search alerts’, which allows you to receive
alerts of new articles that meet your search criteria. This is an
excellent way to keep up-to-date with your research.

It is also possible to set up alerts for:

* the latest tables of contents for specific relevant journals

* citation alerts whenever a particular article is cited by
someone

* upcoming conferences and calls for papers

* websites, social media, and Google

See the library guide to Alerts: staying current with the

literature for more details and examples.


http://rmit.libguides.com/stayingcurrent
http://rmit.libguides.com/stayingcurrent
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Conferences

Conferences are an
important part of staying
current with intellectual and
academic developments and
discussions.  There  are
diverse websites that will
alert you of upcoming

conferences.  Papers are

Rice Universi k Ph raphy by
Ed Schipul (CC-BY-3.0)

sometimes available via conference websites or accessible via

databases.

The Alerts library guide lists a number of conference

directories.


https://www.tendenci.com/photos/3036/in/70/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0
https://rmit.libguides.com/alerts
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EXPLORE FURTHER

Congratulations on
completing this module. We
have explored the purpose of
a literature review, some of

the key resources for

searching the literature, and
some aspects of developinga  Photo by Joseph Chan on Unsplash
search strategy.

The module also included information on staying current
with new literature published in the area and searching for

theses and conferences.

Further assistance

For more assistance with your writing, see an Academic Skills
Adpviser in the Library.
Additional information and resources are available in the

guides:

* Literature reviews

e Alerts: staying current with the literature
* Theses


https://unsplash.com/@yulokchan?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/congratulations?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
http://rmit.libguides.com/literature-review
https://rmit.libguides.com/alerts
http://rmit.libguides.com/theses
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Information and resources on writing your literature review

can be found in the Learning Lab.

Learn more

You may also be interested in viewing the following
webinar Strategies and resources for searching the literature
(64 _mins.) recorded from the Library’s PhD Up! program
(now called Research Plus). The webinar content

complements this online module.

Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT Learning | ab: Artificial intelligence

« RMIT Library Online Module: Generative
Al for students at RMIT


https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/
https://youtu.be/yEmkiGCXTVE
https://youtu.be/yEmkiGCXTVE
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
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Feedback

Your comments and suggestions on how we can improve this

module will be appreciated. Please email us.

What's next?

You have completed this module on Strategies and Resources

for Searching the Literature. To choose another module to

complete go to https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/


mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
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CONDUCTING A
SYSTEMATIC

REVIEW

Photo by Florian Schmetz on
Unsplash

Welcome to this online
module on how to conduct
a systematic review. The
module provides an
overview of the  key
components and the process
you need to follow when
conducting a systematic

review. Briefly covered are

developing the research question and the protocol, aspects of

searching, performing the analysis, and reporting findings.


https://unsplash.com/@floschmaezz?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/systematic-review?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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Learning objectives

The module will help you:

« understand what a systematic review is

« know the difference between a systematic
review and a literature review

« know the various steps involved in conducting
a systematic review

- develop your research question and protocol

- learn about resources and strategies when
searching the literature

- to understand the selection and evaluation
processes of the included studies

The course materials include information, videos, and learning
activities that explore key features of conducting a systematic
review.

This module should take you about 30 minutes to
complete.

Work through each section using the navigation footer
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(i.e. previous/next), or use the contents menu to select a
particular section.

Upon completion, feedback and suggestions for
improvement of this module can be provided at the end via an
email link.

You may also be interested in viewing the additional
resources about Systematic Reviews in the Explore Further
chapter at the end of this module.

Please note that the examples used in this module are related
to the discipline of health sciences, but the principles of this

research methodology may be applied to other areas.
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ABOUT SYSTEMATIC
REVIEWS

Image by
Gerd
Altmann
from

Pixabay

A systematic review is asecondary research method that
identifies and evaluates evidence from existing data in primary
research studies.

Commonly, systematic reviews are commonly used in
healthcare research to assess the evidence on whether a medical
intervention is effective in treating a certain condition.
Systematic reviews are also used in other disciplines such as

science and engineering.


https://pixabay.com/users/geralt-9301/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=9046592
https://pixabay.com/users/geralt-9301/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=9046592
https://pixabay.com//?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=9046592
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Definition

As defined by the Cochrane Collaboration a
systematic review is:

“A review of a clearly formulated question that
uses systematic and explicit methods to identify,
select, and critically appraise relevant research,
and to collect and analyse data from the studies
that are included in the review. Statistical
methods (meta-analysis) may or may not be
used to analyse and summarise the results of the
included studies.”

Features of a systematic
review

A systematic review is a rigorous and structured approach to

synthesising research evidence. Here are the key features:

1. Itaddresses a research question that is clearly defined
and specific.

2. Itfollows a rigorous and reproducible


http://community.cochrane.org/glossary#letter-S
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methodology by adopting a clearly pre-defined
protocol.

3. Itis an exhaustive search of the literature that is carried
out in accordance with the protocol.

4. All evidence is considered and only excluded if it does
not meet the eligibility criteria.

5. The included studies are critically analysed, especially
for the risk of bias.

6. Data from the included studies are systematically

extracted and synthesised.

Postgraduate coursework

Postgraduate study often involves a review of the
literature. This type of review is known as a
traditional or narrative review, or simply a literature
review.

The following table outlines the different features of a

systematic review and a traditional literature review.



58 | ABOUT SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS

Features

Aim

Scope

Planning the
review

Searches

Study

selection

Appraisal

Synthesis

Methodology

Inferences

Timeline

Authors

Systematic review

Tightly specified objectives
to answer a specific research
question

Narrow focus

Transparent process with
documented audit trail
defined in a protocol

Rigorous and
comprehensive search for
ALL studies, explicit search
strategy across numerous
sources

Predetermined criteria for
including and excluding
studies uniformly applied

Checklists to assess the
quality of studies

Tabular format with short
summary answers

Must be presented for
transparency

Based on all available
evidence

Months to years (average 18
months)

Three or more

Literature review

Gain a broad
understanding and
description of a

field
Big picture
Nothing defined,

allows for
creativity and
exploration

Searching is
probing, moving
from study to
study,
following-up leads

Selection is
variable as
determined by the

reviewer

Based on the
reviewer’s opinion

Discursive

Not necessarily

provided

Based on a sample
of the evidence

Weeks to months

One or more
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Features Systematic review Literature review
Connects practising Provides a
clinicians to high-qualit summary of

Value . 879 Y . Y
evidence; Informs literature on a
evidence-based practice topic

Watch the following short video to learn about the difference
between a systematic review and a meta-analysis.

Systematic review vs Meta-analysis (5 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You

can view them online here:

https://rmit.pr k

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=64#oembed-1

Systematic review vs Meta-analysis by Research Masterminds (YouTube).
Copyright © Research Masterminds.

Some brief information about other types of reviews, such
as scoping reviews, rapid reviews, and meta-analyses is

available from the library guide: Systematic Reviews.


https://youtu.be/pYDAN8MRY-w
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
https://rmit.libguides.com/c.php?g=724535&p=5170494#s-lg-box-21399537
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Benefits of a systematic
review

A systematic review has
several advantages,

including:

* Being considered the

highest level in the

hierarchy
“EileEui Medid

. . (EBM).png” by Tingjoh is licensed
* Provides a definitive under CC BY-SA4D

of literature evidence.

answer to a specific
research question.

* The methods used to find and select studies reduce bias
and are more likely to produce reliable and accurate
conclusions.

* Summarises findings from multiple studies, reducing
bias when drawing conclusions and making the findings
more reliable.

* Findings might be applied to everyday practice or to
inform policy.

* Identifies knowledge gaps that call for more research.


https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=85981367
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=85981367
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
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Benefits for postgraduates

Conducting a systematic review provides several
benefits.

- It contributes to your postgraduate
assessment.

« The paper can be published.

- It contributes to your research knowledge of
the topic.
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Test your knowledge

An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=64#h5p-7



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=64#h5p-7
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=64#h5p-7
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DEVELOPING THE
RESEARCH QUESTION

A systematic review is an
in-depth attempt to answer
a specific, focused question
in a methodical way.

A clearly defined research

question should accurately
and succinctly sum up the  Photo by Tingey Injury Law Firm on
review’s line of inquiry. Unsplash

In developing
the research question ensure that it is not just a topic, but a
properly formulated question that is answerable.

Consider whether your question will focus on diagnosis,
intervention, prognosis, or etiology? Is there a study design
(e.g. Randomised Controlled Trials) that would provide the
best answer?

A good question will combine several concepts. Identifying
the relevant concepts is crucial to the successful development
and execution of your systematic review. Your research
question should provide you with a checklist of the main
concepts to be included in your search strategy.

If appropriate, use a framework to help you develop your


https://unsplash.com/@tingeyinjurylawfirm?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/question-mark?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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research question. A framework will assist in identifying the
important concepts in your question.
One technique often used to help formulate a clinical

research question is the PICO model.

P = Population / Patient / Problem
I = Intervention / Indicator

C = Comparison / Control

O = Outcome

There are other frameworks such as SPICE, SPIDER, and
ECLIPSE. More information on these frameworks is available

from the library guide: Systematic Reviews.

Test your knowledge

If you were undertaking a systematic review and
researching the effectiveness of acupuncture for


https://rmit.libguides.com/c.php?g=724535&p=5191552#s-lg-box-19078955
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treating allergic rhinitis what would your research

question be?

An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https:/rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=67#h5p-8

Think about one of your research questions. How
might you adjust the question by applying the use
of the PICO framework?

Best Practice Tip

Prior to commencing the systematic review, first, determine if
a similar review has been recently done.
You could do this by searching relevant subject databases

such as CINAHL and limit your search to “systematic review”


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=67#h5p-8
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=67#h5p-8
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/1b6r78u/alma9922290412601341
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or by checking registers of systematic reviews such as

PROSPERO


https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/PROSPERO/
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WRITING THE
PROTOCOL

A protocol should be
prepared beforea review is
started and used as a guide to

carry out the review.

The aim of the protocol is
to minimise bias by having Photo by Laura Chouette on Unsplash
pre-defined eligibility

criteria of what will, and will not, be included in the review.

The research protocol is a planning document
that will:

« describe the rationale for the review

« set out the review objectives

« detail the sources and search strategy
used to locate studies

« detail how studies will be selected based
on the defined eligibility criteria for the


https://unsplash.com/@laurachouette?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/typewriter?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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inclusion/exclusion of studies

« detail how the studies will be critically
analysed

« provide the basis of how the findings will
be reported

The protocol is developed in conjunction with determining
search terms.
A protocol promotes research integrity, accountability, and

transparency of the completed review.

Photo by
Markus

Spiske on
Unsplash



https://unsplash.com/@markusspiske?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/@markusspiske?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/yellow-and-orange-scissors-on-brown-wooden-box-lDPSeDpx_QU?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
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Best Practice Tip

It is recommended that you use a standard such as
the 27-item PRISMA checklist to develop your protocol. This
document will thenserve well as a guide to whatshould
be included when the findings of the systematic review are

reported.

What is PRISMA?

PRISMA is the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
reviews and Meta-Analyses. PRISMA is an evidence-based
minimum set of items for reporting in systematic reviews and

meta-analyses.

Test your knowledge



https://www.prisma-statement.org/s/PRISMA_2020_checklist-fxke.docx
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An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https:/rmit.pr k:
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=71#h5p-9



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=71#h5p-9
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=71#h5p-9
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PLANNING YOUR
SEARCH STRATEGY

Planning your search is critical to the success of the systematic

review with the following iterative steps included:

1. Where to search, locating the appropriate sources to
search, which will work, which won’t.

2. How best to effectively search, to develop the search
terms and how they will be combined.

3. Testing that your search strategy will yield the

anticipated results to answer the research question.
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Sources to search

The search for literature
for a systematic review
should be rigorous and
comprehensive to find ALL
information available on a
particular  topic. It s
therefore  important  to
widely and  thoroughly
search  published  and

unpublished research.

Photo by Jan Antonin Kolar on
Unsplash

There are several types of sources that you can search,

including; databases, grey literature, trials, and reference lists.

You can also try hand-searching.

Postgraduate students

As a postgraduate student, you will most likely only

use databases for your systematic review, although


https://unsplash.com/@jankolar?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/databases?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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talk to your teacher about the best sources to
search.

Databases — It is important to search across a range of
databases as no one database covers all the related literature.
It is not acceptable to search just one database. The decision
regarding which databases to search depends on the topic of
the review. The database searches need to be comprehensive
and reproducible.

Grey literature — This is not controlled by commercial
publishers but rather is produced by organisations,
governments, and industry. Grey literature is less likely to
exhibit publication bias and so can provide balance.

Trials - Many clinical trials are unpublished, so when
appropriate it is important to include unpublished and
ongoing studies to minimise bias.

Hand searching — Not all trial reports are included in
bibliographic databases, and trials may not be easily identified
in database search results when accessing the titles and
abstracts. Hand  searching is a manual page-by-page
examination of relevant journals and conference proceedings
in order to identify published trials.

Reference lists — It can be fruitful to search the reference

lists of relevant systematic reviews and meta-analyses, as well as
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other key identified studies. Using this search method would
be done in the preliminary stages to help determine that search

results did contain these papers.

Planning your literature
search

The planning phase of developing, testing, and revising your
search queries is crucial to the success of the systematic review.

Do you have a set of relevant papers already that you
want to include in your systematic review?

It is useful to build a
‘sample set” of relevant
references  before  you
develop ~ your  search

strategy. The ‘sample set’

may include:

Photo by Andrew Neel on Unsplash

* key papers
recommended by your teacher

* references used in similar systematic reviews
The ‘sample set’ of references will enable you to:

* help identify relevant search terms

* test that your search strategy will retrieve these references


https://unsplash.com/@andrewtneel?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/database-search?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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(and subsequently other relevant references on your

research topic)

Developing, testing, and
revising your search strategy

The search strategy needs to include a detailed list of search
terms for each concept to ensure all relevant studies are
captured for the review. Search terms will be made up of
keywords or phrases, as well as database subject headings. Each
database uses a different criterion to classify articles, so the
subject headings will differ between them.

When using multiple databases, you are likely to encounter
a large volume of resources. When planning your searches, you
should continually adjust search terms and/or selection
criteria in order to make sure you have a comprehensive body
of references.

It is recommended that you test your search terms to
determine if all the subject headings and words/phrases will
return useful results. Test your search strategy in a key
database. Does it retrieve any papers from your ‘sample set’
that are contained in that database? Are the results of the
search relevant to your topic? What proportion are irrelevant?
Identify any terms that are retrieving large numbers of

irrelevant papers.
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Documenting your search

It is essential that you thoroughly document your search
process in enough detail to ensure that it can be reported
correctly in the review. An Excel spreadsheet is one tool that

you could consider using to document your searching.

For each database search, you should record:

« the date the search was run

« the name of the database

« the name of the database provider (e.g.
ProQuest or EBSCO)

« your search strategy - include the
keywords you used and how these were
combined in the search

- any filters or limitations used, such as
years, language, etc.

« the number of studies identified
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PLANNING YOUR
SEARCH TERMS

Define your research
question

If you were researching the effectiveness of acupuncture for

treating allergic rhinitis, you might begin with a research

question that looks like the following.

How effective is acupuncture in treating allergic
rhinitis?

This question could be improved by utilising the PICO

framework to look like this:
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In patients with allergic rhinitis is acupuncture more
effective in decreasing pain symptoms than
pharmacological treatment?

P (problem) = In patients with allergic
rhinitis
I (intervention) = is acupuncture

C (comparator) = compared with
pharmacological treatment

O (outcome) = more effective in
decreasing pain symptoms?

Compiling a list of search
terms

Let’s look at two of the concepts from the research question:
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1. allergic rhinitis

2. acupuncture

When you start compiling a list of possible search terms you
need to think of your own keywords, as well as the thesaurus
(i.e. subject) terms used by each of the databases you will be
searching.

Here are some keywords and thesaurus terms for allergic
rhinitis and acupuncture. The thesaurus terms are MeSH
(Medical Subject Headings) as used by the PubMed database.

Thesaurus terms for other databases would be added to the list.



80 | PLANNING YOUR SEARCH TERMS

Concepts

Keywords

MeSH
(Medical Subject
Headings)

Allergic
rhinitis

allergic rhinitis
hayfever

hay fever
pollinosis

rose cold

rose fever
perennial

hayfever

seasonal hayfever

rhinitis, allergic
rhinitis, allergic,
seasonal
rhinitis, allergic,
perennial
respiratory
hypersensitivity

Acupuncture

plum blossom

ear acupuncture

ear acupressure
auricular therapy
moxa

laser acupuncture
seven star needle
electro-acupuncture
electro acupuncture
TENS
transcutaneous nerve
stimulation
transcutaneous electrical
nerve stimulation
electro-stimulation
electro stimulation
pharmacopuncture
point injection

acupuncture
meridians
electroacupuncture
moxibustion
auriculotherapy
acupressure
acupuncture, ear
acupuncture therapy
acupuncture analgesia
acupuncture points
transcutaneous electric
nerve stimulation
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COMBINING YOUR
SEARCH TERMS

Combine with Boolean
operators

To combine the different search terms the Boolean operators
of OR and AND need to be used.
OR operator broadens your search
Use the Boolean operator OR to combine
keywords related to a single concept.
This broadens your search, increasing OR
the number of results. This means that

each search term listed for allergic rhinitis would be combined

with an OR, and similarly for acupuncture.

AND operator narrows your
search
Use the Boolean operator AND to
combine keywords related to different AND
concepts. This narrows your search,

decreasing the number of results. The search results for allergic
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rhinitis would be combined with an AND with the search

results for acupuncture.

NOT operator narrows your
search
Use the Boolean operator NOT
operator to exclude a term. This is useful NOT
if you don’t want to find any records
that contain a particular term. Use it with care to avoid
excluding relevant articles that briefly mention the second
term. Searching for allergic rhinitis NOT children will exclude
all records that mention children as well as allergic rhinitis and

children together.

Test your knowledge

a An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
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can view it online here:

https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/

on=

The search query

The search features of library databases make constructing
your search query easier, especially when using advanced
search options. For example, the Boolean operators can usually
be selected from a drop-down menu. Some databases allow
you to enter the search terms on separate lines of an Advanced
or Basic search form. Concepts can be entered on separate lines

that are then combined using the OR and AND operators.

Best Practice Tip

If there are many synonyms and subject headings for a single
concept, you may find it helpful to break this concept into a

couple of separate searches that you can then combine using


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=82#h5p-10
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=82#h5p-10
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OR. The first concept is allergic rhinitis and the second

concept is acupuncture.
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Search
line

Terms combined

“Allergic rhinitis” OR hayfever OR “hay
fever” OR pollinosis OR “rose fever” OR
“perennial hayfever” OR “seasonal
hayfever”

“Rhinitis, Alllergic”[Mesh] OR “Rhinitis,
Allergic, Seasonal”[Mesh] OR “Rhinitis,
Allergic, Perennial”’[Mesh] OR
“Respiratory Hypersensitivity”[Mesh]

10R2

“plum blossom” OR “ear acupuncture”
OR “ear acupressure” OR auricular
therapy OR moxa OR “laser acupuncture”
OR “seven star needle” OR
“electro-acupuncture” OR “electro
acupuncture” OR TENS OR
“transcutaneous electrical nerve
stimulation” OR “transcutaneous nerve
stimulation” OR “electrostimulation” OR
pharmoacupuncture OR “point injection”

“Acupuncture”[Mesh] OR
“Meridians”[Mesh] OR”
Electroacupuncture”[Mesh] OR
“Moxibustion”[Mesh] OR
“Auriculotherapy”[Mesh] OR
“Acupressure”[Mesh] OR “Acupuncture,
Ear”[Mesh] OR “Acupuncture
Therapy”[Mesh] OR “Acupuncture,
Analgesia”[Mesh] OR “Acupuncture
Points”[Mesh] OR “Transcutaneous
Electric Nerve Stimulation”[Mesh]

40R S

Notes

Concept 1
keyterms

Concept 1
MeSH
headings

All
Concept 1

Concept 2
keyterms

Concept 2
MeSH
headings

All
Concept 2
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lS.earch Terms combined Notes

ine

~ 3AND 6 Combined
concepts

Our search query using the PubMed database and the listed
keywords and MeSH terms for allergic rhinitis, and similarly

for acupuncture, would look like the following.

“Allergic rhinitis” OR hayfever OR “hay fever” OR
pollinosis OR “rose fever” OR “perennial hayfever”
OR “seasonal hayfever” OR “Rhinitis,
Alllergic"[MeSH] OR “Rhinitis, Allergic,
Seasonal”[MeSH] OR “Rhinitis, Allergic,
Perennial”’[MeSH] OR “Respiratory
Hypersensitivity"[MeSH] AND “plum blossom” OR
“ear acupuncture” OR “ear acupressure” OR auricular
therapy OR moxa OR “laser acupuncture” OR “seven
star needle” OR “electro-acupuncture” OR “electro
acupuncture” OR TENS OR “transcutaneous



COMBINING YOUR SEARCH TERMS | 87

electrical nerve stimulation” OR “transcutaneous
nerve stimulation” OR “electrostimulation” OR
pharmoacupuncture OR “point injection” OR
“Acupuncture”[MeSH] OR “Meridians’[MeSH] OR
“Electroacupuncture”[MeSH] OR
“Moxibustion”[MeSH] OR “Auriculotherapy”[MeSH]
OR “Acupressure’[MeSH] OR “Acupuncture,
Ear”"[MeSH] OR “Acupuncture Therapy"[MeSH] OR
‘Acupuncture, Analgesia’[MeSH] OR “Acupuncture
Points”"[MeSH] OR “Transcutaneous Electric Nerve
Stimulation”[MeSH]

The library guide Literature reviews has a page that addresses
planning your search. It covers identifying the main aspects/
concepts of your topic, compiling a list of search terms,

utilising different search techniques, and the search query.


https://rmit.libguides.com/literature-review/plan-your-search
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ANALYSING SEARCH
RESULTS

Once the search results are obtained the analysis phase of the
systematic review commences where each paper must be
judged on validity and quality. The decisions on which papers
to include and exclude are based on the eligibility criteria

specified in the protocol.

Best Practice Tip

It is recommended that you use the PRISMA flow diagram to
record the number of search results from each database and
the changes to those numbers as the screening process is
conducted. This diagram should be included in the reported

findings of the systematic review.

What is PRISMA?

PRISMA is the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
reviews and Meta-Analyses. PRISMA is an evidence-based
minimum set of items for reporting in systematic reviews and

meta-analyses.


https://www.prisma-statement.org/prisma-2020-flow-diagram
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Screening papers

The screening process of
a systematic review will
usually involve more than
one reviewer, with the
reviewers  assessing  each
paper against the eligibility
criteria for inclusion or
exclusion from the review as
defined in the protocol.

Each reviewer will need to
provide a rationale for how

the papers match the

eligibility criteria or have

Photo by Nong V on Unsplash

some value to the systematic
review. This is done
separately by each reviewer to ensure minimal bias. The results
are then compared.

The screening is done incrementally in two phases. An
agreement must be reached by all reviewers, at each phase, on
which papers are to be included and excluded.

Phase 1 — Titles and abstracts of each paper are assessed
against the eligibility criteria.

Phase 2 — The process is repeated where the full text of
each of the remaining papers are assessed against the eligibility

criteria.


https://unsplash.com/@californong?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/checklist?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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The remaining papers are those that will contribute to

the systematic review.

Critical appraisal

The critical appraisal process examines the validity and
applicability of the studies. It is important to critically evaluate

the literature to:

* assess the benefits and strengths of the research against
flaws and weaknesses

* decide whether studies have been undertaken in a way
that makes their findings reliable

* make sense of the results

* know what these results mean in the context of the
clinical decision being made

* assess the usefulness of the evidence for clinical decisions

There are several checklists available to assist in the process of
determining the quality of the studies. A checklist should be
chosen to assess sources of bias that are likely to affect results in
relation to the research question.

Take a look at the following sites for examples of critical
appraisal tools that can be used to assess the quality, validity,

and bias of papers.

e CASP (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme) Checklists


http://www.casp-uk.net/casp-tools-checklists
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* Joanna Briggs Critical Appraisal Tools
* Risk of bias assessment tools from the University of

Bristol


https://jbi.global/critical-appraisal-tools
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/population-health-sciences/centres/cresyda/barr/riskofbias/
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/population-health-sciences/centres/cresyda/barr/riskofbias/
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SYNTHESISING THE

DATA

Synthesis is a stage in the
systematic review process
where extracted data, that is
the findings of individual
studies, are combined and
evaluated.

The general purpose of
extracting and synthesising
data is to show the outcomes
and effects of various
studies, and to identify
issues with methodology
and quality. This means that
your synthesis might reveal

several elements, including:

e overall level of evidence

Photo by Pawel Czerwinski on
Unsplash

* the degree of consistency in the findings

* what the positive effects of a drug or treatment are, and

what these effects are based on

* how many studies found a relationship or association


https://unsplash.com/@pawel_czerwinski?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/data?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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between two components, e.g. the impact of disability-
assistance animals on the psychological health of

workplaces

There are two commonly accepted methods of synthesis in

systematic reviews.

1. Qualitative data synthesis

2. Quantitative data synthesis (i.e. meta-analysis)

The way the data is extracted from your studies, then
synthesised and presented, depends on the type of data being
handled.

Qualitative data synthesis

In a qualitative systematic review, data can be presented in a
number of different ways. A typical procedure in the health
sciences is thematic analysis.

Thematic synthesis has three stages.

1. the coding of text ‘line-by-line’
2. the development of ‘descriptive themes’

3. and the generation of ‘analytical themes’

If you have qualitative information, some of the more

common tools used to summarise data include:
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* textual descriptions, i.e. written words

* thematic or content analysis

A good example of how to conduct a thematic
analysis in a systematic review is the following
journal article on cancer patients. In it, the
authors go through the process of:

1. identifying and coding information about the
selected studies’ methodologies and findings
on patient care

2. organising these codes into subheadings and
descriptive categories

3. developing these categories into analytical

themes
What Facilitates “Patient Empowerment” in Cancer

Patients During Follow-Up: A Qualitative Systematic
Review of the L iterature


https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_1924902026&context=PC&vid=61RMIT_INST:RMITU&lang=en&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=AllNOTresearch
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_1924902026&context=PC&vid=61RMIT_INST:RMITU&lang=en&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=AllNOTresearch
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_1924902026&context=PC&vid=61RMIT_INST:RMITU&lang=en&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=AllNOTresearch
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Quantitative data synthesis

In aquantitative systematic  review, datais presented
statistically. Typically, this is referred to as a meta-analysis.

The usual method is to combine and evaluate data from
multiple studies. This is normally done in order to draw
conclusions about outcomes, effects, shortcomings of studies
and/or applicability of findings.

Remember, the data you synthesise should relate to your
resecarch question and protocol (plan).In the case of
quantitative analysis, the data extracted and synthesised will
relate to whatever method was used to generate the research
question (e.g. PICO method), and whatever quality appraisals
were undertaken in the analysis stage.

If you have quantitative information, some of the more

common tools used to summarise data include:

* grouping of similar data, i.e. presenting the results in
tables

* charts, e.g. pie-charts

* graphical displays, i.e. forest plots
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A quantitative systematic review is a combination of
qualitative and quantitative, usually referred to as a
meta-analysis.

About meta-analyses

A systematic review may
sometimes include a meta-
analysis, although it is not a
requirement of a systematic

review. Whereas a meta-

analysis also includes a

systematic review.

Photo by Luca Bravo on Unsplash

A meta-analysis is a


https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_pubmedcentral_primary_oai_pubmedcentral_nih_gov_6434301
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_pubmedcentral_primary_oai_pubmedcentral_nih_gov_6434301
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_pubmedcentral_primary_oai_pubmedcentral_nih_gov_6434301
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_pubmedcentral_primary_oai_pubmedcentral_nih_gov_6434301
https://unsplash.com/@lucabravo?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/forest?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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statistical analysis that combines data from previous studies to
calculate an overall result.

One way of accurately representing all the data is in the
form of a forest plot. A forest plot is a way of combining the
results of multiple studies in order to show point estimates
arising from different studies of the same condition or
treatment.

It is comprised of a graphical representation and often also
a table. The graphical display shows the mean value for each
study and often with a confidence interval (the horizontal
bars). Each mean is plotted relative to the vertical line of no
difference.

The following is an example of the graphical representation

of a forest plot.
Mean Difference
Study or Subgroup IV, Fixed, 95% CI
Petrus 1998
Prasad 2000 —a—
Prasad 2008 —
Total (95% Cl) &>
Heterogeneity: ChiZ = 3.37, df = 2 (P = 0.19); I = 41% - + - + t +
Test for overall effect: Z = 12.20 (P < 0.00001) 0 Zin:zbsetter 0 P‘acegé‘ bettg’ro

“FileThe effect of zin
the common cold.svg” by Harri Hemila is licensed under CC
BY 3.0


https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=28933066
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=28933066
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0
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Watch the following short video where a social health
example is used to explain how to construct a forest plot
graphic.

Forest Plots: Understanding a Meta-Analysis in 5
Minutes or Less (5:38 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=90#oembed-1

Forest Plots — Understanding a Meta-Analysis in S Minutes or Less by The

NCCMT (YouTube). Copyright © National Collaborating Centre for
Methods and Tools (NCCMT).


https://youtu.be/GWLnlGN3P0M
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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Test your knowledge

An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=90#h5p-11



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=90#h5p-11
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=90#h5p-11
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REPORTING THE
FINDINGS

While the writing process
for a systematic review is
generally like writing any
other kind of review, there
are several aspects to note.

In writing the systematic
review you should provide
an answer to the research
question.

Careful documentation
of the methodology is

important as it

should outline the search

Photo by Bernd Klutsch on
Unsplash

process and the selection
process. A reader should
understand why sources were chosen, how they were assessed,
and how conclusions were reached.

The structure of the systematic review will differ from the
traditional (or narrative) literature review as it should reflect

the stages outlined in the protocol. Refer to the 27-item


https://unsplash.com/@bk71?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/pile-of-books-nE2HV5AUXFo?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://www.prisma-statement.org/s/PRISMA_2020_checklist-fxke.docx
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PRISMA checklist to see what should be addressed in the
protocol.

The value of a systematic review is the critical reflection
and interpretation of the findings.

Reporting the findings of the systematic review will differ

slightly if it is to be presented as part of coursework, a thesis, or

as a manuscript for publication.

The following examples are available from the RMIT
Research Repository.

Dissertation / Thesis

- Ear-acupressure for allergic rhinitis

Articles

- Ear-acupressure for allergic rhinitis: A
systematic review

- Acupressure for respiratory allergic diseases:
A systematic review of randomised controlled


https://www.prisma-statement.org/s/PRISMA_2020_checklist-fxke.docx
https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=alma9921863738501341&context=L&vid=61RMIT_INST:ResearchRepository&lang=en&search_scope=Research&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=Research&query=any,contains,allergic%20rhinitis%20acupuncture%20systematic%20review&offset=0
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_733955335
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_733955335
https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=alma9921861725201341&context=L&vid=61RMIT_INST:ResearchRepository&lang=en&search_scope=Research&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=Research&query=any,contains,allergic%20rhinitis%20acupuncture%20systematic%20review&offset=0
https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=alma9921861725201341&context=L&vid=61RMIT_INST:ResearchRepository&lang=en&search_scope=Research&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=Research&query=any,contains,allergic%20rhinitis%20acupuncture%20systematic%20review&offset=0
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_pubmedcentral_primary_oai_pubmedcentral_nih_gov_8110385
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Activity

To see how a systematic review is written check out
examples of published papers and/or completed
theses.

1. Find a systematic review by searching a
database and examine how the review has
been written. For example,
search the PubMed database on your topic
and filter results by ‘article type’
selecting ‘systematic reviews.’

2. Find a systematic review paper by searching
with the words ‘systematic review' in

the RMIT Research Repository. Consider


https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/4t5l5f/cdi_pubmedcentral_primary_oai_pubmedcentral_nih_gov_8110385
https://rmit.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/61RMIT_INST/1b6r78u/alma9921585911701341
https://www.rmit.edu.au/content/rmit-ui/en/library/research/research-repository.html
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adding an additional topic word.

3. Postgraduates may like to ask their supervisor
if they can recommend a completed thesis
that includes a systematic review.

You can search the Research Repository for a thesis with a
systematic review if an author’s name is unknown.In the
search box include a topic along with the words ‘systematic

review’ and select ‘thesis’ from the item type filter on the left

hand side .
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EXPLORE FURTHER

Congratulations on
completing this module. We
have explored the benefits of
conducting a systematic

review and looked at the

differences  between a
traditional literature review  Photo by Erwan Hesry on Unsplash
and a systematic review.

Various aspects of a systematic review were briefly
examined, including; the research question and PICO;
developing a protocol and PRISMA; resources and strategies
for searching the literature; eligibility criteria for screening
results; critical appraisal tools to assess the quality of studies;

synthesizing data; and writing the review.

Further assistance

For more assistance with your writing, see an Academic Skills
Adpviser in the Library.

Library guide — Additional information is available from
the online library guide Systematic Reviews.

Cochrane handbook - The Cochrane Handbook for


https://unsplash.com/@erwanhesry?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/congratulations?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://rmit.libguides.com/systematicreviews
https://training.cochrane.org/handbook
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Systematic Reviews of Interventions details systematic reviews
more thoroughly, including meta-analysis. Itis the official

guide and describes in detail the process of preparing and
maintaining Cochrane systematic reviews on the effects of
healthcare interventions. The Handbook includes guidance on
the standard methods applicable to every review (planning a
review, searching and selecting studies, data collection, risk of
bias assessment, statistical analysis, GRADE and interpreting
results), as well as more specialised topics (non-randomized
studies, adverse effects, complex interventions, equity,
economics, patient-reported outcomes, individual patient

data, prospective meta-analysis, and qualitative research).

Learn more

A short video Introducing systematic reviews (14 mins) is

available (Microsoft Stream, login required).

You may also be interested in viewing the following webinar
Systematic Reviews (60 mins) recorded from the Library’s
PhD Up! program (now called Research Plus). The webinar

content complements this online module.


https://training.cochrane.org/handbook
https://rmiteduau.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/sites/LibraryMediaHub/Shared%20Documents/Library%20Stream%20Videos/Teaching%20and%20Research/Library%20Shorts/Introducing%20Systematic%20Reviews-Library%20Shorts-2021.mp4?csf=1&web=1&e=G5Q4IS
https://youtu.be/bnfSptkiKx8
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Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT Learning L ab: Artificial intelligence
tools

« RMIT Library Online Module: Generative
Al for students at RMIT

Feedback

Your comments and suggestions on how we can improve this

module will be appreciated. Please email us.



https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au
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What's next?

You have completed this module on Conducting a Systematic

Review. To choose another module to complete go

to https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/

108 | EXPLORE FURTHER



CHOOSING A REFERENCE MANAGER | 109

CHOOSING A
REFERENCE
MANAGER

Welcome to this online
module choosing a reference
manager. As a postgraduate,
you may choose to use a
reference  manager  to
organise your references.

A reference manager is a
software tool designed to

help you collect, store and

Photo by Thought Catalog on
Unsplash

manage your references for your academic work. The reference

manager facilitates the process in various documents, such as

essays, theses, reports, and manuscripts for publication.

The module will explore the features of three popular

reference managers — Endnote, Zotero and Mendeley — and

help you decide which one is best for your research practices.


https://unsplash.com/@thoughtcatalog?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/PeRNNIGmoNU?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/PeRNNIGmoNU?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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Learning Objectives

On successful completion of the module, you will be
able to:

« understand why you might want to use a
reference manager during the course of your
research

- |learn some of the common features of all
reference managers

- understand the features that differentiate
three common reference managers: EndNote,
Zotero, and Mendeley

« gaininsight into how other researchers at
RMIT have used these tools

This module should take you about 30 minutes to complete.

Work through each section using the navigation footer (i.c.
previous/next), or use the contents menu to select a particular
section. There are learning activities throughout.

Upon completion, feedback and suggestions for
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improvement of this module can be provided at the end via an
email link.
You may also be interested in viewing the additional

resources about reference managers at the end of this module.
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WHAT TO CONSIDER

Endnote, Zotero and |
Mendeley have common
features as  well as | ““‘
differences.  Before you |
decide  what  reference

manager to use, think about

what features will be

Photo by Max van den Qetelaar on
Unsplash

important to you.

If you try one and decide
you do not like it, it is good to know that you can transfer your
references to another reference manager — you might want to

try more than one before you decide.

Questions to ask

Use these questions to decide what is most important for you

and your research.



https://unsplash.com/@maxvdo?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/aJ-MDZN9WMQ?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/aJ-MDZN9WMQ?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:

https.://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=102#h5p-12



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=102#h5p-12
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=102#h5p-12
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ENDNOTE

EndNote is the most commonly used reference manager at
RMIT University. RMIT University pays for an institutional
licence for all staff and students, and one of the main benefits

of using EndNote is the support available from the Library.

Features of EndNote

In addition to the main features common to all reference

managers, EndNote:

* provides unlimited storage for full-text documents and
associated files

* works with a wide range of word processing applications
including MS Word (Windows and Mac), OpenOffice
and Apple Pages. EndNote also works reasonably well
with Google Docs

* hasa ‘Find full text’ function as well as the ability to
attach full-text documents

* has good tools for editing existing referencing styles or
creating new ones

* allows for the transfer of a Mendeley or Zotero library
via a RIS, XML or BibTeX file using the import
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functionality

EndNote also provides an online version called EndNote

Online. EndNote Online has limited functionality, for

example, you can’t edit styles or use term lists for journal
abbreviations. However, you can use EndNote Online to sync
between devices and share groups, or your Library with others.
Storage capacity for EndNote Online is dependent on your

account type.

How to use EndNote 21 in seven minutes: Windows
(7:52 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:

https.//rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=104#o0embed-1

How to use EndNote 21 in seven minutes: Windows by EndNote

(YouTube). Copyright © Clarivate.

How to use EndNote 21 in seven minutes: macOS
(7:52 mins)


https://rmit.libguides.com/endnote-online/home
https://rmit.libguides.com/endnote-online/home
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TryrAvULs3Q
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https:/rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=104#o0embed-2

How to use EndNote 21 in seven minutes: macOS by EndNote (YouTube).

Copyright © Clarivate.

Resources

There are a number of resources for EndNote available. These

include:

° RMIT University Library guide - EndNote

Desktop guide
o RMIT University Library website — Reference

management tools


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sgY3j7Kd5f8
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
https://rmit.libguides.com/endnote
https://rmit.libguides.com/endnote
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/research/searching-referencing-copyright/reference-management-tools
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/research/searching-referencing-copyright/reference-management-tools
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ZOTERO

As an open source software Zotero is widely used and has

extensive support and documentation available online.

Features of Zotero

Zotero has:

* 300mb of free storage (additional storage can be
purchased)

* full integration of web and desktop versions

* excellent citation capture from webpages, including a
preserved snapshot of the webpage as an HTML file

* many library sharing and collaboration options with
various permissions levels, from fully public libraries
(anyone with the link can edit your shared library) to
closed groups (invited people only can view the shared

library)

Zotero is used by many researchers at RMIT University.
Here’s a short video of Dr Stephen Rowley speaking about

aspects of Zotero that he finds useful.


https://www.zotero.org/
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Dr Stephen Rowley talks about Zotero (6:11 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=106#oembed-1

Dr Stephen Rowley talks about Zotero by RMIT University Library is
licensed under CC BY-NC 4.0


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rZh9l_L3WUo
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

—
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MENDELEY REFERENCE

MANAGER

MENDELEY

“M Vertical” by T

Mendeley is licensed under CCBY 2.0,

via Wikimedia Commons

Mendeley Reference
Manager,  often called
Mendeley for short, is a
freely available reference
manager.'

Mendeley Reference
Manager includes a desktop
version which can be

installed on Windows, iOS
and Linux. For each version
there are online guides and a
support hub available. It is

also available as a web-based application, with synchronization

done automatically when online, so your library is accessible

even when away from your own devices.

.In 2022, Mendeley Reference Manager for Desktop replaced a prior version known

as Mendeley Desktop. In this module, the current Mendeley Reference Manager

is the focus. More information can be found in our Reference Manager Library

Guide.


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mendeley_Logo_Vertical.png
https://www.flickr.com/people/33577340@N08
https://www.flickr.com/people/33577340@N08
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mendeley_Logo_Vertical.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mendeley_Logo_Vertical.png
https://www.mendeley.com/
https://www.mendeley.com/guides
https://service.elsevier.com/app/home/supporthub/mendeley/
https://service.elsevier.com/app/home/supporthub/mendeley/
https://rmit.libguides.com/c.php?g=941907&p=6819603
https://rmit.libguides.com/c.php?g=941907&p=6819603
https://rmit.libguides.com/c.php?g=941907&p=6819603
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A citation application for Microsoft Word, called Mendeley
Cite, can be used in tandem with Mendeley. It allows you to
add references from your Mendeley library without leaving the

2
document.

The new Mendeley Reference Manager (2:24 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=109#0embed-1

The New Mendeley Reference Manager by Mendeley (YouTube). Copyright

© Elsevier.

2. Mendeley Cite replaces the prior application known as Mendeley Desktop Citation
Plugin. More information on Citation Plugin can be found on the Mendeley

support site.


https://www.mendeley.com/reference-management/mendeley-cite
https://www.mendeley.com/reference-management/mendeley-cite
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Mz02_xmLRs
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
https://www.mendeley.com/guides/using-citation-editor/
https://www.mendeley.com/guides/using-citation-editor/
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Features of Mendeley Reference
Manager

* Easily search your library and organise references into
collections.

* Use Mendeley Cite with Microsoft Word for seamless
integration of your library with your written work.

* Import references directly from the web using the
Mendeley Web Importer plugin for Chrome and Firefox.

* Add, read, organise and annotate PDFs on both the web
and desktop applications.

* Access 2GB of free storage (upgrades are available for a
fee).

* On afree account, create up to five private groups with
25 members each for collaboration, PDF sharing, and
shared annotations.

* Transfer your library to another reference manager via an
RIS, XML or BibTeX file, using the desktop version.

* Install the software on Windows, iOS and Linux
platforms.

* Use the web version available on Chrome, Firefox,
Microsoft Edge, and Safari.

* RMIT staff and students can access the Mendeley
Institutional Edition (MIE) which has increased storage
and collaboration capacity. More information is available

in our Reference Managers library guide and on the
Library’s Reference management tools webpage.


https://rmit.libguides.com/ReferenceManagers/introduction
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/research/searching-referencing-copyright/reference-management-tools
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However, Mendeley Reference Manager has limited
functionality with some word processing applications such as
Google Docs and Apple Pages. You cannot search for new
resources from within the application. And while its group
functionality allows for sharing of PDF documents, you
cannot create open groups or libraries accessible to anyone.

Mendeley is used by some researchers at RMIT University.
Here is a short video of Professor James Harland speaking
about the aspects of Mendeley he finds useful.

James Harland on Mendeley (2:16 mins)

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https://rmit.pr ks.

researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=109#o0embed-2

Dr James Harland Mendeley by RMIT University Library is licensed under
CCBY-NC 4.0


https://youtu.be/iPBOOkty3IM
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
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SUMMING IT ALL UP

You have seen the differences between three major reference
managers. No particular reference manager is ideal for
everyone, so making a right choice depends on what you need.

Here is a quick quiz to help you decide which is best for you.
There are nine multiple choice questions, based on the content
you have read so far. The quiz will give you immediate results,

and will continue automatically as you answer.

Activity

@ An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
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https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=111#h5p-13



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=111#h5p-13
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=111#h5p-13

126 | EXPLORE FURTHER

EXPLORE FURTHER

Congratulations on
completing this module!

We have explored three
different reference managers
and identified the
similarities and differences
between them. We’ve also
heard how academics use

these tools.

Photo by Austin Park on Unsplash

We hope the information has helped you decide which

reference manager you'd like to use.

Further assistance

See our Reference Managers Library guide and Reference

management tools website for more information.
Get help from a librarian or an academic skills advisor.

Learn more

This video will give you a brief overview of the features of


https://unsplash.com/@aussiep
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/congratulations
https://rmit.libguides.com/ReferenceManagers
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/research/searching-referencing-copyright/reference-management-tools
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/research/searching-referencing-copyright/reference-management-tools
https://www.rmit.edu.au/library/about-and-contacts/ask-the-library
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Endnote, Zotero, and Mendeley. Choosing a Reference
Manager — EndNote, Zotero, Mendeley (17 mins). Please
note: you will need to log into your RMIT account to view

this video.

Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT learning | ab: Artificial intelligence
toals

« RMIT Library Online Module: Generativ
Al for students at RMIT


https://rmiteduau.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/sites/LibraryMediaHub/Shared%20Documents/Stream%20Classic-Migration%20NOT%20FOR%20USE%20DO%20NOT%20DELETE/Stream%20Migrated%20Videos/Teachers/Choosing%20a%20reference%20manager_%20EndNote,%20Zotero,%20Mendeley-20210702_060746.mp4?csf=1&web=1&e=hsgbjg&nav=eyJyZWZlcnJhbEluZm8iOnsicmVmZXJyYWxBcHAiOiJTdHJlYW1XZWJBcHAiLCJyZWZlcnJhbFZpZXciOiJTaGFyZURpYWxvZy1MaW5rIiwicmVmZXJyYWxBcHBQbGF0Zm9ybSI6IldlYiIsInJlZmVycmFsTW9kZSI6InZpZXcifX0%3D
https://rmiteduau.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/sites/LibraryMediaHub/Shared%20Documents/Stream%20Classic-Migration%20NOT%20FOR%20USE%20DO%20NOT%20DELETE/Stream%20Migrated%20Videos/Teachers/Choosing%20a%20reference%20manager_%20EndNote,%20Zotero,%20Mendeley-20210702_060746.mp4?csf=1&web=1&e=hsgbjg&nav=eyJyZWZlcnJhbEluZm8iOnsicmVmZXJyYWxBcHAiOiJTdHJlYW1XZWJBcHAiLCJyZWZlcnJhbFZpZXciOiJTaGFyZURpYWxvZy1MaW5rIiwicmVmZXJyYWxBcHBQbGF0Zm9ybSI6IldlYiIsInJlZmVycmFsTW9kZSI6InZpZXcifX0%3D
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/content/artificial-intelligence-tools.html
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/content/artificial-intelligence-tools.html
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
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Feedback

Your comments and suggestions on how we can improve this

module will be appreciated. Please email us.

What's next?

You have completed this module on Choosing a Reference

Manager. To choose another module to complete go

to https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/


mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
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HOW TO WRITE AN
EFFECTIVE
RESEARCH
PROPOSAL

Welcome to this RMIT University Library module which
provides you with key information, strategies and resources for
developing an effective research proposal.

The module is aimed at Masters by Coursework students
who are secking to understand why and how to write a
research proposal as part of their coursework.

This module should take you about 30 minutes to
complete.

Work through each chapter using the navigation footer
(i.e. previous/next) or use the contents page to select a
particular section.

We hope you find this module useful and stimulating.
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Learning objectives

On successful completion of the module, you will be
able to:

1. determine the purpose and importance of the
research proposal

2. create effective research questions

3. identify they key components which structure
a research proposal, and

4. familiarise yourself with writing the “what”,
“‘why” and “how” sections of your proposal.

Upon completion, feedback and suggestions for improvement

of this module can be provided at the end via an email link.
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WHAT IS A RESEARCH
PROPOSAL?

As a postgraduate student
you may be asked to writea [
research proposal to support
a project that is part of your

course. A research proposal

is useful because it gives you
the opportunity to get Photo by Firmbee.com on Unsplash
valuable feedback about
your intended research aims, objectives and design and helps
you articulate what you’re interested in doing research on. A
research proposal maps out a proposed central research
problem or question that you plan to investigate and suggests
an approach to its investigation.

Although you may be given specific requirements that you
need to be aware of, all research proposals include the

following:


https://unsplash.com/@firmbee?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/literature-searching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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- What you propose to research
« Why the topic needs to be researched
« How you plan to research it

Purpose and audience

Before writing a research proposal, it is important to think

about the purpose and audience of this type of text.

Purpose

Thereare 2 key purposesof a research proposal:
1. To allow experienced researchers (your teachers and

examiners) to assess whether:

* the research question or problem s feasible (that is, can
be answered or solved)

* thescopeis appropriate for MA by coursework (as
opposed to a PhD)

* you’ve understood therelevant keyliteratureand
identified thegap for your research

* you’ve chosen an appropriate methodological approach
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2. To helpyouclarify and focus on what you want to do, why
you want to do it, and how you’ll do it. The research proposal
helps you position yourself as a researcher in your field. It

allows you to:

* systematically think through your proposed research,
argue for its significance, and identify the scope

* show a critical understanding of the scholarly field
around your proposed research

* identify the gap in the literature that your research will
address

* justify your proposed research design

* identify all tasks that need to be done through a realistic
timetable

* anticipate potential problems

* hone organisational skills that you will need for your
research

* become familiar with relevant search engines and
databases

* develop skills in research writing

Audience

The mainaudiencefor your research proposal may be your
teacher and/or a client.
Your audience may or may not have a strong disciplinary

understanding of your proposed research area. It is therefore
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important to create a clear context, rationale and framework
for the research project you plan to undertake. Limit jargon
and specialist terminology so that non-specialists can
comprehend it. You need to convincethe reviewers that your
proposed research is worth doing and that you will be able
toeffectively ‘interrogate’your research questions oraddress
theresearch problems through your chosen research design.

You are expected to demonstrate:

- aclearly defined and feasible research
project

- aclearly explained rationale for your
research

- evidence that your research will make an
original contribution through a critical
review of the literature

- written skills appropriate to postgraduate
research study
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DEVELOPING A
RESEARCH QUESTION

Your research questions are perhaps the most important part
of your study. It’s worth investing time to develop robust

questions that will guide your research.

|dentifying an effective
research question

While the criteria for an effective research question may vary

considerably, generally, a research question should be:

« Focused: The scope should be narrow
enough to complete your research within
the available timeframe and resources.

« Analytical: Your research questions must
be complex, requiring interpretation and
analysis rather than simple fact-checking.
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- Effectively expressed: Use clear,
specific, and concise language to make the
research question accessible to the reader.

Strategies for developing
effective research questions

Formulating research questions is a crucial step in the research
process. It involves creating clear, focused, and researchable
questions that guide your investigation. Here are some key

points to consider:

* Your question should address a specific aspect of your
topic.

* Itshould be possible to answer the question using
primary and/or secondary sources.

* Ensure the question can be answered within the given
timeframe and practical constraints.

* The question should be detailed enough to provide a

thorough answer.



DEVELOPING A RESEARCH QUESTION | 137

To develop effective research questions, you may like to try one
of the following two key strategies:

I) Convert your topic into one or more research questions

by:

1. breaking down your topic into its different features

2. choosing a feature that interests you to narrow down
your topic’s scope

3. brainstorming and reading literature around this feature
to refine it further

4. convert this focused feature into question form

IT) Formulate a problem statement and then convert it into
question form. Use the following template as a guide to

writing your problem statement:

1. Tam examining ...
2. Because...

3. It matters because ...

The following presentation shows how to use the above
discussed strategies for developing robust research questions.
Work through each section of the webinar. Feel free to pause
the video at suitable points and complete the included
activities.

Presentation on developing research questions (12:54

min)
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@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view them online here:
https:/rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=121#oembed-1

Developing your research questions by RMIT University (YouTube).
Copyright © RMIT University Library.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k49pX3OXX-s&t=47s
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STRUCTURING KEY
SECTIONS OF A
PROPOSAL

All research proposals need to cover the following three main

areas:

* What you propose to research (written as question/s)

* Why the topic needs to be researched (address what’s
missing in the literature)

* How you plan to research it (often called a ‘study

design’)

The structure of a research proposal can vary significantly
across these three areas. Check with your teachers for their

preferred format, as some schools may provide a template.
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Reflection

Think about how you might go about justifying your
research.

« What key literature is your proposed research
situated within?

« How will your research build on this?

« Who will benefit from your research and
how?

« Are there industry stakeholders?

- Why should they care about your research?

Sentence frames commonly
used to justify your research

Here is a list of phrases commonly used when writing about

the rationale for your research.

o Although much previous research has ..., this proposed
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study will ...

Previous research bas ... However, these studies do not

explain ...

This issue will be addressed in the proposed research by ...
This practice-led research approach will ...

By demonstrating that ... I will addyress the issue of ...
This study will build on and contribute to ...

The proposed research differs from previous studies by ...
There is an absence in the existing literature of ...

1t is hoped that this research will inform ...

Although studies in ... have analysed. ..., there bas been

little research on...

The proposed research secks to address the limited

literature on...
Relatively little literature exists on ...

The proposed research will have importance in terms of
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real-world applications such as ...

* Research bas generally concentrated on ..., with very little

addressing the issues in this proposed research.
o The main contributions of this study will be ...

For some general RMIT discipline-based guidelines, consult

RMIT’s discipline based guidelines to writing research
proposals (DOCX, 1 page).


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/app/uploads/sites/80/2022/06/RMIT_Some-discipline-based-guidelines-to-writing-research-proposals-v2-1.docx
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/app/uploads/sites/80/2022/06/RMIT_Some-discipline-based-guidelines-to-writing-research-proposals-v2-1.docx
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WRITING YOUR
RESEARCH PROPOSAL

Writing the ‘what’ of your
proposed research

The purpose of this part of your research proposal is
to generally describe what your research is about.

The what of your research establishes how your
research is situated within your discipline or field. It
provides fundamental information, such as:

* the context for the research, which can be:
> the key ideas, theories and concepts,
> the major issues and debates,
> the key players and seminal texts or key artists, and
> the questions that have been asked around this
topic.
* your research questions, problems or hypotheses
* the scope of the proposed research (i.e. what you will

and what you won’t do)

The what of your research proposal may also include:
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* the aims and/or objectives of your research

* an introduction to the theoretical framework within
which your research sits

* astatement of the problem grounded in the context or
theoretical framework and a resulting argument for your
research to be conducted

* definitions if needed

Writing the ‘why’ of your
proposed research

A key requirement of your research proposal is to justify that
your research is worth doing. Your review panel will be looking
for a succinct and convincing argument about what sets your
proposed research apart from others, and why 7ot doing this
research leaves an important problem unaddressed.

Ways of justifying your research include showing that your
project will make a significant and substantial contribution in

terms of:

1. how it fits within an existing body of scholarship/
literature/practice

2. how it builds on and adds to this body of knowledge

3. what the value of your research is and for whom (e.g. a

particular community, industry, etc.)
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Critical engagement with the literature is crucial in order to
justify your research. You must demonstrate that you

understand:

* the main concepts and themes, underlying principles,
and established theories related to your research

* areas of controversy and contention

* the key scholars and seminal research related to your

topic

Writing the ‘how’ of your
proposed research

This part of your research proposal involves describing how
you plan to find answers to your research questions or resolve
the research problems. In other words, it entails describing the
design of your research.

A challenge in this section is providing the right amount
of information—not too little or too much. You need enough
detail to convince the review panel that the research is feasible

and to justify your research design components.
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Reflection

Which of these questions will you need to answer in
your research design (i.e. the ‘how’ section of your
research proposal)?

« What is your chosen research design and
rationale?

« What theories, concepts or models inform
your research design?

« What are the step-by-step methods or
process used?

« What constitutes your creative practice?

« How will you engage with your creative
practice (e.g. reflection, testing, theorising)?

- What type of data will be collected?

- What are your sources of data?

« Where and how will the data be collected?

« How will the data be analysed?

- What are the strengths and limitations of
your methodology?

- What resources are required (equipment,
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other)?
« How reliable and valid are your methods?
« What ethical issues relate to your research
methods, and how will you address these?

Sentence frames commonly
used to discuss study design

o The theory that will guide this study is ...

o This methodology appears to be the most appropriate in

order to achieve the objectives of the research.
o In this research, I will relate the objects or artefacts to ...

* My research involves creative and practice-based enquiry,

which ...
o This practice-led research draws upon ...
o Experiments will be conducted using ...

* Data collection will take place in ...
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Data will be obtained by ...

Data will be analysed by ...

The analysis will involve ...

Various methods have been used to ...

The rationale for this chosen study design s ..

The study will apply previously developed technigues for ...
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EXPLORE FURTHER

Congratulations on
completing this module. We
have explored the purpose,
and key component
structures  of  research
proposals. We have also
discussed some strategies for

writing effective research

Photo by Jason Leung on Unsplash

uestions as well as the ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ sections of a
y

proposal.

Further assistance

For more assistance in planning or writing your
research proposal, consult the following resources:

* How Research Questions Can Make or Break Your
Project (8:36 min) by Professor James Arvanitakis

(YouTube)

* Research Questions Hypothesis and Variables:
Connecting the Dots (7:55 min) by Associate Professor

Ron Wallace (YouTube)


https://unsplash.com/@ninjason?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/congratulations?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FalWoBTTaVk&t=10s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FalWoBTTaVk&t=10s
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_BmjujlZExQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_BmjujlZExQ
https://www.youtube.com/t/terms
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e The Manchester Academic Phrase Bank

For more assistance with your writing, see an Academic Skills

Adpviser in the Library.

Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT Learning L ab: Artificial intelligence
« RMIT Library Online Module: Generative

Al for students at RMIT



https://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
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Feedback

Your comments and suggestions on how we can improve this

module will be appreciated. Please email us.

What's next?

You have completed this module on the Research Proposal.

To  choose another module to complete go

to https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/


mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
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HOW TO WRITE A
_ITERATURE
REVIEW

Welcome to this module created by the RMIT University
Library.

The module is aimed at Masters by Coursework students
who are seeking to understand the purpose of a literature
review and how to write one.

The course materials include information, videos and
learning activities which explore key features of writing a
literature review. Itshould take you about 30 minutes to
complete.

Work through each chapter using the navigation footer
(i.e. previous/next) or use the contents page to select a
particular section.

We hope you find this module useful and stimulating.
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Learning objectives

On successful completion of the module, you will be
able to:

1. understand the purpose of a literature review,

2. understand how to organise your ideas as you
review literature, and

3. understand how to write your literature
review, including how to structure and style
your literature review.

Upon completion, feedback and suggestions for improvement

of this module can be provided at the end via an email link.
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WHAT IS A LITERATURE

REVIEW?

A literature review is a
critical ~analysis of the
literature related to your
research topic. It evaluates
and critiques the literature
to establish a theoretical
framework for your research
topic and/or identify a gap
in the existing research that
your research will address.

A literature review is not
a summary of the literature.
Although you may find

yourself making summaries

| L LI,
o |

W FIIIT

Photo by Mariia Zakatiura on
Unsplash

of what you read, you also need to engage deeply and critically

with the literature.

Your literature review should show your understanding of

the field related to your research topic and lead to presenting a

rationale for your research.

A literature review could be a stand-alone assignment or

part of a research project or short thesis.


https://unsplash.com/@mzakatiura?%20utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/literature-searching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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A literature review focuses on:

« the context of the topic

« key concepts, ideas, theories and
methodologies

« key researchers, texts and seminal works

« major issues and debates

« identifying conflicting evidence

« the main questions that have been asked
around the topic

« the organisation of knowledge on the
topic

« definitions, particularly those that are
contested

« showing how your research will advance
scholarly knowledge (generally referred to
as identifying the ‘gap’)
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THE PURPOSES OF A
LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature reviews play a crucial role in placing your work
within the framework of existing knowledge, assisting in
justifying your research and its relevance. Literature reviews
serve a number of purposes.

To identify Gaps:

Literature reviews identify gaps in the existing research,
highlighting areas that need further investigation.

To support Your Argument:

Literature reviews support your research by showing how it
fits into the broader academic conversation.

To show awareness of the present state of knowledge

in a particular field, including:

* seminal authors

* the main empirical research

* theoretical positions

* controversies

* breakthroughs as well as links to other related areas of

knowledge
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To provide a foundation for the author’s research. To do

that, the literature review needs to:

* help the researcher define a hypothesis or a research
question, and how answering the question will
contribute to the body of knowledge;

* provide a rationale for investigating the problem and the
selected methodology; and

* provide a particular theoretical lens, support the

argument, or identify gaps.

Activity

Before you continue with this module, complete the
quiz below to evaluate your understanding of
literature reviews.

@ An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
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can view it online here:

https:/frmit. pressbooks.pub/



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=607#h5p-16
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=607#h5p-16
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THE PROCESS OF
WRITING A LITERATURE
REVIEW

Writing a literature review is
a complex and non-linear
process. It usually involves
reiterations of all or any of

the following steps:

1. conductinga Library  photo by Christin Hume on Unsplash
search for sources

2. taking notes while critically reading and analysing the
literature

3. structuring the literature review

4. writing the literature review (following the conventions

in your field)

Conducting a Library search
for sources

One of the first and important steps in carrying out a literature


https://unsplash.com/@christinhumephoto?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/literature-searching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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review is to conduct an effective Library search which will help
you identify the most relevant sources for your research topic.

If you need some assistance with searching the literature
strategically, you might want to work through the Strategies
and Resources for Searching the Literature module in this
collection. Amongst other things, this module will help you to

effectively:

* form key words or descriptors for your topic
* create a search query
* find different and relevant types of resources

* use more advanced searching techniques

Taking notes

Taking effective notes is another key part of the process of

writing up your literature review.

There is a variety of techniques that one can use to take notes.

These include:

* highlighting and writing notes in margins
* drawing a diagram or a mind map

* using the Cornell note-taking system

In this module, we will focus on using an annotated

bibliography as a note-taking technique.


https://lsc.cornell.edu/how-to-study/taking-notes/cornell-note-taking-system/
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Using an annotated
bibliography to take notes

An annotated bibliography can be a useful way of taking notes
as you read the literature and think about what you are
reading. It allows you to collect both a summary of the key
points from different readings as well as a critical assessment of
the literature. It also allows you to provide comments about
how a text relates both to your own research and to other

literature.

An annotated bibliography has two main
sections:

1. areference (bibliographic information or
citation) in your chosen citation style

2. an annotation (description and
comments on the source). The annotation
usually provides:

o asummary of the key points or
arguments the source makes;

o areflection on how the source
contributes to your field of
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knowledge and how it might be
useful in your own research; and

o a critical analysis or evaluation of
the ideas presented.

What to include in a summary?

* Begin each entry with a summary or description of the
source.
* Take notes in your own words on:
° research aim
> methodologies used
° main arguments and findings
> scope and limitations of the study
* Use these notes to create a coherent summary of 50-100

words or a few sentences.

How to reflect on the relevance
of a source to your own
research?

Writing a reflection for your annotated bibliography includes
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writing a few sentences explaining in what ways the source is
useful for, or relates to, the overall theme of your research. This
section of the annotation will be particularly helpful when
you come to building an argument for your research in your

literature review.

Ask yourself:

« What does this source contribute to the
ideas | am developing in my research or to
the argument/s | am making?

It is worth mentioning that while your reflection states your
personal ideas and evaluations, it should still be objective and

unemotional.

What to include in a critical
analysis?

In providing a critical analysis, you need to focus on the value

of the material and sources you have read.
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Ask yourself:

« What are the strengths and limitations of
the source in terms of aim, methodology,
and findings?

« Are the findings sound, logical and well
researched?

« Is the source original, important and of a
high standard?

« How does this source add to the research
in the field?

« Where is its place — and relationship — in
the wider field of research and scholarly
discussions?
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Activity

An interactive H5P element has been
@ excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https://rmit. pressbooks.pub/
researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=139#h5p-17



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=139#h5p-17
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=139#h5p-17
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ORGANISING IDEAS IN
THE BODY OF YOUR
LITERATURE REVIEW

As discussed in the
previous section, the body
of your literature review
needs to provide an account
of the major themes,
arguments and  debates
found in the literature and
to articulate how these relate
to each other and to your
own research.

Since this usually involves
reading through and taking
notes on a large amount of
sources, you will need a

strategy that can help you

Photo by Jaeyoung Geoffrey Kang on
Unsplash

organise the different ideas you have drawn from the literature.

One such important organisational strategy is the use of

matrices.


https://unsplash.com/@geoffreykang_21?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/literature-searching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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Using matrices to organise
the literature

Matrices are particularly useful for capturing key information
from the texts that you have read and therefore providing an
overview of this information.

They can help with identifying patterns such as:

« which texts deal with which key identified
themes

« atext's main points and how these fit
under key identified themes

« atext's main points and how they can be
used/incorporated in your writing

« atext's main points and whether they
support or refute a particular argument

Below are examples of matrices which capture information
in the literature according to each of the above four

organisational patterns.
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ldentifying texts dealing with key
identified themes

Topic: Prenatal influences on the child

Concepts | Harmful Maternal ace

> substances and physicfl Domestic | Prenatal
_ z?sciases characteristics violence | healthcare
McDonald

(2011) Yes Yes

Smith

(2009) Yes Yes

Langley

(2011) Yes
Seddon

(2012) Yes

Anderson

(2010) Yes Yes

Etc.
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ldentifying a text's main points in
relation to key identified themes
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Topic: Prenatal influences on the child

Concepts | Harmful
> substances | Environmental | Prenatal
and dangers health care
Texts diseases

Etc.

Tobacco =
retarded
foetal
growth &
increased
infant
mortality

McDonald
(2011)

Impact

Smith involves
(2009) interaction of
many factors

Tobacco:
Generally
agrees
with
Jones but
disputes
causal
influence
— too
many
variables

Challenges in
identifying
exposure to
toxins

Langley
(2011)

Alcohol:
Effects of
foetal
alcohol
syndrome

Seddon
(2012)
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REVIEW

Topic: Prenatal influences on the child

Concepts | Harmful
> substances | Environmental | Prenatal
Etc.
and dangers health care
Texts diseases
Frequency of
Useful table of | prenatal
Anderson toxicantsand | examinations
(2010) associated — benefits
foetal impact and
problems

Etc.
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ldentifying a text's main points in
relation to their incorporation in
your writing

Topic: Issues in measurement of teaching quality

Comments/use in

Texts Main points o
my writing

Learning
performance =

! . But what does
index measuring

Keogh (2011) result of learning ‘qualigy’ of teaching
mean?
and quality of
teaching
Contrast 2nd
Identifies several criterion with
Brown (2009) criteria of quality of | Keogh’s ideas;
teaching differences are
contentious

Morgan (2011) Etc. Etc.
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ldentifying a text's main points in
relation to supporting or refuting
an argument

Topic: Does meditation improve the immune system?

Texts Support Refute

Single case report
O’Dwyer & Jones Healing was more

(2010) rapid when subjects
meditated
Two-group design
McKenzie (2011) No difference
observed
Two-group design
Meditation group
Peters et al. (2009) | significantly
reduced infection

rates

Etc.
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Reflection

Consider the different matrices presented above.
Which of these ways of organising your ideas might
be useful for you at the moment? (Keep in mind that
different approaches might be more useful for you
at different stages of reviewing the literature.)

If you would like to further explore the use of
matrices as an organisational tool, take a few
minutes to choose one of the above matrix types
and begin organising the themes, ideas or
arguments from the literature you are reading
according to it.
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WRITING A LITERATURE
REVIEW (STYLE)

In this section, you will learn about the conventions (or ‘style’)
common to all literature reviews. All literature reviews aim to
establish the researcher’s voice and present a critical stance on

the topic being investigated.

Developing a researcher
voice

When you write your literature review, you are synthesising
and expressing your understanding of existing research, and
indicating to the reader how much you accept, question or
reject the claims your sources make. The writing therefore
needs to show the position you are taking towards the sources

you are citing in your literature review.

Writing with authority

Writing with authority is important in all academic writing

because you are trying to persuade your reader to accept your
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argument/s or position in regards to the topic. In a literature
review, you are wanting to show confidence in your stance
on the existing research as well as in the argument you are
developing regarding the gap you have identified in the
literature and the need for your research to fill this gap.

In short, your writing needs to:

- be very clear about the message you want
to convey

- convince others that you are ‘right’ or that
your reasoning is sound and that your
ideas ‘make sense’

- predict how your audience will receive
your message, or which parts of your
claims may be contested

Expressing a critical stance

A literature review is CRITICAL in stance, not purely

descriptive. Your choice of words will:
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- reveal to the reader your attitude towards
the research you are citing

- indicate whether or not you consider their
claims to be substantiated

- position your work in relation to the
literature

- develop an ‘authoritative’ or a ‘researcher’
voice

Activity

Consider the language that expresses authority in
the following passage:

The value of skills and attributes often identified as
‘generic’ or ‘transferable’ is that they are believed
to be readily deployable in new contexts, such as
the workplace. However, how transfer occurs or
even whether it occurs is a contentious issue
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within the research literature (Blume, Ford, Baldwin
& Huang, 2010; Detterman, 1993; Jackson, 2015;
Oates, 1992). It is particularly elusive in
psychological research which has attempted to
demonstrate how skills or abilities developed in
one context are deployed in another, quite different
context. As Schoenfeld (1999 cited in Hager,
2006) argues transfer, “seems to vanish when
experiments try to pin it down” (p 20). Despite the
difficulty of demonstrating that transfer occurs, it
does appear that certain conditions may indeed
make transfer more likely. Conditions which have
been suggested include directing attention to
transfer by making it explicit, providing multiple
examples and opportunities for practice, ensuring
similarity between contexts (Anderson, Reder &
Simon, 1996) as well as ensuring that opportunities
for transfer are authentic not contrived, and that a
supportive environment exists (Tennant, 1999). In
addition, it is also important to train learners to
learn by facilitating an awareness to the cues for
transfer (Anderson et al, 1996) thereby facilitating
lifelong learning. Most importantly a positive
‘transfer climate’ is necessary with supportive
supervisors and adequate peer support (Holton,
Bates, Seyler, Carvalho, 1997).
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To convey authority, your writing will need to make claims
about the literature you are reviewing and the key arguments
and ideas related to your area of research. To do this you need
to understand the difference between a claim and aregular
sentence. A ‘claim’ in academic writing will provoke, analyse or
interpret rather than merely describe or present facts. Claims
can (and should be) supported or refuted by logic and/or
evidence, data and argument. Claims will often appear in topic
sentences, thesis statements, and introductory and concluding

sentences. See the example given below:

Activity

a An interactive H5P element has been
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excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:
https:/frmit pressbooks.pub/

It rchwritingm I nts/?p=151#h5p-1

Reporting verbs

One way of signalling your critical stance on a source is
through the use of attributive or reporting verbs. Reporting
verbs refer to, or report on, a particular piece or body of
literature. Their effective use helps in not only signalling the
relevance of the sources to your writing but also strengthening
your argument and indicating your stance towards a piece or
body of literature.

The table below lists some common attributive/reporting
verbs and indicates the stance they usually convey. This can
be a neutral stance, a distancing or disagreeing stance, or a
stance that implies agreement with the ideas or findings from a

source.


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=151#h5p-19
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=151#h5p-19
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Verbs that typically express a neutral, distancing or
agreement critical stance

Neutral Distancing Agreement
Suggest Allege Argue
Indicate Declare Establishe
Describe Speculate Affirm
Observe Contend Confirm
Comment Claim Show*
Maintain Assert Convince
Report Postulate Demonstrate
Show* Emphasise

*Note that the verb ‘show’ can indicate either a neutral or agreement stance,

depending on the context in which it is used in a sentence.

Using tense in reporting verbs

Indicating your critical stance can be achieved through not
only your choice of reporting verb (as suggested above) but
also the tense you use on that verb. This is because the tense
used in reporting verbs signals more than simply when
something happened: It can show if you think the ideas of the
reported research are current or still relevant today.

Here are some general patterns of tense use in reporting

verbs. However, remember, reporting verb tense is complex
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and can vary, so check the literature in your field for guidance.
Also remember that the patterns of tense use described here

apply only to reporting verbs and not to all verbs that may be

found in your literature review.

@ An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:

https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/

’p= -



https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=151#h5p-21
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=151#h5p-21
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EXPLORE FURTHER

Congratulations on
completing this module. We
have explored the nature and
functions of a literature
review; the process of
conducting a literature
review, including taking
notes  using  annotated

bibliographies; different

Photo by Austin Park on Unsplash

options for placing your literature review within your thesis;

how to structure your literature review, including using

matrices to organise ideas within its body; and how to style

your literature review through language expressing authority

in argument and a critical stance on the literature.

Further assistance

For more assistance with your writing, see an Academic Skills

Adpviser in the Library.

Literature reviews is a complementary Libguide to this

online module.

The module Strategies and Resources for Searching the


https://unsplash.com/ja/@aussiep?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/JdSXY1nC5rc?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://rmit.libguides.com/literature-review
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Literature explores key resources to use when literature
searching and the features of developing an effective search
strategy.

Further information and resources on writing your
literature review can be found in the Learning Lab. You may

also be interested in exploring some more learning activities

related to writing fundamentals in the Learning Lab.

Learn more

You may also be interested in viewing the following two
webinars recorded from the Library’s PhD Up! program (now
called Research Plus).

1. Literature reviews: Structure(60 mins)
This workshop discusses the nature and purposes of
literature reviews and will help you develop the necessary
strategies for structuring this important section of your
research. It includes hands-on activities, excerpts of
sample literature reviews, and strategies for ensuring
effective literature review structures.

2. Literature reviews: Style (60 mins)
This workshop will introduce you to key writing style
features of literature reviews and will help you develop
the necessary strategies for forging your academic
identity through your writing style. It includes hands-on

activities, excerpts of sample literature reviews, and


https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/index.html
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/writing-fundamentals/
https://youtu.be/B7ysS8EG55U
https://youtu.be/MBLgI56SOGo

186 | EXPLORE FURTHER

strategies for establishing your own critical voice.

Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT Learning L ab: Artificial intelligence
« RMIT Library Online Module: Generative

Al for students at RMIT

Feedback

Your comments and suggestions on how we can improve this

module will be appreciated. Please email us.



https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
https://rmit-catalog.rmit.edu.au/browse/catalog/rmit-library/courses/gen-ai-rmit
mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au
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What's next?

You have completed this module on Writing the Literature

Review. To choose another module to complete go to

https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/


https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
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HOW TO WRITE
ABOUT YOUR
RESEARCH

Welcome to this RMIT University Library module which
provides you with guidance and strategies to help you in your
journey towards undertaking a research project.The module is
aimed at Masters by coursework students who are undertaking
a research project as a part of their assessment.
It is designed to take you about 30 minutes to complete.
Please begin by taking a moment to read the learning

objectives listed below.

Learning objectives

On successful completion of the module, you will be
able to:
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. formulate a research question

- understand the importance of premises and
claims

« position yourself in your research

- identify an effective thesis statement

Work through each chapter using the navigation footer
(i.e. previous/next) or use the contents page to select a
particular section.

Upon completion, feedback and suggestions for
improvement of this module can be provided at the end via an

email link.
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WHAT IS RESEARCH
WRITING?

The prominent socio-linguist and educator, Ken Hyland (as
cited in Epting, 2018) stated that in academia, “we are what
we write” (p. 561). As new researchers preparing to join the
research community we learn that writing both communicates
particular content and embodies the “routines of [our] social
communities” (Hyland as cited in Epting, 2018, p. 561). This
means that writing for research is an act of ‘becoming’ a
researcher and a crucial step in take an esteemed place in a
research community.

It is important that as

Dinner

an aspiring researcher you vime!

Later, mum.

T'm doing
some research

too engage in the norms

® @ and seme
1 o writing.
and conventions that l
define research in your r » |
Y o\ I <L
field.

Cartoon by Studio tdes on
thedailyenglishshow


https://www.flickr.com/photos/thedailyenglishshow/4256937141/in/photosof-thedailyenglishshow/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thedailyenglishshow/16597490021/in/photolist-rhEtx4
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FORMULATING
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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The role of
researchers in any field
of study, is to produce
new knowledge eitherin
areas where there is a
lack of knowledge or by
bringing a new
interpretation to bear on
established
understandings in a
particular field. In order
to do this, a researcher
(or a team of
researchers) will pose a
research question.

Photo by Tingey Injury [ aw Firm on
Unsplash

Beginning with a research question is important

because it focuses your work and helps keep a

researcher on track. A research question is just that;

a question that exists in relation to a gap in what we

know or understand of a particular topic. Research
questions can have different forms, but the function is

the same.


https://unsplash.com/@tingeyinjurylawfirm?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/question?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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Consider these common research question forms.

« Does vitamin D enhance immune system
function? (does X impact on Y?)

- Why do so few women seek a career in the
construction industry? What are the main
barriers to career advancement? (reason plus
explanation)

- (Can nanotechnology replace traditional
methods of prototyping in industry? (can X
influence Y to benefit z)

« How can Al improve interventions during
disaster management efforts especially during
a bushfire? (can A enhance B, especially C)

Before formulating a research question to guide your work,

you should understand how premises and claims shape the
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questions we ask. This is because good research questions are
informed by sound premises and claims. This is discussed

further in the next section.
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WHAT IS A PREMISE?

In the previous section we saw that research has to be based
in researchable questions, and that these can take many forms.
In this chapter, we consider how research questions and the
arguments or theses they give rise to are based in premises.

In academic research it is useful to think of a premise as a

‘position’ or ‘belief’ that leads to a particular conclusion.
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“Marriage and the nuclear family is the
backbone of a civilised society.”

This idea may be popular or even fashionable in
society at any given time, and it is a premise that
many people ascribe to (as evidenced by the number
of marriages and families). However, the belief that
it is the best way or only way to organise society
has been challenged time and again (most recently
in the movement for equal marriage rights). It is also
a premise, which when scrutinised (i.e. through the
lense of divorce rates increasing across the latter half
of the 20th century) often leads observers to a very
different conclusion.

There are many examples of ‘premises’ such as the one given
in the statement above, which when tested or analysed closely,

may or may not stand up to their underlying beliefs.
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What's so important about a
premise?

According to the San Jose State University Writing Center,

“the most important part of any premise is that your audience
will accept it as true. If your audience rejects even one of your
premises, they will likely also reject your conclusion, and your

entire argument will fall apart.”

For instance, if your audience accepts climate
change and the premise that the world is
experiencing the effects of man-made climactic
change, the following statement will be easier to
accept: Since the beginning of the industrial
revolution, the earth has experienced a
warming of 1degree every 20 years.


https://www.thoughtco.com/premise-argument-1691662
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However, if
your audience
does not
accept the
premise
(perhaps they
are executives
from the fossil
fuel sector) you will need to work
harder to get your conclusions
accepted.

Industrial Scene by H.
Lyman Sayen

Premises are fundamental to understanding how arguments
work, because arguments and the ‘claims’ they give rise to are
always predicated in one or more premises. The next section

considers what makes a good claim.


https://www.si.edu/object/untitled-industrial-scene:saam_1968.123.8
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WHAT IS A CLAIM?

A claim is a statement that presents an idea or series of ideas as
arguments. Arguments therefore consist of claims, or another
way to put it is, to say that claims are the building blocks of a
good argument.

In research, claims will be the backbone that form a thesis or

a hypothesis (here the term ‘hypothesis’ refers to the argument

that is evidenced within the scope of the work).

‘Traditional classroom teaching is boring’

For example, claiming that traditional classroom
teaching is boring is not a good claim because it
lacks definition (what does ‘traditional classroom
teaching’ actually mean? and how do we measure
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‘boring’)? It may also be a ‘sweeping statement’
(meaning it's far too general in scope). However,
claiming that “traditional teaching methods, like
didactic instruction, do not provide sufficient
interaction with students and lead to poor learning
outcomes” is a good argumentative claim, because it
can be investigated and measured.

Function of claims

The function of claims in academic writing is to
provoke, analyse, or interpret rather than merely
describe or present facts (Heady, 2013). They can
do this by affirming, acknowledging, confirming, or
refuting the proposition being made. In this way,
claims do the job of building an overall argument or
thesis in a piece of work (i.e. each claim progresses
the key argument). It is for this reason that claims
will appear in topic sentences, thesis statements,
introductory and concluding sentences/paragraphs.
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Characteristics of a good
claim

In order to make effective claims it is important to understand
the difference between statements and sentences. While a
statement is also a sentence (in that it is a grammatical unit
with subject, verb, object clause), not all sentences are
statements (in other words, not all sentences consist of a stance

or a position).
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Which of the
following
sentences is a
claim, rather
than a simple
sentence?

1. Bulldogs are a
common breed of
dog. They

Photo by Karsten originated in the
Winegeart on Unsplash  Byitjsh isles.

2. Fatis one of three macronutrients, the
others being carbohydrate and protein.

3. Fat has been misrepresented as a leading
cause of heart disease. New research
challenges this finding.

It would be correct to say that item 3 above is the


https://unsplash.com/@karsten116?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/@karsten116?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/brown-french-bulldog-in-blue-shirt-Bt1ayfWL8h0?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
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only claim here. This is because it takes a stance
about the subject (which is regarding the
relationship of dietary fat to heart disease). ltems 1
and 2 are statements of ‘fact’ (unless you think
where bulldogs originated is contestable!)
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POSITIONING
YOURSELF AS A
RESEARCHER
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An important skill that all researchers develop is the ability
to present research as an ongoing discussion amongst a group
of scholars. When researching you will need to read widely
and it may seem to you that your peers are often discussing
the same thing. Sometimes the authors of these sources will
explicitly know each others’ work and reference one another
in their own texts. This is common in research writing, where

explicit conversations between different scholars are expected

and valued.
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Critical literacy is not
synonymous with
critical thinking,
although critical
thinking is clearly part
of critical literacy [a].
Critical thinking can be
described as
independent thinking

that uses information i

as the starting point Photo by Ethan on Unsplash
(Klooster, 2001) [b]. It

often begins with questions, builds on reasoned

arguments and can involve social thinking. While
this view of critical thinking is participatory and
metacognitive, it remains personal inquiry and
does not necessarily require the reader to
question the purposes of the text [c]. To be critically
literate, one must move beyond individual response
and personal discovery to interrogate the
curriculum and the everyday world (Cardiero-
Kaplan, 2002) [d]. Harste (2001) asserts that
readers must question, redesign, and create
alternate worlds [e]. They should disrupt the
commonplace, interrogate multiple viewpoints,
focus on sociopolitical issues, and take action to


https://unsplash.com/@andallthings
https://unsplash.com/photos/72NpWZJOskU
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promote social justice (Lewison, Seely Flint, Van
Sluys, 2002) [f].

n

Student Views of | earning: Perspectives from Three
Countries” by Beach, S. A., Ward, A., & Mirseitova, S., Language

and L iteracy, 9(1), 2007, https://doi.org/10.20360/G27Z\W2W is
licensed under CC BY 3.0

In the passage above about ‘critical literacy’ the writers signal
their approach to the topic by contrasting two very similar
concepts. Statement [a] tells us what the concept isn’t (note
the use of the phrase ‘not synonymous with’) and go on to
provide a nuanced definition with the use of ‘although’.
Statement [c] signals the limitations of our understanding of
‘critical thinking’ (note the use of ‘it remains’ and ‘does not
necessarily’) and prepares the reader for the writers’ position
presented in the statements [d], [e], and [f]. (Also note, the use

of other writers to give weight to these writers’ position).

ldentifying the ‘gap’

Research involves highlighting the questions that
remain unanswered in your area of research. This
is often referred to as ‘identifying the gap’ in the
literature and tells the reader what areas need further


https://journals.library.ualberta.ca/langandlit/index.php/langandlit/article/view/16324
https://journals.library.ualberta.ca/langandlit/index.php/langandlit/article/view/16324
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0
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investigation in your research area. ldentifying ‘the
gap’ in your research is fundamental to finding your
position in an ongoing conversation by deciding how
much you accept, question, or reject the claims that
your sources make.

When you start to write about that research, you
need to figure out how to signal that position, as you
quote, summarize, or paraphrase from your sources.




POSITIONING YOURSELF AS A RESEARCHER | 213

This research project
sets out to discover if
an experience of
Antarctica, specifically
mine, could be
interpreted through the

creation of souvenirs

Antarctica 1922, State Library 5,4 jewellery. Although

Victoria Digital Image Pool o )
Antarctica is considered

to be a very remote place it has a long and
significant history of science and exploration and
most recently has become the destination for
tourism [a]. However, unlike most tourist
destinations Antarctica has not been memorialised
through jewellery and souvenirs in the way of
historic tourist locations in the world [b].
Throughout Antarctica’s history explorers have
painted images and more recently documented it
through photography [c]. Whalers and fishermen
have made their own representations of this
isolated and uninhabited continent, however, none
of these matches the proliferation of souvenirs that
have been produced to provide memories and
reminders of Europe for example during the times of
the Grand Tour or the commonly available souvenirs
of popular resorts, sites and locations today [d].


https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/search-discover/explore-our-digital-image-pool/view_image?record_key=IE7491996
https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/search-discover/explore-our-digital-image-pool/view_image?record_key=IE7491996
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Excerpt from Kirsten Haydon's dissertation Antarctic landscapes

inth venir and jewellery (used with permission)


https://research-repository.rmit.edu.au/articles/thesis/Antarctic_landscapes_in_the_souvenir_and_jewellery/27354546?file=50734017
https://research-repository.rmit.edu.au/articles/thesis/Antarctic_landscapes_in_the_souvenir_and_jewellery/27354546?file=50734017
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WHAT IS A THESIS
STATEMENT?
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A thesis statement is
an essential component
of all academic and
research writing.

A thesis statement:

* occurs early in a Photo by Will van Wingerden on
piece of written Unsplash

work (introduction)

* tells the reader what the purpose and scope of
the work will be

* provides more than a mere description of the topic

* puts a ‘wager’ (i.e. a bet) on the topic by telling
us what the significance of the research will be

* defines what will be investigated and what they think
will be found (note, it’s OK if the hypothesis is

disproven once the data is in)

Descriptive thesis
statements

Beware thesis statements that are too descriptive because they
“do not investigate anything, critique anything, or analyze
anything [...] they also do not invite support and argument
from outside of the central text” (UW_Expository Writing
Program, 2007, p. 2). The problem with thesis statements that


https://unsplash.com/@willvanw?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/dsvJgiBJTOs?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://depts.washington.edu/owrcweb/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Claims-Claims-Claims.pdf
https://depts.washington.edu/owrcweb/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Claims-Claims-Claims.pdf
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are merely descriptive is that they lack a stance or an argument.

They are therefore difficult to support with evidence and to

build an argument for.

The examples below would not make good thesis
statements because they are too descriptive.

a) Shakespeare was a famous playwright
during the Elizabethan era. He wrote
numerous plays and poems.

b) AlImost one in two marriages in Australia
end in divorce. That means the divorce rate is
almost 50%.

) Covid-19 was a virus that caused an
epidemic in the early 2020's.
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Check your understanding

Where is the thesis statement in the passage
below?

My intention was to investigate and portray
Antarctica through my own and others’ personal
experiences, through historical examples of jewellery
and souvenirs and through experimentation in the
studio-based manufacture of new jewellery and
souvenirs[e]. The objects produced through this
research would reference the valued jewellery and
souvenirs now displayed in museums as historical
artefacts which were once personal mementos[f]. |
was particularly interested in the potential of these
objects to represent personal narratives and
experiences of the past [g]. In this research project |
have explored some of the ways in which | can make
objects, specifically jewellery and souvenirs that
draw on this rich heritage to present Antarctica in an
innovative way [h].
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Excerpt from Kirsten Haydon's dissertation Antarctic landscapes

inth venir and jewellery (used with permission)

a An interactive H5P element has been
excluded from this version of the text. You
can view it online here:

https:/rmit.pressbooks.pub/

’p= -



https://research-repository.rmit.edu.au/articles/thesis/Antarctic_landscapes_in_the_souvenir_and_jewellery/27354546?file=50734017
https://research-repository.rmit.edu.au/articles/thesis/Antarctic_landscapes_in_the_souvenir_and_jewellery/27354546?file=50734017
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=176#h5p-25
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/?p=176#h5p-25
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WRITING WITH
AUTHORITY - BOOSTING
AND HEDGING

Two very important rhetorical devices that research writers use
to establish authority (and to sound like an expert) are called

‘boosting’ and ‘hedging’.

Boosting

According to Pat
Thomson,  boosters
are a linguistic means

of presenting the

Photo by Jason Rosewell at newsworthiness  of

Unsplash research. They are

statements that are

intended to persuade. Boosters say — you can
trust this, this is good stuff, this matters!!


https://unsplash.com/@jasonrosewell
https://unsplash.com/photos/boy-singing-on-microphone-with-pop-filter-ASKeuOZqhYU
https://patthomson.net/2016/08/22/boostering-your-introduction-and-conclusion/
https://patthomson.net/2016/08/22/boostering-your-introduction-and-conclusion/
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Boosters are a kind of rhetorical assertiveness.
They signal ‘Look at what I've done and how
important it is’. For this very reason, it is
sometimes difficult for students new to research
to use boosters, perhaps because they feel
anything like an expert.

Hedging

It is important that as research writers, we make claims that
are reasonable and measured (that is, well thought out). One
of the ways in which researchers signal ‘caution’ is through
the use of language called hedging. Hedging is considered the

opposite of boosting.

As Pat Thomson points out, in academic texts,
hedges guard against criticism. They show that
the writer is not claiming to have the final word
and that there is still room for discussion and


https://patthomson.net/2013/07/22/making-authoritative-claims/
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new work. Hedges are a way to demonstrate
rigour and precision — the researcher shows that
they know the kind of claim that follows from
the actual research that has been done. Using
hedges also creates trust between the reader
and the text; readers know that the writer/
researcher has carefully considered their work,
and is not simply advocating, preaching or
ranting.

In practice, boosting and
hedging occur together -
often in the same sentence!

In practice, research writers become skilful at using both
techniques to establish authority and credibility. See how these
strategies are used together to create a sense of authority in the

text below:
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While the debate about generic skills and
attributes is ongoing and while the case is yet
to be made [a] for the transferability of skills, it
seems increasingly likely [b] that only
participation in work-based learning can develop
the competencies that are required for effective
practice. This study has shown [c] that
students understand the value of employability
skills and enjoy participating in work-based
learning experiences such as that afforded by
professional placements. However, this study
has also shown [d] that in order for [e] those
experiences to optimise skill development,
placements need to be well-supported and
supportive in order to [f] foster the confidence
which seems to play a key role in skill
development.

In the passage given above, [b] is a boosting statement that
shows the writer’s position in the debate relating to developing
generic skills at university (i.e. generic skills for employment
are developed in work experience). It is followed by [c] which
makes a strong statement for what the study shows. This is

followed by some hedging [d] that provides further conditions



WRITING WITH AUTHORITY - BOOSTING AND HEDGING | 225

for the statement made in [c] to be true and applicable to
other similar cases (i.e. that work experience needs to be well-
supported in order to effectively help students develop work
skills). This is an example of how boosting and hedging work

together to create a ‘research voice’.
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EXPLORE FURTHER
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Congratulations  on
completing this module.
We looked at the way
researchers use
premises and claims to
build arguments in
academic writing. We

also covered the  photo by Austin Park on Unsplash

importance of

positioning your own work by identifying the gap in the

field and we looked at the significance of thesis

statements and why they are essential in research.
Remember, research is an opportunity to add something

new to your field of interest. That’s exciting!

Further assistance

For more assistance with your writing, see an Academic Skills

Adpviser in the Library.
The module Developing an Effective Research Proposal
explores formulating research questions in more depth.
Further information and resources on developing academic
writing can be found in the Learning Lab. You may also be
interested in exploring some more learning activities related to

writing in the Learning Lab.


https://unsplash.com/ja/@aussiep?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/JdSXY1nC5rc?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://www.rmit.edu.au/students/support-services/study-support/consultations
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/writing-fundamentals/
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Learn more

For more on how to write an argument in research

writing, consult the following resources:

* Thesis Whisperer How to Create Authoritative Voice in
your Writing,

* Virginia Wesleyan University How to Create a Strong
Thesis Statement

* Washington University Claims, Claims, Claims

Generative Al tools may be useful to automate
and streamline various aspects of research and
writing at postgraduate level. However, the Al
environment is constantly changing. For up-to-
date guidance on how Al can be ethically
integrated into your research project at RMIT
University, consult your course coordinator and
the following tools:

« RMIT Learning | ab: Artificial intelligence
tools


https://thesiswhisperer.com/2013/07/03/how-to-create-authoritative-voice-in-your-writing/
https://thesiswhisperer.com/2013/07/03/how-to-create-authoritative-voice-in-your-writing/
https://www.vwu.edu/academics/academic-support/learning-center/pdfs/Thesis-Statement.pdf
https://www.vwu.edu/academics/academic-support/learning-center/pdfs/Thesis-Statement.pdf
https://depts.washington.edu/owrcweb/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Claims-Claims-Claims.pdf
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
https://learninglab.rmit.edu.au/university-essentials/artificial-intelligence-tools/
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« RMIT Library Online Module: Generativ
Al for students at RMIT
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Feedback

Your comments and suggestions on how we can improve this

module will be appreciated. Please email us.

What's next?

You have completed this module on How to write about your

Research. To choose another module to complete go to

hteps://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/


mailto:open.library@rmit.edu.au
https://rmit.pressbooks.pub/researchwritingmasterstudents/
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