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Introduction 

A systematic review is a systematic search of the literature. The aim is to get all the data you 

can find on one topic. This is to prevent bias in selecting only particular types of studies, such 

as those that report positive effects or those that use one method of discovery. 

 

There are different ways of conducting systematic reviews, but in general it involves the 

following steps: 

 

Step 1: Identifying the studies 

Step 2: Cleaning the dataset 

Step 3: Data extraction 

Step 4: Assessing the quality of evidence 

Step 5: Synthesis of evidence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 1: IDENTIFYING THE STUDIES 

 

The first task is to identify all the possible studies that have been carried out on the topic you 

are interested in. To do this:  

 

 Systematically search electronic databases.  

 Contact key people working in the area you are interested in to request for 

publications or reports.  

 Search journals, bibliographies and websites, Google Scholar, references in identified 

studies, and literature known to you from previous work in the field. 

 

The main educational, sociological, and psychological databases include ERIC, PsycInfo, 

ASSIA, Australian Education Index, British Educational Index, Social Services Abstracts, 

Sociological Abstracts, International Bibliography of the Social Sciences, and ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses, International Bibliography of Social Sciences, Social Science 

citation, Social Policy and Practice etc. 

 

For more databases: http://www.bl.uk/eresources/socsci/biblio.html 

 

 

 

The example used here for the purpose of this exercise is a search for 
intervention studies, such as experiments and randomised controlled trials.  
 
Your search terms, inclusion criteria, data extraction and judgement of quality 
of evidence may be different depending on the types of study you are looking 
for. 
 
 

http://www.bl.uk/eresources/socsci/biblio.html
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How to search databases?  

Think of the relevant search terms (or keywords). For our parental involvement review we 

were looking specifically for interventions, such as experiments and randomised controlled 

trials. We wanted to look for interventions that have an impact on pupils’ school outcomes. 

So we include these terms in our search: 

 

((parent* OR mother* OR father* OR carer* OR caregiver* OR guardian*) AND 

(attainment* OR achieve* OR "school outcome*" OR "key stage*" OR exam* OR 

qualification* OR "school readiness" OR "test score*") AND (trial* OR experiment* 

OR "instrumental variables" OR "regression discontinuity") AND (engage* OR 

involve* OR "parenting style*") AND (child* OR school)) 

 

The * refers to a truncation. This means that the search will include all extension of the term 

entered. For example, using * next to child tells the system to search for children and 

childhood as well. 

 

How to narrow the search? 

The search will throw up literally hundreds and thousands of hits. To narrow the search, you 

can specify the date and language of publication. For example, you tell the system to search 

only for articles published between 1990 and 2014 and those that are reported in English. 

 

The identified studies are then exported into EndNote. 

 

STEP 2: CLEANING THE DATA 

1. First, skim the titles and abstracts in the EndNote entry for duplicates and those that are 

outright irrelevant.  

 

2. Then you set your inclusion and exclusion criteria. This means you include only those 

studies that meet these criteria and ignore or exclude the rest. This will help refine your 

search.  

 

3. Read the abstract and exclude those that do not meet your inclusion criteria. 

 

Using our parental involvement review as an example 

(http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/Do_parental_involvement_interve

ntions_increase_attainment1.pdf), we included only studies that were: 

 

 reports of research describing a parental involvement intervention  

 relevant to learning or attainment outcomes  

 about children educated in mainstream settings (and not solely about children with 

specific learning difficulties)  

 

We excluded those that were: 

 published outside the specified dates 

 not published in English  

 solely about promoting parental involvement not leading to school outcomes 

 solely about attitudes of parents or teachers to parental involvement interventions  
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 about other parental behaviour such as school choice or parenting style  

 about specialist interventions in institutions other than schools  

 handbooks and manuals for interventions.  

 

4. Skim read full reports and further exclude those that do not meet the inclusion criteria. 

  

 

STEP 3: DATA EXTRACTION 

This involves reading the full paper in detail and extracting the necessary information. You 

may use a template or table to do this. For our parental involvement review we used the 

following template: 
 

Overview  

Brief description of the intervention and its aims.  

 

Method  

 

Research design  

- Is it a randomised controlled trial?  

- Is it a quasi-experiment (no randomised allocation to control conditions)?  

- Does it have a control and comparison group?  

- Does it have pre- and post-test comparisons?  

- Is it longitudinal, is it a cohort study or combination of some of these?  

- How is randomisation or other allocation to groups carried out?  

- Are the teachers, for example, blind to treatment allocation?  

- Is participation voluntary?  

 

Sample  

Describe the sample characteristics and sample size, attrition and randomisation (if it is a 

trial). 

 

Outcome measures  

What are the outcomes and how are they measured?  

 What kind of analysis is carried out?  

 

Results  

What are the major findings in terms of parental involvement causing changes in attainment?  

 

Comments/Limitations  

 

Comment on aspects of the study that might threaten or enhance the internal and external 

validity of the experiment. This could include size of sample, level of dropout, fidelity to 

treatment, quality of counterfactual, blinding, extraneous/confounding variables, other 

programmes going on that may have affected the results, misleading use of simple before and 

after figures, use of tests created by the same team as those advocating the intervention, and 

other conflicts of interest. 
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Or you can present each study in the form of a table: 

 

 

 

STEP 4: ASSESSING THE QUALITY OF EVIDENCE 

Each piece of study included is then assessed on the quality of the evidence using certain 

criteria. For example, studies may be judged on: 

 

Clarity of reporting  
- Is the method described clearly enough for it to be replicated?  

- Are all data reported, or did the author present only some results?  

- If only a partial report, is there any indication that results have been ‘cherry-picked’?  

- Is more information needed in order for the conclusion to be convincing?  

 

 

Rigour of the study  

- Given the information reported, what are the weaknesses of the study?  

- Is the number of cases adequate, was there large non-response, and were the comparator 

groups genuinely equivalent?  

- Is the design suitable for the claims being made?  

- Were threats to validity, such as demoralisation, Hawthorne effect, regression to mean, bias 

in treatment, and experimenter effect countered properly?  

- Is the analysis technically correct?  

- In general, are the conclusions drawn warranted by the evidence?  

 

Fidelity and evaluation of process (for intervention studies) 

- Was there monitoring to ensure that the intervention was carried out as recommended?  

- Was the intervention carried out as proposed? 

- Were the learning and attainment outcomes measured using standardised tests or something 

else?  

 

For each of these criteria you give a rating from low to high. You then give an overall rating 

for each study.  

 

 

 

STEP 5: SYNTHESIS OF EVIDENCE 

Author, 

date, title of 

study 

(country) 

Intervention/ 

Program 

Research design and 

quality issues: 

Design 

Allocation 

(independent, 

concealed, 

randomisation) 

Pre/post test 

comparisons 

Blinding 

Attrition 

Sample characteristics (age, 

grade level, ethnicity for 

control and comparison). 

Include also how participants 

are selected (e.g. is it by 

invitation, volunteering or by 

test scores, teacher 

recommendation or based on 

family background etc) 

Types of 

outcome 

measures 

Results and 

conclusions 

Comment

s 
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This involves classifying the studies by categories, themes, age groups or types of 

interventions, or any classification relevant to your study. In the parental involvement review, 

the studies were classified by types of interventions and age groups because the aim was to 

find the most effective intervention for different age groups of children.  

 

 

NOTES: 

 

It is important to record what you do at very stage. For example, note how many studies were 

identified; how many were excluded at every stage and the reasons for excluding them. This 

is normally presented as a flow diagram. The purpose of this is to allow readers to replicate 

and verify your study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

USEFUL REFERENCES 

 

Titles and abstracts 
identified and screened 

(n=2827) 
•  

• n=2827 

 

Duplicates 
(n=557) 

 

Excluded at pre-screening stage 
(n=1985) 

Excluded at first-stage screening 
(n=247) 

 Full copies retrieved and  
assessed for eligibility 

(n=38) 
 

Excluded (n=21) 
(give reasons for exclusion) 
 

Studies meeting inclusion 
criteria 
(n=17) 

 

Excluded 
(n=3) 

(give reasons for exclusion) 
 

Studies included in the review 
(n=14) 
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