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Learning goals for this webinar 
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After this webinar, you will be able to do the following: 

•  Understand the principles underlying a systematic literature search. 

•  Describe the role of bibliographic databases when performing a systematic 
literature search. 

•  Understand the functionality and coverage of the ERIC database. 

•  Summarize how to use ERIC effectively for systematic literature searches.
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Systematic Literature Searching



Evidence-based decisionmaking in education 
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•  Evidence-based decisionmaking in 
education requires knowledge of 
the best available research about 
the effectiveness of education 
products, programs, policies, and 
practices. 

•  Decisionmakers rarely have the 
time or resources to conduct their 
own reviews of the rapidly 
expanding and voluminous 
research literature.



Evidence-based decisionmaking in education 
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The What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC) addresses this need by 
conducting systematic reviews of the 
existing research on education 
interventions, assessing the quality of 
this research evidence, and 
synthesizing findings from the highest 
quality evidence.



What is a systematic review? 

•  Systematic reviews summarize research evidence 
by using explicit and reproducible methods to 
identify, extract information from, and analyze 
evidence from relevant research studies. 

•  The WWC uses consistent, objective, and 
transparent standards and procedures to 
conduct comprehensive systematic reviews, using 
the following general process: 
1. Developing the review protocol. 
2. Identifying relevant literature. 
3. Screening studies. 
4. Reviewing studies. 
5. Reporting on findings.
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Key searching principles 
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•  Comprehensive coverage. 

•  Structured search strategies. 

•  Transparency.



Key searching principle: Comprehensive coverage 

•  Electronic databases include, for example, Academic 
Search Premier, CINAHL, EconLit, Education Research 
Complete, ERIC, International Bibliography of the 
Social Sciences, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 
Global, APA PsycInfo, PubMed, MEDLINE, other 
specialized databases. 

•  Other sources include websites, conference 
proceedings, government/funder websites, forward 
citation searches, “hand” searches, and reference 
harvesting. 

•  Searches should be comprehensive, covering the wide 
range of databases, websites, and other sources where 
relevant research evidence may be reported.
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Key searching principle: Structured search strategies 
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•  Structured searches should be carefully constructed to 
facilitate the identification of all relevant research evidence. 

•  Most databases can be searched via specific fields (for 
example, the abstract, keywords, and/or controlled 
vocabulary terms). 

•  When developing search strings for databases, there is 
always a balance between specificity (narrow searches that 
minimize false positives) and sensitivity (broad searches that 
minimize false negatives). 

•  Many systematic reviews opt for more sensitive searches (i.e., 
broader searches), given the goal of identifying the entire 
body of research evidence relevant to the review question.



Identifying search terms 

•  The eligibility criteria specified in a 
systematic review protocol should define 
the key concepts relevant to the literature 
search. 

•  The goal is to identify the full range of 
synonyms for key concepts of interest. 
•  How are similar concepts labeled differently in different 

disciplines? 
•  How do the names of concepts change across time? 
•  How do the names of concepts differ across states and 

regions? 
•  Is the concept covered in a particular database by a controlled 

vocabulary. If so, what is the relevant descriptor?
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Search string development 
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Compound search strings can be created by using operators and other special 
search characters that are database-specific (i.e., functionality varies across 
databases). 
Common 
operators 

Search for documents that . . . 

AND Contain all words or phrases 
OR Contain any of the words or phrases 
NOT Do not contain the word or phrases 
NEAR/n Contain both search terms located 

within n words apart 
PRE/n Contain one search term that appears 

within n words before a second search 
term 

Common 
characters

Search for documents that . . .

? Contain any character in search term 
(wildcard) 

* Contain any variation of the search 
term (truncation) 

" " Contain exact phrase within quotation 
marks



Search string development 

13

Compound search strings can be created by using Boolean logic operators to combine relevant 
search terms derived from the review protocol or research question. 

•  Combine synonyms within a column with OR operator. 

•  Combine column block with AND operator.



Search string example 
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(“high school” OR “grade 12” OR senior) AND 
(“summer bridge” OR “summer program”) AND 
(random OR RCT)

Population Intervention Outcome Study design 
high school summer bridge random 
grade 12 summer program RCT 
senior 



Key searching principle: Transparency 
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Search details should be documented and reported on in 
a transparent manner to ensure reproducibility. 
•  Names of each database/source searched, and the host/platform used for 

access. 

•  Names of any study registries or supplemental sources searched. 

•  Date of last search for each source. 

•  Full search strategies for each literature source. 

•  Any limits or restrictions applied for each source (such as date or time 
period). 

•  Total number of records identified for each source. 

•  Process and software used to deduplicate records across multiple 
sources.
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Using ERIC for Systematic Literature Searches



The ERIC database: More than 1.8 million resources 
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•  1,282 academic journals (1,271 peer reviewed). 

•  740 nonjournal sources (98 peer reviewed). 
•  Government documents. 
•  White papers. 
•  Conference papers. 
•  Other research materials. 



Overview of ERIC Search 
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•  ERIC’s intuitive search engine supports all users -
advanced as well as novice  

•  Thesaurus descriptors help to zero in on relevant 
content 

•  Search filters narrow results (publication date, 
publication type, peer reviewed, etc.) 

•  ERIC provides options for advanced search 
techniques (e.g., searching specific fields, Boolean 
operators, etc.)



Records connect to What Works Clearinghouse 
information 
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•  Relevant records are tagged 
with WWC ratings and 
linked to study pages on the 
WWC  website 



Using ERIC for systematic searches
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ERIC Thesaurus descriptors help find relevant content
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Narrowing your results with search limiters 
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•  Initial Limiters 
•  Publication date: Within the last ten years 
•  Publication type: Journal articles 
•  Peer review: Peer reviewed only 



Other key limiters
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Additional features: ERIC identifiers 
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Additional features: WWC ratings 
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The ERIC Application Programming Interface (API) 

26



Ease of exporting and displaying data 
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•  Search results can be easily 
exported to programs for data 
analysis, such as MS Excel. 

•  For a walk-through of how to 
export from the API, please see 
the video 
at: https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=4iVbsld7WRA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iVbsld7WRA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iVbsld7WRA


Literature review demos in ERIC 

28

•  We now go the ERIC website at https://eric.ed.gov 
•  This live demo will show a brief literature review using 

ERIC search and the API. 

https://eric.ed.gov/


ERIC tools enable systematic research 
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•  ERIC provides powerful research tools that allow researchers to 
conduct systematic literature reviews with ease. 

•  See ERIC’s Multimedia page for more information on searching ERIC 
and using the API: https://eric.ed.gov/?multimedia 

•  For a video walk-through of how to export search results using the API, 
please see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iVbsld7WRA 

•  For additional support, contact the ERIC Help Desk: 
https://eric.ed.gov/?contact

https://eric.ed.gov/?multimedia
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iVbsld7WRA
https://eric.ed.gov/?contact


Questions?

30
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Have questions? Contact us at 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/help (WWC) 
https://eric.ed.gov/?contact (ERIC) 

Emily Tanner-Smith, Ph.D. 
University of Oregon 

What Works Clearinghouse 

Bridget Thomas, Ph.D. 
Quality Information Partners 

ERIC 
What Works Clearinghouse 

Jeffrey Valentine, Ph.D. 
University of Louisville 

What Works Clearinghouse

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/help
https://eric.ed.gov/?contact
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