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Article

Reviewing Reviews of 
Research in Educational 
Leadership: An Empirical 
Assessment

Philip Hallinger1

Abstract
Purpose: Reviews of research play a critical but underappreciated role 
in knowledge production and accumulation. Yet, until relatively recently, 
limited attention has been given to the “methodology” of conducting reviews 
of research. This observation also applies in educational leadership and 
management where reviews of research have charted intellectual progress 
since the field’s inception in the 1950s and 1960s. This paper was framed as 
a “methodological review of reviews of research” in educational leadership 
and management. Method: The author analyzed 38 reviews of research in 
educational leadership published in nine international refereed journals over 
the past 52 years. The author applies a conceptual framework and analytical 
rubric for conducting systematic reviews of research in analyzing this sample 
of research reviews. Data analysis focuses on describing methodological 
characteristics, illuminating patterns of strength and weakness in review 
methods, and identifying a set of exemplary reviews. Findings: Despite 
publication of a number of “exemplary reviews,” there remains considerable 
room for improvement in the methodology of conducting systematic reviews 
of research in educational leadership and management. The study identified a 
tendency for research reviews in this field to omit key information concerning 
the rationale and nature of the studies included in the reviews, methods of 
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data collection, extraction, evaluation and analysis, and how these choices 
impacted interpretation of the findings. Implications: This comprehensive 
set of 38 published review articles tracks the historical development of the field 
and, by itself, represents a rich harvest from the study. Within this historical 
corpus of reviews, the study identified a subset of “exemplary reviews” that 
can serve as useful models for future scholarship. Finally, by identifying patterns 
of methodological strength and weakness among the reviews as a group, the 
report offers empirically grounded recommendations for strengthening future 
reviews of research in educational leadership and management.

Keywords
review of research, educational leadership, education management, research 
methods, knowledge production

The past three decades have witnessed increasing interest in the role and 
impact of leadership in schools (Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008). This 
trend has been marked not only by the volume of research in this domain 
(Hallinger, 2011a) but also by more stringent demands for quality evidence 
about the extent and means by which leadership affects schools (e.g., 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008; Witziers, Bosker, 
& Kruger, 2003). Although empirical studies form the primary basis of this 
evidence, scholars, policy makers, and practitioners often rely on published 
reviews of research to evaluate the broader body of evidence. Thus, reviews 
of research are among the most frequently cited articles published in peer-
reviewed journals.1

Reviews of research not only play a key role in understanding advances in 
policy and practice but also lay the groundwork for future knowledge produc-
tion (Bridges, 1982; DeGeest & Schmidt, 2010; Gough, 2007; Hallinger, 
2013; Murphy, Vriesenga, & Storey, 2007). They map trends in theory devel-
opment, methodological applications, and substantive findings to identify 
productive directions for future research. Given increasing recognition of the 
importance of research reviews, scholars have begun to pay closer attention 
to the methods employed in conducting these studies of the literature (e.g., 
DeGeest & Schmidt, 2010; Dixon-Woods et al., 2006; Fehrmann & Thomas, 
2011; Gough, 2007; Lorenc, Pearson, Jamal, Cooper, & Garside, 2012; 
Lucas, Arai, Baird, & Roberts, 2007; Thomas & Harden, 2008; Valentine, 
Cooper, Patall, Tyson, & Robinson, 2010)). This trend has been facilitated by 
the emergence of new journals (e.g., Research Synthesis Methods) and 
research centers (e.g., Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and 
Co-ordinating Centre [EPPI-Centre] devoted to this form of scholarly inquiry.
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These observations suggest the potential benefits that could accrue from a 
closer examination of the methods of conducting reviews of research in edu-
cational leadership. This “review of research reviews” is organized around 
four specific goals:

1.	 To examine the characteristics of reviews of research published in edu-
cational leadership and management journals between1960 and 2012

2.	 To examine patterns of strength and weakness in the methods of con-
ducting reviews of research used by scholars in educational leader-
ship and management

3.	 To identify and examine a set of exemplary reviews of research in 
educational leadership and management

4.	 To offer recommendations for strengthening the methods used in 
future reviews of research in educational leadership and management

To address these goals, the study identified 38 reviews of research in edu-
cational leadership published over the past 52 years. These reviews represent 
the complete set of reviews of research in educational leadership published in 
nine relevant international refereed journals since the field’s “birth” in the 
mid-20th century. Information extracted from the 38 reviews was analyzed, 
and evaluated according to a rubric based on a conceptual framework for 
conducting “systematic reviews of research” (Hallinger, 2013).

The article contributes to research in educational leadership and man-
agement  in several ways. First, scholars may find the conceptual frame-
work and rubric employed in this study useful tools when conducting future 
reviews. Second, this comprehensive set of 38 published review articles 
tracks the historical development of the field and, by itself, represents a rich 
harvest from the study. Third, the report highlights a subset of “exemplary 
reviews” that can serve as useful models for future scholarship. Finally, by 
identifying patterns of methodological strength and weakness in the 38 
reviews, the report is able to offer empirically grounded recommendations 
for strengthening reviews of research in educational leadership and 
management.

Conceptual Framework

This section explores the literature on conducting systematic reviews of 
research. It begins by providing an overview of how methods of conducting 
research reviews have evolved over time. Then the conceptual framework for 
conducting systematic reviews of research that was used in this study is 
presented.
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The Evolution of Systematic Reviews of Research

Selected scholars started employing systematic methods of research review 
long before this term was coined at the turn of the 21st century (e.g., see 
Bridges, 1982; Jackson, 1980; Light & Pillemer, 1984). However, recently 
scholars have sought to define more explicitly the methodologies used for 
conducting systematic reviews of research (e.g., Dixon-Woods et al., 2006; 
Fehrmann & Thomas, 2011; Gough, 2007; Lucas et al., 2007). As research 
reviews have been employed increasingly to inform public policy (EPPI-
Centre, 2012; DeGeest & Schmidt, 2010; Lorenc et al., 2012; Shemilt  
et al., 2010; Valentine et al., 2010), scholars have sought to identify a clear 
set of methods, criteria, and standards for conducting and assessing reviews 
of research (e.g., Cooper & Hedges, 2009; Gough, 2007; Lipsey & Wilson, 
2001; Lucas et al., 2007; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007; Thomas & Harden, 
2008; Weed, 2005). The EPPI-Centre (2012) at the University of London 
sums up the rationale for making reviews of research more systematic.

Most reviews of research take the form of traditional literature reviews, which 
usually examine the results of only a small part of the research evidence, and take 
the claims of report authors at face value. The key features of a systematic review 
or systematic research synthesis are that:

•	 it is explicit and transparent methods are used
•	 it is a piece of research following a standard set of stages
•	 it is accountable, replicable and updateable
•	 there is a requirement of user involvement to ensure reports are relevant and 

useful.

Systematic reviews aim to find as much as possible of the research relevant to the 
research questions, and use explicit methods to draw conclusions from the body of 
studies. Methods should not only be explicit but systematic with the aim of 
producing varied and reliable results.

This perspective on systematic reviews reflects “good practice” derived 
from scientific reporting as well as from analyses of existing high-quality 
reviews of research (Gough, 2007). The current review is located among 
efforts to make the features of systematic reviews of research more transpar-
ent and accessible to those who engage in this research activity.

Elements of the Conceptual Framework

A review of research should be organized around a set of questions that guide 
the inquiry. These include the following:
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1.	 What are the central topics of interest, guiding questions, and goals?
2.	 What conceptual perspective guides the review’s selection, evalua-

tion, and interpretation of the studies?
3.	 What are the sources and types of data employed in the review?
4.	 What is the nature of the data evaluation and analysis employed in the 

review?
5.	 What are the major results of the review?

These questions comprise a conceptual framework for conducting system-
atic reviews of research. The framework yields procedures that promote 
sound scholarship as well as enabling the transparent communication of the 
research process and findings (Gough, 2007). This section discusses how 
these questions can guide scholars who undertake systematic reviews of 
research. The discussion is limited to the definition of key issues implied by 
the questions posed above. Further discussion of how the framework was 
used to design a rubric for assessing the quality of research reviews is pre-
sented in the Method section.

What Are the Central Topics of Interest, Guiding Questions, and Goals?  Reviews of 
research are often undertaken in response to the perception of a “problem” that 
calls for more explicit definition, understanding, or resolution. The problem 
can be located in theory, empirical research, policy, practice, or a combination. 
“User involvement” begins at the stage of formulating the problem to be 
addressed in the review. The researcher may choose to conduct formal or infor-
mal interviews with key “stakeholders” (e.g., policy makers, practitioners, 
scholars) who will be users of the information reported in the review. By 
involving potential users at this stage, the reviewer will increase its relevance.

Scholars undertaking reviews of research typically select, explicitly or 
implicitly, a “thematic focus” (i.e., a focus on substantive, methodological, 
and/or conceptual issues) for the review. Although productive reviews can be 
organized around any of these three foci, the onus is on the reviewer to make 
the thematic focus explicit. Once a thematic focus has been articulated, the 
scholar must determine the “goal orientation” of the review. Reviews are 
typically oriented toward either exploring a problem or explaining the nature 
of relationships or conditions that bear on it. Exploratory reviews are most 
suitable when a problem is poorly understood (e.g., Bossert, Dwyer, Rowan, 
& Lee, 1982; Erickson, 1967) and/or when relevant empirical research on the 
topic is limited (e.g., Briner & Campbell, 1964; Walker, Hu, & Qian, 2012). 
In contrast, explanatory reviews are suitable in mature domains where a sub-
stantial body of theoretical and empirical work has accumulated (e.g., 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Robinson et al., 2008). 
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The goal orientation of the review often implies different methodological 
choices for the reviewer.

For example, a seminal review conducted by Bossert et al. in 1982 synthe-
sized findings from a variety of related literatures. This resulted in a proposed 
conceptual framework for the “instructional management role of the princi-
pal” that influenced subsequent scholarship in this domain. Fifteen years 
later, Hallinger and Heck (1996, 1998) provided an updated review focusing 
on a more narrowly defined set of empirical studies that had examined the 
effects of principal leadership on student achievement. This review offered 
more specificity and clarity concerning the nature of relationships between 
leadership and learning than had been possible in the early 1980s. A decade 
later, Robinson et al. (2008) extended these findings through the application 
of meta-analysis to an expanded body of empirical studies, thereby further 
extending our understanding of “the problem.” This illustrates the progres-
sion from exploratory to explanatory reviews that often occurs as knowledge 
accumulates in a field of inquiry over time.

Following the selection of a general orientation for the review, the author must 
clarify the purposes of the review. This entails the explicit statement of a purpose 
for the review, complemented by a set of guiding questions or goals. For exam-
ple, Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2005, p. 178) review addressed the question: “How 
do transformational leadership practices exercise their impact?” Hallinger 
(2011a) stated a set of goals that included “the primary goal is to map trends in 
the conceptual models and quantitative methodologies employed by researchers 
in the study of instructional leadership over the past 30 years” (p. 273).

This conceptual framework does not indicate a preference for stating 
research goals versus questions, but it does require that the reviewer explic-
itly articulate one or the other at the outset of the review. Thus, for example, 
the statement “‘This review will examine the existing research on school 
leadership” lacks the specificity needed to clarify the purpose of the review. 
In practice, making the desired outcomes of the review explicit aids in all 
subsequent steps taken in conducting the review.

What Conceptual Perspective Guides the Review’s Selection, Evaluation, and Interpre-
tation of Findings?  Although systematic reviews seek to maximize the benefits of 
procedural and analytical objectivity, it is a fallacy to suggest that systematic 
reviews are value neutral (Ribbins & Gunter, 2002). Even exemplary reviews 
from the perspective of methodological soundness make choices that reflect the 
conceptual perspectives of the reviewer. Exemplary reviews explicate a concep-
tual framework and, where suitable, the value position that guides the review.

Examples of how reviewers have employed conceptual frameworks are 
numerous. Murphy’s (2008) review of turnaround leadership highlighted 
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stages of turnaround to inform the selection of sources and presentation of 
findings. Leithwood, Begley, and Cousins (1990) employed a framework 
focusing on the nature, causes and consequences of principal leadership. 
Hallinger and Heck (1996, 1998) applied a framework comprising competing 
conceptual models for organizing studies of school leadership effects. Riehl’s 
(2000) review employed a lens from critical theory in the analysis of leader-
ship for student diversity and inclusive education.

The conceptual lens points toward the type of data that will be collected 
from studies and aids in the interpretation findings across studies. Conceptual 
frameworks are especially important tools for reviews with a substantive or 
conceptual thematic focus. Thus, I suggest that the conceptual framework be 
explicit and observable in the execution of the study (see also Hallinger, 2013).

What Are the Sources and Kinds of Data Employed for the Review?  It may sound 
strange to hear the term data collection associated with a review of the litera-
ture. However, the body of studies comprising a review of research represent 
a database that is analyzed to address the research goals. Instead of collecting 
primary data, the reviewer evaluates and synthesizes “data” from the selected 
set of studies. The reviewer’s conclusions are, therefore, inextricably linked 
to the nature of the “sample” of studies that is gathered.

Consequently, the reviewer must make explicit the search criteria and proce-
dures as well as the nature of the resulting “sample” of studies. With respect to 
search criteria, the author should specify the types of sources included in the 
review. A review may include any one or a combination of journal articles, dis-
sertations, books, book chapters, conference papers, and so on. There is no rule 
to determine which combination is best. It depends in part on the density of lit-
erature in the relevant domain as well as the nature of the questions being asked 
in the review. Exemplary reviews in educational leadership have employed 
mixed sources (e.g., Bridges, 1982; Hallinger & Heck, 1996, 1998; Robinson  
et al., 2008) as well as a single type of source (e.g., Hallinger, 2011a; Leithwood 
& Jantzi, 2005; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Murphy et al., 2007). The author may 
further delimit the scope of sources in the review by specifying a particular sub-
set of journals (e.g., see the criteria employed in the current review).

Reviews can also be delimited by specification of a time period for the review. 
Once again, there is no “one right way” to determine the suitable period from 
which to draw sources. The time period selected for a review has its own logic, 
grounded in the evolution of the literature related to the review’s guiding ques-
tions. In sum, it is incumbent on the reviewer to explicate the logic of the search 
criteria since they determine the composition of the “database” under review.

With these remarks in mind, it is also possible to classify search proce-
dures as selective, bounded, or exhaustive. In selective searches, the criteria 
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for inclusion in the review are based on the reviewer’s judgment but never 
stated clearly (e.g., Briner & Campbell, 1964; Campbell & Faber, 1961; 
Erickson, 1967, 1979; Hallinger, 2005, 2011b; Leithwood, 2001; Leithwood 
et al., 2008; Lipham, 1964; Riehl, 2000). Due to their ad hoc nature, selective 
searches do not meet the standard for systematic reviews of research. In a 
bounded search, the reviewer either uses samples from a “population” of 
studies (e.g., Bridges, 1982) or delimits the review through the use of explic-
itly stated criteria such as time period of the sources reviewed, the specific  
journals, or types of sources (e.g., Hallinger, 2011a; Leithwood & 
Montgomery, 1982). In an exhaustive search, the reviewer combs a wide 
range of possible sources in an attempt to identify all potentially relevant 
studies (Hallinger & Heck, 1996, 1998; Robinson et al., 2008; Witziers et al., 
2003). Both bounded and exhaustive reviews meet the standard for a system-
atic review when the description of search criteria and procedures are both 
explicit and defensible in light of the study’s goals.

A second feature of data collection involves the extraction and treatment 
of data from the studies selected for review. In systematic reviews the author 
describes the steps taken in extracting information from the constituent stud-
ies (e.g., Light & Pillemer, 1984). The nature of the “data” will vary depend-
ing on the “method” of review that is being employed. In quantitatively 
oriented reviews, the extracted data may be numerical (e.g., sample sizes, 
effect sizes, correlations, reliability coefficients, etc.). In qualitatively ori-
ented reviews, the extracted data may consist of narrative text, descriptions of 
studies, or summaries of findings. In all instances, a clear and explicit descrip-
tion of the data extraction procedures employed by the reviewer is essential 
in a systematic review.

In sum, systematic reviews place a premium on describing the nature of 
the “database” of studies being reviewed and highlighting the means by 
which the data presented to the reader have been extracted. Both should be 
grounded in a logic that reflects the research questions and conceptual 
framework guiding the review. Lacking this description of procedures, the 
reader is unable to gauge the quality of evidence (Gough, 2007) and weigh 
potential biases that frame the presentation of findings, interpretations, and 
conclusions.

What Is the Nature of Data Evaluation and Analysis Employed in the Review?  All 
reviews of research involve the evaluation, analysis, and synthesis of data. 
The nature of the data gleaned from the review database determines the types 
of data analysis and synthesis that will be employed in the course of the 
review. As Gough (2007) asserts,
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Just as there are many methods of primary research there are a myriad of methods 
for synthesizing research which have different implications for quality and 
relevance criteria. . . synthesis can range from statistical meta analysis to various 
forms of narrative synthesis which may aim to synthesize conceptual understandings 
(as in meta ethnography) or both empirical and conceptual as in some mixed 
methods reviews (Harden and Thomas 2005). In this way, the rich diversity of 
research traditions in primary research is reflected in research reviews that can 
vary on such basic dimensions as The nature of the questions being asked; a priori 
or emergent methods of review; numerical or narrative evidence and analysis 
(confusingly, some use the term narrative to refer to traditional ad hoc reviews).

Probably the most significant contributions to the literature on conducting 
reviews of research over the past two decades are found in the elaboration of 
methods of data synthesis. The procedures used to synthesize findings from 
both qualitative (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009; Dixon-Woods et al., 2006; 
Lorenc et al., 2012; Paterson, Thorne, Canam, & Jillings, 2001; Sandelowski 
& Barroso, 2007; Thomas & Harden, 2008; Weed, 2005) and quantitative 
studies (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001; Lucas et al., 2007; Shemilt et al., 2010; 
Valentine et al., 2010) have undergone increased scrutiny and development in 
recent years. I also wish to note the seminal contribution made by the launch 
of the journal Research Synthesis Methods in 2010 by Schmidt and Lipsey.2

Traditionally, it has been quite common for reviewers to skip the explicit 
description of the evaluative and analytic procedures applied to information 
extracted from the studies under review. This approach is what Gough (2007) 
referred to as an ad hoc review, and it does not meet the standard of a systematic 
review. Instead, systematic reviews outline and justify the analytic processes 
applied to the information obtained from or about the constituent studies.

What Are the Major Results of the Review?  Communicating the results of the 
review is the final element of a systematic review. Three key criteria underlie 
assessment of the quality of communication of the results of a review of 
research.

•• Does the reviewer provide a clear statement of results, actionable con-
clusions, and conditions under which the findings apply?

•• Does the reviewer discuss how the design of the research review (e.g., 
search criteria, sample composition, method of analysis) affects inter-
pretation of the findings?

•• Does the reviewer identify implications of the findings for all relevant 
audiences and clarify future directions for theory, research,  
policy, and/or practice?
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These criteria hold the reviewer accountable for making clear what has 
and has not been learned from the review of research. Because research 
reviews should lay down markers on the path of knowledge accumulation, it 
is incumbent on the reviewer to label clearly new signposts that emerged 
from the review. By way of example, Hallinger and Heck (1998) clarified the 
limitations of their own findings:

Even as a group, the studies do not resolve the most important theoretical and 
practical issues entailed in understanding the principal’s role in contributing to 
school effectiveness. These concern the means by which principals achieve an 
impact on school outcomes as well as the interplay. (p. 182)

Witziers et al. (2003) concluded, “The empirical evidence reported in 
these five studies support the tenability of the indirect effect model, and com-
parisons of the direct with the indirect model all favor the idea of mediated 
effects” (p. 418).

As asserted throughout the elaboration of this conceptual framework, the 
findings from any review of research are shaped and bounded by the “method-
ological choices” of the reviewer. Systematic reviews treat these boundaries as 
“conditions” that shape the interpretation of findings. This is an important step 
in delineating the boundaries of the accumulating knowledge base.

Finally, elaboration on the “meaning” of findings that emerge from a 
review of research requires the reviewer to consider multiple audiences (e.g., 
researchers, practitioners, policy makers) as well as domains of knowledge 
(e.g., empirical, conceptual, practical). Systematic reviews should point all 
relevant stakeholder audiences toward productive directions and away from 
unproductive cul-de-sacs. Here the reviewer may involve stakeholders that 
represent the key audiences of the review in commenting on early drafts to 
ensure that the criteria of relevance and clarity are achieved. For example, 
when conducting this review of review studies, the author circulated an early 
draft to a number of scholars and doctoral students for feedback.

Caveats

Before proceeding further, I wish to highlight several caveats that attend this 
exercise in reviewing other reviews of research. The term systematic review 
of research came into currency during the past decade riding a wave of “evi-
dence-based” decision-making in education. When viewed in this context, 
the procedures involved in “making reviews of research more systematic” 
may seem self-evident. It may be the case, however, that not all reviews of 
research fall within this paradigm.
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Thus, the first caveat concerns the extent to which all reviews of research fall 
within the paradigm of “systematic reviews.” For example, Ribbins and Gunter 
(2002) differentiate between five different types of knowledge domains: concep-
tual, humanistic, critical, evaluative, and instrumental. They suggest that system-
atic reviews of research may be most suited to the latter two knowledge domains. 
Their argument further implies that some procedures recommended for system-
atic reviews could actually dull the edge of the interpretive tools used in other 
types of reviews. I acknowledge this diversity and emphasize the need to select 
review tools that are compatible with the types of knowledge being synthesized.

At the same time, I assert that most, if not all, reviews of research in educa-
tional leadership and management will benefit from application of the proce-
dural standards described in this article. For example, Riehl’s (2000) widely 
cited review of research (i.e., 250 citations as of September 2012) on educa-
tional leadership for inclusive education adopted a “critical” perspective that 
informed her interpretation of findings drawn from the literature. The review 
employed an interpretive approach to discussion of findings from a body of 
studies. However, the reviewer omitted any information on how the sources for 
the review were obtained, the collective nature of these sources, or the means 
by which information culled from these sources was evaluated, analyzed, and 
synthesized. Lack of explicit reporting on these features of the review leaves 
the reader without a basis on which to formulate and assess alternative interpre-
tations. Thus, I wish to suggest that incorporating more features of a systematic 
review would have enhanced the impact of this research review.

At its heart, a review of research involves accessing, managing, evaluating, 
and synthesizing a variety of information. This is the case regardless of 
whether those data consist of numbers, narratives, ideas, or themes. Thus, I 
agree with others (e.g., Cooper & Hedges, 2009; Gough, 2007; Jackson, 1980; 
Light & Pillemer, 1984; Lorenc et al., 2012; Lucas et al., 2012; Valentine et 
al., 2010) who assert that even reviews which rely primarily on the synthesis 
of ideas benefit from being more systematic and explicit in the execution and 
reporting of their methodologies. When reviewers do depart from these stan-
dards, à la Ribbins and Gunter’s (2002) proposition, then accepted scholarly 
practice still requires an explicit statement of the rationale. This mirrors the 
trend in the conduct and reporting of qualitative research studies over the past 
30 years, whereby more explicit standards that emphasize transparency in the 
research process have evolved.

Method

The current exploratory review was aimed at examining the methodology of 
review employed in a body of published reviews of research on educational 
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leadership. This goal shaped the methodology of the study, which can be 
characterized as a quantitative analysis of reviews of research on educational 
leadership. In this section, I present the methods employed in this review. 
This includes the description of sources, as well as procedures for data col-
lection, extraction, evaluation, and analysis.

Sources for This Review

As noted at the outset, the overarching goal of this study was to illuminate the 
methods used by scholars to review research in educational leadership and 
management. Consequently, the identification of sources was aimed at iden-
tifying a representative sample of high-quality reviews of research in educa-
tional leadership. To keep the body of studies to a manageable size, I 
employed search criteria that yielded a bounded set of sources (EPPI-Centre, 
2012; Fehrmann &Thomas, 2011; Gough, 2007; Hallinger, 2013).

First, as implied above, the studies had to have been conducted as 
reviews of research. Although the reader might expect this criterion to be 
self-evident, such was not the case. Two variants of reviews of research 
were identified. First, there were papers that the reviewer explicitly framed 
as a review of a body of research literature. Reviews conducted by Bridges 
(1982), Bossert et al. (1982), Briner and Campbell (1964), Erickson (1967, 
1979), Leithwood and Montgomery (1982), Leithwood et al. (1990), 
Hallinger and Heck (1996, 1998), Riehl (2000), and Robinson et al. (2008) 
stand as a few examples of this variant. A second variant, that I termed com-
mentary reviews, used review of research as the method of exploring a spe-
cific issue or topic (e.g., subject leadership, distributed leadership, deputy 
principals). However, the author’s review methods, as presented in the 
article, appeared ad hoc (e.g., Harris, 2008; Harvey, 1994; Heck & Hallinger, 
2005; Leithwood, 2001; Leithwood et al., 2008).

I adopted a generous interpretation that yielded a comprehensive view of 
the review literature. Readers could dispute whether all 38 of the papers meet 
their own criteria for a “review of research.” Therefore, the studies are labeled 
such that readers can formulate their own interpretations (see Table 1).

Second, the reviews had to focus on “educational leadership.” For the pur-
poses of this study, this was defined as reviews focusing on the role, behavior, 
and/or impact of formal school leaders and administrators working in K–12 
school systems (i.e., superintendents, principals, vice principals, subject lead-
ers). Thus, I did not include reviews that focused on higher education adminis-
tration or other features related to school management (e.g., school size effects).

Third, the research reviews had to have been published in international, 
peer-reviewed journals. This ensured that all papers had passed blind peer 
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review, kept the sample size of reviews manageable, and enabled comparabil-
ity in format across the sample. The reviews were sourced from eight well-
recognized international educational leadership and management 
journals—that is, Educational Administration Quarterly (EAQ), Journal of 
Educational Administration (JEA), Educational Management Administration 
and Leadership (EMAL), International Journal of Leadership in Education 
(IJLE), Leadership and Policy in Schools (LPS) School Leadership and 
Management (SLAM), School Effectiveness and School Improvement (SESI), 
and International Journal of Educational Management (IJEM)—and one 
general education journal, Review of Educational Research (RER). Although 
this omitted other potentially relevant journals, application of this search cri-
terion kept the search manageable without compromising the goals of inter-
national representativeness and quality.

The review examined articles published in these nine journals between 1960 
and 2012. A 52-year time span was deemed both substantial, and sufficient for 
the purpose of the review. This time span would enable the identification of 
trends in the conduct of research reviews over time. The date 1960 was selected 
as the starting point for the review since this marked the emergence of the “the-
ory movement in educational administration” which  sought to build educational 
administration as a field of inquiry (Campbell & Faber, 1961; Griffiths, 1979).

A variety of computer tools were employed to aid in the search for review 
articles within this set of journals (EPPI-Centre, 2012; Fehrmann &Thomas, 
2011). Googlescholar™ was used to assist in identifying sources within these 
journals. For the eight educational leadership journals, I searched on terms 
such as review or review of research within the title and body of articles. The 
RER was searched using terms such as administrator, principal, leadership. 
To increase the certainty of identifying all relevant reviews of research, a 
supplemental search tool, Publish or Perish (http://www.harzing.com), was 
also used. This tool enables a more efficient search of titles within journals 
and also identifies the citation impact of journals and individual papers. The 
combined search methods yielded a set of 38 studies (see Table 1).

Data Extraction

Data extraction entailed collecting information from each of the 38 reviews 
of research. First, a variety of descriptive information was extracted from 
each article and entered into an excel spreadsheet (e.g., Journal, Year, Locus, 
Sample Size of Studies). Second, this reviewer made judgments about the 
nature of the review (e.g., Thematic Focus, Type of Data Analysis, Goal 
Orientation) and entered this information into the spreadsheet (see Table 1). 
Third, the author collected additional information about the review articles 

http://www.harzing.com
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(e.g., citation impact) and added these data into the spreadsheet. Finally, as I 
shall describe in the following section on data evaluation and analysis, the 
reviews were evaluated according to a rubric and that information was added 
to spreadsheet (see Table 2). These data were employed for subsequent analy-
sis of the 38 research reviews.

Data Evaluation and Analysis

Data analysis for this review sought to identify and evaluate trends across the 
38 reviews. I then proceeded in an iterative series of descriptive, evaluative, 
and analytical stages.

Stage 1: Descriptive Analysis.  In the first stage, I examined trends in the meth-
odological features of these published reviews of research. Descriptive statis-
tics were employed to examine features related to the publication of reviews 
of research in these journals over time (e.g., frequency of publication by 
period, thematic focus, goal orientation, authorship, locus). 

Stage 2: Rubric Development.  In the second stage, I developed a rubric to aid 
in evaluating key features of the reviews. Initially I designed a two-level 
holistic rubric (i.e., meets standard, does not meet standard) that described 
desirable features of eight criteria derived from the conceptual framework. 
For example, fulfillment of the criterion, Statement of Purpose, would need 
to include clear articulation of the focus of the review, explicit statement of 
research questions, and justification of the research questions and/or goals.

In a pilot test, three raters independently applied the holistic rubric to five 
of the reviews. However, the rubric did not consistently distinguish key fea-
tures of the reviews on several of the criteria, resulting in inconsistent  inter-
rater agreement. Therefore, I concluded that this analytical tool was not 
sufficiently “sharp” for this evaluative task.

To address limitations of the holistic rubric, I developed a “three-level 
analytical rubric.” Analytical rubrics enable higher levels of interrater agree-
ment by providing explicit conditional statements for different levels of cri-
terion attainment (Wiggins, 1998). The analytical rubric comprised explicit 
statements describing different levels of fulfillment on each of the eight cri-
teria (see Figure 1). The three levels of criterion fulfillment were 0 = the cri-
terion is not met, 1 = the criterion is partially met, and 2 = the criterion is fully 
met (see Figure 1).

The scores for the eight criteria could be combined into “total score” for 
the review article. The total score provides an indicator of the extent to which 
the review demonstrated the criteria in our conceptual framework for a 
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“systematic review of research.” Thus, use of the analytical rubric assisted in  
providing insight into areas of relative strength and weakness of the reviews 
on the eight criteria.

Figure 1.  Analytical rubric applied to assessment of the research reviews.
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In the pilot test, the three raters each applied the analytical rubric to five 
studies, resulting in three sets of 40 ratings across the five studies (i.e., 5 stud-
ies × 8 criteria). Analysis of the ratings revealed the following results.

•• The three raters demonstrated agreement on 32 of the 40 criteria rating 
(80% agreement).

•• In no instance did two raters differ by more than 1 point on the rubric 
(i.e., where one rater assigned a 0 and another assigned a 2), nor were 
there any instances of all three raters assigning a different score.

•• Four of the eight inconsistencies in ratings were in Conceptual 
Framework, two in Statement of Purpose, one in Data Extraction, and 
one in Communication of Implications.

Following analysis of the pilot test results, the raters discussed the causes 
of the disagreements in ratings. Several minor refinements were made to 
sharpen the statements describing the levels of criterion fulfillment. This 
resulted in the final version of the rubric employed in the study (see Figure 1).

Stage 3: Evaluation of the Data.  The data set of reviews included work pub-
lished by the author of this study. Therefore, to avoid a potential conflict of 
interest, the author enlisted the two pilot test raters to apply the rubric to the 
evaluation of the full set of 38 reviews. Although the author was aware of the 
authors of the reviews, author information was deleted or hidden in the copies 
of reports given to the other two raters.

Application of the rubric to the reviews resulted in three sets of ratings. 
Each set comprised 38 rubric sheets consisting of eight discrete ratings. 
Comparison of the ratings from the three raters yielded an overall interrater 
agreement exceeding 93% (i.e., 282 of the 304 criteria ratings were unani-
mous). Disagreement was not clustered in any particular the rubric catego-
ries, and there were no cases in which all three raters assigned a different 
score (i.e., 0, 1, 2). The raters concluded that the three-level analytical rubric 
had resolved the inconsistencies that had resulted from use of the two-level 
holistic rubric.

The scores from the three raters were treated as follows. The ratings from 
the three raters were placed into a master spreadsheet. In cases where one of 
the raters disagreed with the other two, the majority score was used. This 
resulted in a spreadsheet comprising the 38 studies arrayed with their mean 
scores on each of the eight criteria (see Table 2). The eight criterion scores for 
each study were also summed up to produce a total score. Thus, a perfect 
score on the evaluation would be 16 points (i.e., 8 criteria × score of 2 on the 
rubric). These data were then used in the final stage of data analysis.
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Stage 4: Analysis and Synthesis of Data Trends.  The final stage of data analysis 
addressed the third and fourth goals of this report: analysis of methodologi-
cal strengths and weaknesses in the reviews and identification and analysis 
of “exemplary reviews.” The analysis of strengths and weaknesses sought 
to identify trends in specific areas in which the reviews fulfilled or did not 
fulfill the characteristics of systematic reviews of research. These analyses 
relied primarily on the descriptive examination of patterns in the criterion 
scores on the rubric achieved across the body of studies. This was supple-
mented by additional information drawn from the analysis of exemplary 
studies.

The identification of “exemplary reviews” entailed analysis of the crite-
rion and total scores of the 38 studies obtained through use of the analytical 
rubric. Our conceptual definition of an “exemplary review” was “a review 
that meets all of the criteria that define systematic reviews of research.” Our 
operational definition required the review to meet all eight criteria in the 
analytical rubric at the highest level (i.e., a total score of 16 points). 
Subsequently, these reviews were examined to determine if the group pos-
sessed other characteristics that could shed light on high-quality knowledge 
production.

Results

The presentation of results is organized into three sections that address the 
first three goals of this report. These focus on describing the general charac-
teristics of the body of reviews of research, analysis of methodological 
strengths and weaknesses of the 38 reviews, and examination of exemplary 
reviews.

General Findings

The first important finding, presented in the previous section of the article, 
lies in the relatively small number of reviews that have been published on 
educational leadership over the past 52 years. Although this study did not 
identify the total number of articles published in the nine journals over the 
course of 52 years, it would certainly approach 10,000. With this in mind, 38 
reviews of research on educational leadership represent an underwhelming 
proportion of the total published corpus. This suggests that the field has not 
been employing this particular research tool with sufficient frequency.

At the same time, it was noted that the publication of research reviews has 
increased markedly over the past 12 years (see Figure 2). Indeed, if the trend 
of eight reviews published between 2010 and 2012 continues, we would 
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expect a substantially larger number of reviews in the decade from 2010 to 
2020. This would be consistent with a perception of the continuing matura-
tion of the field, as well as growing recognition of the importance of reviews 
of research in knowledge production.

The data also indicate substantial variation in the frequency of publication 
of reviews of research across the journals (see Figure 3). EAQ (10), JEA (5), 
and SLAM (4) published most of the research reviews. Although RER pub-
lished eight reviews in total, only Riehl’s (2000) review of research appeared 
after 1982. It should be noted that several of the journals only came into 
existence after 1990 (e.g., SESI, LPS, IJLE, IJEM). Despite the author’s char-
acterization of these as “core journals” in educational leadership and man-
agement, to date publication of research reviews in LPS, EMAL, and IJLE 
have been rare events.

Analysis of the locus of reviews also yielded a pattern of interest. Prior to 
1990, all of the reviews published in these nine journals were authored by 
scholars from North America (see Table 1). Moreover, these reviews evi-
denced an almost exclusive focus on North American literature. The “locus of 
authorship” trend began to shift during the 1990s, with the inclusion of reviews 
by Harvey (1994) from Australia and Hall and Southworth (1997) from the 
United Kingdom. Moreover, during the 1990s North American scholars also 
began to include non–North American literature more consistently in their 
reviews (e.g., Hallinger & Heck, 1996, 1998; Leithwood et al., 1990).
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Figure 2.  Reviews of research in educational leadership published in nine selected 
journals by decade, 1960-2012.
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Notably, since 2000 published reviews of research in educational leader-
ship have become more diverse in both the locus of authorship and scope of 
literature reviewed. During the past decade, reviews have been published by 
scholars from not only North America but also the United Kingdom (e.g., 
Harris, 2008; Muijs, 2011; Southworth, 2002; Turner, 2003), Europe (Witziers 
et al., 2003), Asia (e.g., Hallinger, 2005, 2011a, 2011b; Kantabutra, 2010; 
Walker et al., 2012), and New Zealand (e.g., Robinson et al., 2008). By focus-
ing our analytical lens on this “blank spot” in the literature, the need for 
reviews of research that target studies from a broader set of national contexts 
is readily apparent (e.g., see Walker et al., 2012).

Other interesting patterns of authorship also emerged from the data. Forty-
four different scholars from a wide range of universities participated in the 
publication of these 38 research reviews (see Table 1). Although this might 
suggest a broad distribution of authorship, a relatively small set of scholars 
coauthored a high percentage of the reviews. More specifically, seven scholars 
participated in multiple reviews that represented over 50% of the papers—that 
is, Leithwood (6), Hallinger (6), Murphy (3), Heck (3), Campbell (3), Erickson 
(2), and Southworth (2). It is also notable that in all cases but one (i.e., 
Murphy), these scholars contributed their reviews across multiple decades.

Substantive reviews of research represented the most common specie of 
published reviews of research in educational leadership (see Table 1). Twenty-
one of the 38 reviews focused exclusively on the synthesis of substantive 
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findings on educational leadership. This category of research review tends to 
attract the attention of practitioners and policy makers, as well as scholars, 
resulting in higher citation rates (e.g., see reviews by Bossert et al., 1982; 
Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood et al., 2008; Robinson et al., 2008). One 
of the reviews focused exclusively on methodological features of the litera-
ture (Hallinger, 2011a). Fifteen reviews were “hybrids” evidencing a combi-
nation of substantive, methodological, and conceptual foci (See Table 1).

Twenty-seven of the reviews were classified as exploratory and 11 as explan-
atory in goal orientation. Twenty-two of the exploratory reviews employed criti-
cal synthesis of findings across studies and 5 studies complemented critical 
synthesis with quantitative analysis. Among the 11 explanatory reviews, 3 relied 
solely on critical synthesis, 4 employed meta-analysis, and 4 used a combination 
of critical synthesis and other forms of quantitative analysis.

All but one of the explanatory reviews (i.e., Eagly, Karau, & Johnson, 
1992) were conducted during the second half of the review period (i.e., 1996-
2012). This is consistent with earlier observations concerning the linkage 
between the goal orientation of a review and maturity of research in the field. 
To the extent that the increasing frequency of explanatory reviews reflects 
knowledge accumulation, this can be interpreted as a positive finding (see 
Bridges, 1982; DeGeest & Schmidt, 2010; Hallinger, 2011a).

This conclusion is not, however, meant to imply that exploratory reviews 
have outlived their usefulness. Exploratory reviews remain important for the 
treatment of a wide range of issues and are essential to preparing the field for 
the future conduct of fruitful research. Judging by their citation impact (see 
Table 1), several exploratory reviews have had a substantial and lasting 
impact on the field (e.g., Adkinson, 1981; Bossert et al.,1979; Bridges, 1982; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Riehl, 2000; 
Southworth, 2002). The recent review of the principalship literature in China 
by Walker et al. (2012) validates the continuing relevance of exploratory 
reviews for capturing trends in emergent literatures.

Analysis of Methodological Strengths and Weaknesses

The analysis of methodological strengths and weaknesses employed an analyti-
cal rubric. Data showing relative strength and weakness on the eight criteria in 
the analytical rubric are shown in Figure 4 and Table 2. When looking across 
the eight criteria, three strengths stood out (see Figure 4): (a) Communicating 
Findings (mean = 1.87), (b) Stating the Purpose (mean = 1.66), and  
(c) Communicating Implications (mean = 1.47). These criteria were met with 
much greater frequency as indicated by their consistently higher scores on the 
analytical rubric where the maximum criterion score was 2 points.
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Reviewers met the desired standard at a moderate level on one element in 
the framework: Application of a Conceptual Framework (mean = 1.13). That 
left four criteria for a systematic review on which the mean score was below 
1 (1 = partial fulfillment): Justifies Search Procedures and Sources (mean = 
0.97), States Limitations of the Review (mean = 0.92), Clarifies Method of 
Data Extraction (mean = 0.74), Clarifies Method of Data Analysis (mean = 
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0.68). These represent methodological weaknesses in the body of reviews as 
a whole. Notably, the criteria on which the body of reviews appeared weakest 
cluster around explication and justification of the review methodology.

Other relevant associations emerged. Reviewers employing critical syn-
thesis as the primary method of analysis were far less likely to be explicit in 
the description of search criteria and sources, as well as in the description of 
methods of data extraction and analysis. More specifically, only 3 of the 24 
studies that relied exclusively on critical synthesis (Leithwood et al., 1990; 
Murphy et al., 2007; Walker et al., 2012) were explicit in clarifying data col-
lection and analysis procedures. Murphy’s (2008) description of procedures 
for data extraction and transformation stands out as an exemplar of one 
approach to comprehensive description when employing critical synthesis.

This finding concerning approaches to critical synthesis contrasts sharply 
with the 14 reviews that employed quantitative approaches to analysis of the 
composite studies (see Table 1). These reviews typically went to considerable 
lengths to justify and describe their procedures (e.g., Eagly et al., 1992; 
Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Robinson et al., 2008; Witziers et al., 2003).

It is interesting to note that this limitation was not correlated with the 
period during which the reviews were published. Even during the most recent 
decade, only one of the authors employing critical synthesis (i.e., Murphy, 
2008) took advantage of recently developed tools for synthesizing nonquan-
titative data (see Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009; Dixon-Woods et al., 2006; 
Light & Pillemer, 1984; Lorenc et al., 2012; Paterson et al., 2001; Sandelowski 
& Barroso, 2007; Thomas & Harden, 2008; Weed, 2005). This stands as a 
major oversight in this body of reviews.

Indeed, assignment of the label “critical synthesis” to most of the relevant 
studies was, in fact, an unsatisfying compromise. Few of the researchers who 
adopted an integrative nonquantitative approach to the analysis of constitu-
ent studies discussed how data evaluation, interpretation, or synthesis was 
conducted! In some instances, the authors did not even claim to be using criti-
cal synthesis but rather ignored the issue of data integration entirely. Thus, in 
this article, the label “critical synthesis” refers to any case where the author 
of a review used an undefined, personal interpretive lens to synthesize infor-
mation in the studies.

Identification and Analysis of Exemplary Reviews

Following application of the analytical rubric, it was determined that eight 
reviews met all eight of the criteria for a systematic review of research. These 
were classified as exemplary reviews (see Figure 5). Two additional reviews 
met seven of the eight criteria, and two more met six. In these four cases, selected 
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criteria were only partially fulfilled. Among these eight moderately to highly 
systematic reviews (i.e., scoring 11-15), the most frequent weakness was 
Clarification of Methods of Data Analysis. Six studies fell short on this criterion 
(see Table 2). In four of the studies where the authors failed to provide advance 
description of procedures for data analysis, clear descriptions of how data analy-
sis was executed were, however, in the Results section (i.e., Bridges, 1982; 
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Campbell, 1979; Hallinger & Heck, 1996, 1998). Four of the highly rated 
reviews fell short on the criterion, Statement of Limitations of the Review.

It is also interesting to note that seven widely cited reviews (i.e., reviews 
with ≥100 citations) were found among the group of less systematic reviews 
(e.g., Adkinson, 1981; Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger, 2005; Heck & Hallinger, 
2005; Leithwood et al., 2008; Riehl, 2000; Southworth, 2002). This suggests 
that these reviews have had an impact on subsequent scholarship despite their 
omission of key features of systematic reviews. I will comment further on 
this finding in the concluding section of the article.

As a group, the exemplary papers included both explanatory (5) and 
exploratory (3) reviews. Four employed meta-analysis, 2 used critical synthe-
sis, and 2 used a combination of critical synthesis and quantitative analysis. 
Although there was a high representation of substantive reviews among the 
exemplary papers, this group also included hybrid and methodological 
reviews. Thus, future scholars conducting reviews of research in our field 
have useful models for carrying out different types of reviews.

Among the eight exemplary reviews, five were published in EAQ. Rather 
surprisingly, reviews published in RER tended to fare rather poorly in this 
methodological assessment. However, as noted earlier, most of the reviews 
published in RER appeared during the early period of this review (i.e., 
1960-1982).

Analysis of authorship of the reviews reveals other interesting trends. 
Although, Ken Leithwood alone accounted for three of the eight exemplary 
reviews, 18 different scholars were involved in coauthoring reviews that 
scored on the high end of the rubric assessments (i.e., 14-16 points). Moreover, 
several widely cited reviews on leadership effects published over the past 15 
years scored well on the rubric (e.g., Hallinger & Heck, 1996, 1998; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Robinson et al., 2008; Witziers et al., 2003). This 
offers greater confidence in the broad trend of research findings that have 
been disseminated on educational leadership in recent years.

Discussion

Several years ago, Murphy et al. (2007) reviewed all articles published in 
EAQ during the period 1979 to 2007. Based on this empirical analysis of the 
literature, they concluded,

[W]e are a bit troubled by the near absence of theoretical and integrative review 
work in the journal. If one accepts these lines of work as the bedrock for more 
advanced knowledge development [italics added], then we might expect to see 
more rather than fewer pieces in these areas between the covers of EAQ. (p. 627)
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The author concurs with this critical perspective on the important yet under-
appreciated contribution of research reviews to long-term knowledge accumu-
lation. The secondary analysis presented in this article was undertaken in an 
attempt to deepen our collective understanding of how to increase the impact of 
future knowledge production in educational leadership and management. The 
concluding section of the article discusses limitations of this “review of research 
reviews,” draws conclusions, and highlights implications.

Limitations

Two important limitations of this review article require discussion. The first 
concerns the nature of the database employed in this review. The study 
focused on review articles published in eight “core” international journals 
specializing in educational leadership, and RER. This database excluded 
reviews of research published in research handbooks, other journals, and 
monograph series. Inclusion of reviews from these sources might possibly  
have yielded a somewhat different picture of the literature. For example, this 
study found that Leithwood et al.’s (2008) widely cited review published in 
SLAM scored rather poorly on the analytical rubric. However, if it had been 
included, the longer version of this article published as a research monograph 
(i.e., Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris & Hopkins, 2006) would have scored 
higher. Thus, even though the selection of sources used in this study was 
justified earlier, the extent to which the study’s conclusions apply more 
broadly to other kinds of published reviews of research in educational leader-
ship and management remains an open question.

The second limitation concerns the “bricks and mortar” from which 
reviews of research are constructed. The conceptual framework used in this 
study can be likened to bricks that contribute to the structural integrity of a 
research review. Mortar is represented by the quality of inquiry, and data 
synthesis applied in a review paper. Both are necessary to construct a sound 
review of research. Thus, several widely cited reviews that did not attain high 
scores on the rubric (e.g., Bossert et al., 1982; Harris, 2008; Heck & Hallinger, 
2005; Leithwood et al., 2008; Riehl, 2000; Southworth, 2002) could perhaps 
have made even stronger contributions to knowledge had they incorporated 
more of the structural elements.

Conclusions and Implications

Reviews conducted during the early period covered in this study (i.e., 1960-
1980) consistently evidenced fewer of the characteristics associated with sys-
tematic reviews of research (Gough, 2007; Hallinger, 2013). However, to be 
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fair, this period represented the infancy of educational administration as a 
field of formal inquiry (Campbell & Faber, 1961; Griffiths, 1979). Thus, the 
empirical knowledge base was sparse, fragmented, and to a large degree ad 
hoc (Bridges, 1982; Campbell & Faber, 1961; Erickson, 1979; Haller, 1979; 
Lipham, 1964). Scholars such as Campbell, Erickson, and Lipham were the 
first “map makers” charting the field’s way through murky, unexplored 
waters. Although their maps may have lacked the level of clarity and specific-
ity that we expect today, these efforts provided the intellectual foundation on 
which the field has built over subsequent generations.

The first systematic reviews of research in educational leadership and 
management were published in the 1980s by Leithwood and Montgomery 
(1982) and Bridges (1982). Although these were followed over the years by 
other exemplary reviews, there remains considerable room for improvement 
in the methods used in conducting reviews of research on educational leader-
ship and management. More specifically, the analyses in this article identified 
a tendency for research reviews in educational leadership and management to 
omit explicit information in several key areas.

1.	 Reviews often omitted the criteria and procedures used in identifica-
tion of sources for review and failed to describe the nature of the 
sample of studies analyzed in the review.

2.	 Reviews often omitted some or all information concerning methods 
of data collection, extraction, evaluation, and analysis that were used 
to “make sense” of information extracted from the body of studies.

3.	 Reviews often failed to clarify how methodological choices made in 
conducting conditioned the interpretation of the findings.

These findings suggest that scholars in educational leadership and man-
agement need to pay greater attention to the “methodology” of conducting 
reviews of research. This conclusion is further supporting by the lack of ref-
erences to review methodology in this literature. Less than 25% of the 38 
articles (i.e., Bridges, 1982; Eagly et al., 1992; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; 
Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Murphy, 2004, 
2008; Robinson et al., 2008; Witziers et al., 2003) explicitly referenced pub-
lished sources on the methodology of conducting reviews of research.

Instead, there was a tendency for scholars to rely on ad hoc and undefined 
means of synthesizing information and identifying trends across studies. In 
general, reviews that employed “critical synthesis” tended to be less system-
atic, scoring at low to moderate levels on the rubric used in this study. Leaving 
these procedures wholly undefined is no longer an acceptable practice when 
reviewing research. Notwithstanding this general trend, some exemplary 
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reviews systematically used critical synthesis alone (e.g., Leithwood et al., 
1990; Walker et al., 2012) or in combination with quantitative analysis (e.g., 
Bridges, 1982; Hallinger, 2011a; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood & 
Montgomery, 1982).

A trend of increased use of meta-analysis was also noted in this body of 
reviews. This is a positive development for two reasons. First, since meta-
analysis requires a critical mass of empirical studies, this implies that there 
has been a gradual maturation of empirical research in our field. Second, it 
reflects a more diverse and sophisticated application of review methods.

Unfortunately, reviewers of research in educational leadership and man-
agement have not taken similar advantage of new tools designed for the eval-
uation, analysis, and synthesis of other qualitative and quantitative data in 
research reviews. The recently launched journal, Research Synthesis Methods, 
represents a particularly useful resource for increasing the accessibility of 
new tools for research synthesis. It is incumbent on scholars in our field to 
make use of these tools in order to ensure that future reviews are capable of 
meeting high standards in the synthesis of findings across a body of studies.

Another potentially useful finding concerned venues of publication of 
reviews of research. In light of Murphy et al.’s (2007) recommendation for 
EAQ to publish more reviews of research, it was ironic to find that EAQ 
emerged as the most frequent venue for publication of research reviews 
among the journals covered in this study. This finding further reinforces 
Murphy et al.’s conclusion that there is room for more frequent publication of 
high-quality reviews of research in educational leadership and management.

This conclusion has specific implications for journal editors. First, given 
the publication trends reported earlier in this article, it is in the interest of 
journal editors to be more proactive in sourcing reviews of research in the 
future. As Campbell (1979) observed more than 30 years ago, passive strate-
gies for obtaining manuscripts may not always be the most effective approach 
to fostering knowledge accumulation. Second, if being systematic in the con-
duct of research reviews is considered desirable, journal editors should apply 
a higher standard in vetting review manuscripts. The conceptual framework 
(see also Hallinger, 2013) and analytical rubric (see Figure 1) employed in 
this article represent potentially useful tools for prospective authors, as well 
as journal editors and reviewers.

This review explicitly avoided any discussion of findings from the 38 research 
reviews. Nonetheless, this body of reviews of research represents a rich resource 
for current and future scholarship. Both graduate students and active scholars will 
benefit from reading a representative selection of reviews from different eras. 
The author’s own reading of these reviews resulted in a richer appreciation of 
how knowledge has accumulated in the field of educational leadership and 
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management over time. With this in mind, the exemplary reviews identified in 
this article, even the older ones, serve as particularly useful models and resources 
for future scholarship in educational leadership and management.

Finally, this review identified a trend of more frequent publication of 
research reviews from a more diverse set of scholars and national contexts 
since the turn of the 21st century. As the empirical knowledge base in educa-
tional leadership matures in more countries, reviews of research focusing on 
“national literatures” will play an increasingly critical role in clarifying both 
the nature and boundaries of “local” and “global” knowledge. Walker et al.’s 
(2012) review of the Chinese literature on the principalship serves as a useful 
model for reviews of national literatures (see also Hallinger & Bryant, 2013). 
As other reviews of national literatures are published, the largely gray-scale 
picture of school leadership practice based on studies conducted in “Western” 
contexts will transform into a more colorful and differentiated tapestry of 
knowledge.
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Notes

1.	 For example, analyses conducted in this study found that reviews of research 
ranked as “the most frequently cited article” in six of eight core journals in edu-
cational leadership and management (i.e., the journals listed in Table 1).

2.	 See the journal at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/%28ISSN% 
291759-2887
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