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ABSTRACT
Background: Rapid reviews involve a streamlined approach to 
knowledge synthesis. They are used to identify high-quality evi-
dence for the purpose of informing decisions and initiatives, com-
pleted over relatively short timeframes, and have been found to 
reach conclusions that do not differ extensively from full systematic 
reviews. Although common in the health sector, rapid reviews are 
not as widespread in education.
Purpose: This paper reflects on the experiences of conducting 
a rapid review that applied review guidance from the health sector 
to a topic situated within education: effective Professional Learning 
(PL) for school-based educators. Our purpose is not to share the 
rapid review’s findings: rather, our interest lies in exploring the 
process of undertaking the review. We sought to investigate the 
methodological decisions we made for the education context as we 
carried out the review.
Methods: As part of a large-scale investigation focusing on practi-
tioner use of research evidence in education, we undertook a rapid 
review to understand what is known about effective PL. Drawing on 
methodological literature from the health and education sectors, 
we documented the procedure involved in conducting our rapid 
review in education. At each step, we reflected on methodological 
issues encountered, decisions taken and the procedural adjust-
ments we made to align the process to the education context.
Findings: Our reflections identify the key adaptations we made to 
ensure that review guidance was carefully attuned to the context of 
the education field and the wider purpose of the review: in our case, 
to inform an initiative in education. Considerations highlighted by 
our procedure also included the role of reviewer judgement in 
quality appraisal and attending to collaborative review team pro-
cesses. These reflections support the notion that the use of research 
to inform decisions in education needs to be a dynamic, contextua-
lised, and collaborative process.
Conclusion: Rapid reviews have a crucial part to play in efforts to 
strengthen evidence-informed practice in the education sector. Our 
methodological exploration offers insights for those conducting, 
using, and commissioning rapid reviews to provide systematic and 
transparent evidence-based guidance for initiatives in education.
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Introduction

According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) report 
Evidence in Education (OECD 2007), the education sector has been described as one with 
low levels of investment in research, and weak links between policy, research, and innova-
tion. More recently, in a comparative review with the health sector, White (2020, 30) reports 
that the ‘evidence architecture’ within education is still far behind health. However, there 
are growing expectations internationally that schools and school systems will use research 
evidence to underpin and inform their improvement efforts (e.g. Australian Government 
Productivity Commission 2016; British Educational Research Association 2014; White et al. 
2021). Indeed, over the last decade there has been ‘a global push to bolster the connections 
between research and practice’ (Malin et al. 2020, 1), with evidence-related developments 
across varied countries (e.g. Brown and Malin 2022).

Against this backdrop, there is increasing interest in the role that research synthesis could 
play in efforts to enhance the impact of educational research and its influence on education 
policy and practice (e.g. Hattie, Rogers, and Swaminathan 2014). Research synthesis encom-
passes a range of approaches used to bring together the findings of different research 
studies. Approaches that have been used in the education sector include systematic 
reviews, meta-analyses, and best-evidence syntheses, all of which involve an explicit way 
of identifying, appraising, and synthesising existing research. Andrews and Harlen (2006, 
287) argue that research syntheses are essential to ‘any knowledge system that purports to 
be ‘evidence-based’ or ‘evidence-informed’, including policy, practice, and research’.

There are several organisations worldwide specialising in research syntheses and 
reviews to inform policy and practice in sectors including education. For example, in 
the UK, the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre 
(EPPI-Centre) specialises in developing methods for systematic reviews and synthesis, 
working in research synthesis and use across many fields. Further, the work of the 
Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) includes the provision of evidence summa-
ries to inform the practice of teachers and senior leaders. Other examples include the 
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) in the US, the Best Evidence Synthesis Programme 
in New Zealand, and the Danish Clearinghouse for Educational Research in Denmark.

One form of research synthesis that is emerging within and beyond education is the 
rapid review. Rapid reviews are most common in health sciences, and are becoming more 
common in social sciences, including education (Cooper and Koenka 2012). They have 
been described as reviews of systematic reviews (Newman and Gough 2020), with features 
similar to overviews and umbrella reviews (e.g. Polanin, Maynard, and Dell 2017). In the 
field of health, the Cochrane organisation – ‘a global leader in the production of high 
quality SRs [systematic reviews] and methodological guidance’ (Garritty et al. 2021, 14) – 
has been active in encouraging engagement with rapid reviews, and in the development of 
standards for rapid review reporting, through the research activities of the Cochrane rapid 
reviews methods group (see Garritty et al. 2020, 2021). Garritty et al. (2020, 2021) recom-
mend the following definition of a rapid review, which they cite from Hamel et al. (2021):

. . . a form of knowledge synthesis that accelerates the process of conducting a traditional 
systematic review through streamlining or omitting specific methods to produce evidence for 
stakeholders in a resource-efficient manner.  
(Hamel et al. (2021) cited in Garritty et al. (2020), 1; Garritty et al. (2021), 15).
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As evident from the above, the growth of rapid reviews has led to an increase in 
methodological discussion and development of guidance around their conduct in health 
(e.g. Garritty et al. 2020, 2021) and education (e.g. Polanin, Maynard, and Dell 2017). Such 
discussion and guidance can be seen to highlight the importance of reviewing as 
a practice and raises important questions about the methodological decisions that are 
made by reviewers as part of the review process. This paper reflects on our experiences of 
conducting a rapid review in the field of education. We applied review guidance from the 
health sector to a topic in education: specifically, we used the Cochrane rapid reviews 
interim guidance from the Cochrane rapid reviews methods group (Garritty et al. 2020) to 
guide our review procedure1. We also drew on other methodological literature from the 
health and education sectors. Our rapid review was focused on the topic of effective 
Professional Learning (PL) for school-based educators and sought to understand what is 
known about effective PL to inform the design of a large-scale PL initiative (Cirkony et al. 
2021). However, our aim here is not to detail the findings of our review: rather, we seek to 
reflect on the ways in which this review was undertaken, the methodological issues that 
we encountered, the decisions that were taken, and the ways we applied and adjusted the 
guidance for the education context and purpose. We see this as building on and con-
tributing to discussions about the practice and experience of conducting different kinds 
of research synthesis within and beyond education (e.g. Andrews and Harlen 2006; 
Rickinson and May 2009).

We begin by outlining the role of rapid reviews in health and their emergence in 
education. Next, we briefly explain the aims of our rapid review. We then reflect in detail 
on the conduct of our review (i.e. selection criteria; search strategy; screening, selection 
and quality appraisal; analysis, synthesis, and reporting; stakeholder engagement). We 
conclude by discussing the strengths and the limitations of our rapid review process, and 
consider the implications for the conduct, use, and commissioning of rapid reviews. 
Overall, we argue that the use of rapid reviews has an important role in synthesising high- 
quality research to inform decisions and initiatives in education, and their conduct 
requires considerations related to the complexities within this sector.

Background

The growth of rapid reviews in health and education

Though systematic reviews have a key role in health and medical research, they can often 
be time-consuming and costly in terms of human and financial resources (Harker and 
Kleijnen 2012; Tricco et al. 2015). Rapid reviews have emerged as a more efficient 
approach to providing timely access to information used for high priority evidence- 
informed decision-making in these areas, with users ranging from policymakers to clin-
icians (Garritty et al. 2021; Tricco et al. 2015; Watt et al. 2008). They have been found to be 
helpful for supporting the direction of an initiative or development of an intervention 
(Khangura et al. 2012). Rapid reviews also have potential for combining generalisable 
evidence and contextualising findings with the addition of data specific to a local setting 
(Watt et al. 2008). In terms of the quality of findings, the conclusions of rapid reviews have 
not been found to differ extensively from full systematic reviews (Tricco et al. 2015; Watt 
et al. 2008). Rapid reviews can take various forms, including evidence summaries, health 
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technology assessments, and overviews. Without access to such timely evidence, there is 
the risk that decision-makers may be forced to rely on less robust or comprehensive 
evidence, such as expert opinion or the findings of a single small study (Tricco et al. 2015).

According to Tricco et al. (2015), systematic reviews in the health sector take from six 
months to two years to conduct, whereas rapid reviews take anywhere between one and 
twelve months. This is consistent with other studies that have found rapid review time-
frames ranging from one week to several months (Watt et al. 2008), three weeks to six 
months (Ganann, Ciliska, and Thomas 2010), and between one and six months (Harker 
and Kleijnen 2012). To achieve this efficiency, rapid review methods rely on streamlining 
processes. This typically involves reducing the inclusion criteria (e.g. publication date and 
language), limiting the literature search to databases and published literature, and 
decreasing the number of reviewers (while still having at least two). Additionally, specific 
methods are used for quality assessment and data extraction, and synthesis of findings 
such as narrative summaries (Ganann, Ciliska, and Thomas 2010; Tricco et al. 2015). 
However, rapid reviews are a relatively new method, with questions remaining around 
appropriate methodology (Newman and Gough 2020). Other limitations have included 
a lack of explicit descriptions of the methodology, and the scope of the findings (Harker 
and Kleijnen 2012; Watt et al. 2008).

Though less common in the field of education, rapid reviews in education show similar 
potential (and limitations) to those in the health field. Polanin, Maynard, and Dell (2017) 
explored the use of overviews in education. They found that such reviews have the 
potential to inform education policy and provide guidance to researchers and practi-
tioners alike. Echoing points made in relation to rapid reviews in the health field, they 
identified the benefits of such reviews as providing timely and/or up-to-date information 
and a broad summary of evidence. Further, these reviews enable the comparing and 
contrasting of findings across multiple reviews, which can help guide practice. As with the 
issues raised in the health sector, their findings found deficiencies in the methodological 
reporting, conduct, and synthesis of overviews in education research. Based on these 
findings, they proposed guidelines for the conduct of overviews in the education sector.

The generation of rapid reviews as part of the educational response to COVID-19 is 
another indication of their potential significance within education. In the UK, for example, 
the EEF generated rapid evidence assessments to provide timely information on issues 
such as remote learning and remote professional development (Education Endowment 
Foundation 2020a, 2020b). In their methodology, they assembled specialist teams to 
review evidence from systematic reviews and meta-analyses, following guidance includ-
ing the Cochrane rapid reviews interim guidance from the Cochrane rapid reviews 
methods group (Garritty et al. 2020), and on overviews of reviews (Pollock et al. 2020) 
from the Cochrane handbook for systematic reviews of interventions.

Notwithstanding the development and growth in interest in rapid reviews in educa-
tion, the rapid review process remains an emerging methodology within the education 
field and there is limited literature on the procedure of using and applying guidance and 
recommendations from other sectors for rapid reviews in education.
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Purpose

This paper seeks to contribute to the methodological literature by reflecting on the 
conduct of a rapid review that we undertook in the field of education. This process 
involved using and, where necessary, adapting the interim guidance from the Cochrane 
rapid reviews methods group (Garritty et al. 2020). The guidance presents provisional 
recommendations, draws from the best practices of high-quality systematic reviews and 
seeks to address the limitations that have been associated with rapid reviews (see note 2). 
Our process also involved drawing more widely on methodological literature from the 
health and education sectors. In the next section, we briefly explain the context of the 
rapid review itself and outline our methodological approach.

Method

Context and methodology for rapid review

As explained above, the purpose of this paper is not to focus on the content of the rapid 
review we carried out. Rather, our interest lies in exploring the process: the methodolo-
gical issues that were encountered as we carried out the review, the decisions that were 
taken, and the application and adjustment of the guidance that was used. Nonetheless, 
for intelligibility, it is necessary first to summarise the context in which the rapid review 
(Cirkony et al. 2021) was undertaken. The research was part of a large-scale investigation 
focusing on practitioner use of research evidence in education (see, for example, 
Rickinson et al. 2020, 2021). We set out to clarify what is known about effective PL to 
inform the development of a PL programme focused on practitioner research use. To 
establish a broad understanding of the research landscape within a limited timeframe, we 
undertook a rapid review to understand what is known about effective PL for K-12 (pupils 
aged 5–18 years) school-based educators and to gain an awareness of the limitations 
associated with PL design.

Our rapid review addressed the following research question: What are the features of 
effective professional learning for school-based educators? By ‘professional learning for 
school-based educators’, we mean any form of formal organised training, professional 
development or professional learning provided for in-service K-12 schoolteachers and 
leaders. As noted earlier, this process was informed by the Cochrane rapid reviews 
interim guidance from the Cochrane rapid reviews methods group (Garritty et al. 2020). 
Our procedure included: drafting a clear protocol (e.g. plan) with eligibility criteria; 
prioritising high-quality study designs (e.g. systematic reviews) and databases that 
focus on high-quality systematic reviews; involving an information specialist (e.g. librar-
ian) and two reviewers and applying a valid risk-of-bias tool. Importantly, as discussed in 
more detail later, we enlisted the input of experts in PL. The suggested timelines for 
rapid reviews ranged from one week to six months, after formal approval of the 
protocols. Our rapid review was conducted over a three-month period. In applying 
the interim guidance from the Cochrane rapid reviews methods group (Garritty et al. 
2020), and drawing on relevant methodological literature more broadly, we made and 
documented specific methodological decisions based on considerations for the educa-
tion sector. It is our reflections on this process that are presented in detail in the 
following section.
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Findings

In the subsections below, we present our reflections on the process of conducting the 
rapid review. We discuss, in sequence, the decisions we made associated with the main 
stages of the process: the selection criteria; search strategy; screening, selection, and 
quality appraisal; analysis, synthesis, and reporting; and stakeholder engagement. We also 
consider the potential limitations of our rapid review. In our presentation of findings, we 
elaborate on how, in our view, the guidance we applied relates to the education context, 
reflecting on the education-related adjustments we made and highlighting considera-
tions for the conduct of rapid reviews in this sector.

Reflecting on the selection criteria

Initial activities in the conduct of a rapid review require establishing the review question(s) 
and determining the eligibility criteria for the included studies (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 
2017). To support this process, the Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcomes, and 
Study (PICOS) framework is commonly used for systematic reviews2 (Cooke, Smith, and 
Booth 2012). The Cochrane rapid reviews interim guidance (Garritty et al. 2020) suggested 
the use of PICOS as part of setting the research questions. The PICOS framework has its 
origins in evidence-based medicine and quantitative research and has been found to have 
more limited application for qualitative and mixed methods research studies common to 
education reviews (Cooke, Smith, and Booth 2012; Zawacki-Richter et al. 2020). In terms of 
our rapid review’s specific focus on PL, it is noteworthy that establishing the impact of PL 
interventions on teachers’ practice and students’ outcomes, particularly in relation to 
causality, has been characterised as the ‘twin black boxes of teacher and student learning’ 
(Timperley et al. 2007, viii). Though we did identify relevant papers that sought to establish 
causality (e.g. Kennedy 2016; Timperley et al. 2007; Yoon et al. 2007), the authors of these 
papers themselves critique these approaches. For example, Yoon et al. (2007) explained that 
to establish a causal link requires adequate measures of teaching practices and student 
achievement, enough data to warrant the use of appropriate statistical analysis, and high- 
quality implementation of the PL. Further, the impact of such studies has been critiqued as 
being weak (Kennedy 2016; Opfer and Pedder 2011). Such designs require changing one 
variable (e.g. PL), while all others remain constant (e.g. population, context) to establish 
impact (e.g. change in teacher practice and/or student achievement). An exclusive focus on 
causal designs would also exclude other approaches that are relevant for the education 
sector.

The overall purpose of our rapid review was to provide guidance for effective PL 
programme design. Our research question focused on ‘effective features of PL’, consis-
tent with ‘what works’ approaches, based on experimental studies with control groups 
(e.g. causal designs), to establish change and impact. For example, reviews generated by 
the What Works Clearinghouse (2014) include only well-designed quasi-experimental 
studies, single-case designs, and randomised experiments. However, educational studies 
typically draw from an extremely broad range of methodologies, from ethnographic 
studies, through to correlational studies, and randomised field trials (Biesta 2007; 
Desimone 2009; Wolgemuth, Hicks, and Agosto 2017), reflecting the complexities 
involved in addressing research questions related to teaching and learning. In our 
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view, the exclusion of some areas within the broad range of research designs that exist 
in educational studies would risk resulting in gaps in the full knowledge base needed 
for the practice-based profession of education (Wolgemuth, Hicks, and Agosto 2017). 
Further, an exclusive emphasis on causality would not reflect the values-based practice 
of education and may ‘promote a misconceived form of education’ (Hammersley 
2020, 26).

In relation to the PL field of education that we were reviewing, it is particularly 
interesting to note that a narrow focus on causal designs has been criticised for not 
adequately capturing the complexities of PL, including understanding how these 
mechanisms work in different intensities, at different scales, and in different practical 
contexts (McChesney and Aldridge 2019; Opfer and Pedder 2011). While there is 
a growing number of large-scale studies in education (e.g. systematic reviews, meta- 
analyses), these emphasise aggregative and consistent findings over theoretical explana-
tions of teacher learning (Opfer and Pedder 2011). Moreover, they may provide only 
limited information about the processes occurring within an education intervention 
(Gough 2007), or the level of intellectual demand on teachers, associated with a given 
activity (Kennedy 2016).

In light of these considerations, we found it necessary and helpful in the context of our 
review activity in education to adapt the PICOS framework to include a broader view of 
interventions, comparison groups, outcomes, and study designs. This meant that we took 
a broad view of ‘effective’, including qualitative studies. Further, in terms of comparison 
groups, whilst we included ‘reviews that include studies with no PL/PL interventions for 
control groups’ (Cirkony et al. 2021, 17), we also included studies that did not have control 
groups. In terms of study design, we opted to include a range of methodologies in our 
synthesis (e.g. mixed method reviews), analyse the essential conclusions of each study, 
and include these in the reporting of our findings through narrative synthesis (see further 
Cirkony et al. 2021). The associated issues of validity are addressed in the following 
sections. In summary, we adapted the PICOS framework to include the more diverse 
research designs and evidence sources apparent in the education sector. This resulted in 
the inclusion of studies that provided contextually relevant insights to inform the PL 
initiative that was the subject of our wider study (Cirkony et al. 2021).

Reflecting on the search strategy

After defining the selection criteria, we developed a search strategy. This requires identi-
fying papers to be included from databases and other sources, which involves knowledge 
of relevant databases and keywords related to the target studies (Gough, Oliver, and 
Thomas 2017). Broadly in line with, and with some adjustments to the approach sug-
gested in the Cochrane rapid reviews interim guidance (Garritty et al. 2020), we consulted 
with an information specialist and selected specialised databases (Garritty et al. (2020) 
advise that specialised databases are recommended for certain topics but restricted in 
terms of number of sources/can be omitted for reasons of time/resource). We also 
included grey literature and supplemental searches (Garritty et al. (2020) advise limiting 
grey literature and supplemental searching). Given that the Garritty et al. (2020) guidance 
is for rapid reviews in the field of health (and therefore gives search guidance specific to 
the health sector – for example, in terms of databases), we found it was necessary to adapt 
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the advice here to include education sector-specific databases, and also to develop 
additional search strategies beyond databases to better reflect the education sector.

The implementation of our search strategy involved the identification of key words. 
The compilation of relevant keywords began with an initial sample set of core PL literature 
(mostly primary research) that was identified by our PL experts. Using this sample set, we 
were able to identify a set of keywords, and then generate additional ones through 
database thesaurus synonyms, with assistance from an information specialist using Ovid 
databases. The information specialist’s role was integral in providing a peer review of our 
search strategy, which included support with translating our review question into salient 
search terms, confirming relevant databases for the education sector, and optimising 
searches in complex databases (e.g. PsycInfo). This additional guidance is considered 
important for systematic reviews. In the context of health research, Sampson et al. 
(2009) highlighted the need for peer reviews in electronic searches, to ensure the 
identification of relevant research and reduce the risk of errors. For our rapid review, 
the information specialist assisted us with generating search terms that were relevant to 
databases, along with search strings, resulting in a shorter list of salient papers from which 
to screen.

Our selection of databases included those specialising in systematic reviews suggested 
by Garritty et al. (2020). However, as mentioned above, for the purposes of our rapid 
review in education, we needed to identify other systematic databases. Although, as 
stated earlier, Garritty et al. (2020) suggest limitations on the use of additional specialised 
databases, in the context of our rapid review in education, given the limited number of 
systematic reviews on the topic of PL, it was evident that these other databases were 
important for our searches. Thus, our final selection included Cochrane, as suggested in 
Garritty et al. (2020), with additional ones (i.e. from the Campbell Collaboration and the 
EPPI-Centre), as well as subject-specific databases with appropriate relevance for educa-
tion (i.e. PsycInfo, ProQuest Education, ERIC) (see further Cirkony et al. 2021).

We also needed to address the limited number of published reviews that were 
identified in our initial searches. In response, we expanded our search to include grey 
literature and supplemental searches (e.g. via Google Scholar and informal searches), and 
widened our date range. The inclusion of grey literature involved undertaking searches 
outside the formal databases, which raised important issues about bias. Using non- 
database searches can help to minimise publication and search bias. However, the 
practice of including non-peer reviewed publications can be criticised for reasons of 
rigour (Suri 2020). Their use, though, was important in our search strategy.

Though our database searches identified five publications for inclusion, the grey 
literature and supplemental searches identified seven. This outcome is particularly inter-
esting given Greenhalgh and Peacock’s (2005) study auditing the origin of primary 
sources in health-related systematic reviews. They reported that only 30% of the primary 
papers were linked to the database and hand-searches defined in the protocol. The rest 
were identified through other means, such as reference lists, personal knowledge, and 
personal contacts. They concluded that systematic reviews of complex evidence cannot 
rely solely on protocol-driven search methods. Given the complexity of evidence in the 
education sector, this finding underscores the possibility that supplemental searching 
may need to play a heightened role in reviews of education evidence. Inevitably, such 
a shift requires careful thought and decision-making in terms of what to include or 
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exclude. In a methodological guidance paper for systematic reviews in education, 
Alexander (2020) emphasised that decisions around informal searches involve the need 
for expertise and judgement – a theme that is discussed further in the next section.

We drafted a plan (i.e. protocol) for our review, outlining these initial steps in the 
selection criteria and search strategy. Our plan delineated the purpose of the review, 
timelines, review question; and methodology (e.g. inclusion and exclusion criteria, search 
strategy, selection of studies, and stakeholder engagement). The development and pub-
lication of a protocol prior to undertaking the review is recommended in Garritty et al. 
(2020) and consistent with high-quality reviews (e.g. Cochrane, EPPI, EEF). Although we 
did not publish our protocol, we found that creating a documented plan was helpful for 
stakeholder consultations (e.g. PL experts), thus enabling us to refine our approach.

As explained above, we adapted our search strategy to include systematic review 
databases relevant to education, as well as using more sector-specific databases. We 
needed to place emphasis on supplemental sources to identify papers, as it was evident 
that these yielded more relevant results than those identified through the database 
searches. The development of our protocol was a useful initial step for sharing and 
refining our approach through discussions with key stakeholders.

Reflecting on the screening, selection, and quality appraisal

Identifying relevant studies from the searches required an initial screening of their titles 
and/or abstracts, followed by an in-depth review of selected full text documents (Gough, 
Oliver, and Thomas 2017). For systematic reviews, this process is typically undertaken by 
at least two reviewers, and involves a method to assess the quality and risk of bias in each 
included study (Polanin, Maynard, and Dell 2017). In line with suggestions in Garritty et al. 
(2020), two reviewers were involved in our process. As described in the paragraphs below, 
where possible, tasks were alternated and decisions cross-checked. We encountered 
issues associated with appraising studies and the need for researcher expertise.

Given the relatively small number of identified studies (627), abstracts were screened 
against the inclusion and exclusion criteria by one reviewer (rather than using a second 
reviewer to screen all excluded abstracts, as suggested in Garritty et al. (2020)). After 
removing the duplicates, 39 studies proceeded to full text review by both reviewers. We 
initially excluded 26 on the basis that they were not systematic literature reviews (n = 10) 
or had limited findings (n = 2), which was reflective of the limited number of systematic 
reviews on the topic, and ones with limited findings (e.g. Harker and Kleijnen 2012). 
Others were deemed not relevant (n = 14), for several reasons: they were exploratory 
studies; they involved pre-service teachers; they were programme- or subject-specific (e.g. 
mathematics, classroom management); or they took place in higher education settings.

One reviewer then extracted descriptive data from these 13 remaining studies into an 
electronic spreadsheet, following a similar format to systematic reviews (e.g. review 
question, setting, conclusions) (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2017). Following the data 
extraction guidance in Garritty et al. (2020), the second reviewer checked the data 
extraction results. No additional changes were made. Papers that met our inclusion 
criteria were based on syntheses of primary studies (e.g. between 5 and 97 primary 
studies), using varied research methods (e.g. randomised control trials, quasi- 
experimental studies, qualitative studies). We noted that it was not possible to identify 
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clearly the number of participants involved in the each of the studies in the included 
reviews without referring back to the original studies, which went beyond the remit of our 
rapid review.

For quality assessment, we used the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical Appraisal Tool 
for systematic reviews (Aromataris et al. 2015). We chose this tool because it has well- 
established validity and reliability for evaluating systematic reviews that draw from 
diverse research methods. The tool also accommodates the appraisal of quantitative 
and qualitative systematic reviews, as well as meta-analyses. This tool consisted of eleven 
questions to guide the appraisal of systematic reviews or meta-analyses. According to 
Aromatasis et al. (2015), these questions are intended to prompt discussions between the 
two reviewers. The questions focus on issues pertaining to the studies under review, such 
as the inclusion criteria (Were the inclusion criteria appropriate for the review question?); 
the search strategy (Were the sources and resources used to search for studies adequate?); 
the appraisal process (Was critical appraisal conducted by two or more reviewers inde-
pendently?); and the synthesis methods (Were the methods used to combine studies 
appropriate?). At this stage in our process, the two reviewers intentionally worked 
separately on this, rather than entering into discussion, as we were following the proce-
dure of one reviewer carrying out a task and the other checking (see paragraph above). 
Accordingly, the first reviewer applied the appraisal tool, focusing on the quality of the 
review designs and the essential outcomes of each review. This process resulted in one 
additional article being excluded due to reporting limited findings. The second reviewer 
then evaluated the results of the appraisal tool and determined that no additional 
changes were needed.

Reflecting on our decision to use the JBI tool, though it proved useful in evaluating 
diverse research designs, we found that, in our context, it did not provide a way for us to 
address whether a research study would be ‘fit for purpose’ in terms of its intended use 
(i.e. the intended use of the rapid review findings: in the context of our review, to identify 
effective PL approaches to inform an education initiative). This requires that research 
studies, in turn, need to be synthesised using relevant questions and appropriate meth-
ods. Similar issues have been raised in the health sector, particularly around the limita-
tions of evidence hierarchies for determining the effectiveness of social interventions. For 
example, Petticrew and Roberts (2003) proposed a matrix-style typology of evidence 
sources, which can help to determine the strengths and weaknesses of studies by 
focusing on the link between the research design and intended use. Their insights provide 
a way forward in assessing diverse evidence sources, but still require consideration of the 
weighting of these sources in making decisions around services and policies.

One strategy for assessing the quality and relevance of diverse studies and considered 
suitable for rapid reviews is the Weight of Evidence (WoE) approach (see Gough 2007). 
The WoE is a matrix-type heuristic to assess a specific review question according to three 
dimensions: (a) internal validity; (b) appropriateness of study method; and (c) appropri-
ateness of samples, context, and measures. Each dimension is assessed separately, then 
combined into an overall WoE score, from high to low. For example, the conduct of 
a systematic review may be of good quality but may not be fit for purpose, and thus be 
excluded from the review. According to Gough (2007), the purpose of this approach is to 
make the judgements more transparent so that they can be considered and debated. This 
is particularly relevant for issues around researcher bias.
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The risk of bias is a long-standing issue in systematic reviews, hence the need for formal 
domain-based appraisal checklists (Harker and Kleijnen 2012). However, as Hammersley 
(2020) reflects, the use of formal checklists, which may be intended to minimise bias, can 
imply that the background expertise and judgement of researchers should be minimised. 
Moreover, the reliance on these checklists may be perceived to be at odds with researcher 
expertise. Indeed, even in the context of evidence-based medicine, an overreliance on 
systematic reviews may be ‘seen as part of a larger discourse of distrust of professionals 
and of expertise, and the increasing proceduralisation of decision-making processes in 
risk-averse organisations’, with the over-adherence to transparency taken to ‘absurd and 
counterproductive lengths’ (Torrance 2004, 3). As Gough (2007) pointed out, there is a risk 
of excluding ‘non-ideal’ designs that address the review question, and thereby over-
looking the matter that these excluded studies might still contain useful information. 
These discussions highlight the complex interplay between formal appraisal checklists 
and researcher expertise. Hammersley (2020, 35) cautioned against strict adherence to 
formal appraisal methods, explaining that such an approach could downgrade ‘the 
important role of imagination and creativity, as well as of background knowledge and 
scientific sensibility’. Hence, expertise and judgement are a necessary part of the synthesis 
process. To this point, our review team required expertise and judgement to determine 
the quality of the included research studies. We were transparent in presenting our 
methods and the limitations of our findings in the published article, consistent with the 
methodological guidance from Alexander (2020). Importantly, our processes for analysis, 
synthesis, and reporting supported these inclusive and subjective decisions, and are 
outlined in the next section.

To sum up, we employed two reviewers and applied the JBI appraisal tool to assess the 
studies, resulting in a streamlined systematic and transparent approach. We reflected, too, 
that other tools that have a more explicit focus on the evaluation of ‘fitness for purpose’ 
would be particularly helpful for assessing research to inform decisions in the area of 
education policy. This was particularly important in our context, as the aim of our rapid 
review was to seek out effective PL approaches to inform an education initiative.

Reflecting on analysis, synthesis, and reporting

The analysis and synthesis bring together the findings from the included studies to 
respond to the review question (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2019). These activities are 
driven by the purpose of, and intended audience for, the review – in our case, to inform 
the development of a PL initiative for educators. As suggested in Garritty et al. (2020), we 
synthesised our findings narratively. To operationalise this, we generated a narrative 
synthesis of our findings through thematic analysis. A narrative synthesis is a text-based 
method, which involves summarising and explaining the findings of multiple studies 
primarily with words (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2019; Popay et al. 2006). We conducted 
our thematic analysis around the main conclusions of our included studies, resulting in 
eight main thematic categories. From these, we were able to identify areas of consensus 
and disagreement.

We used narrative synthesis as an approach because it is considered an appropriate 
choice to accommodate the methodological diversity common in systematic reviews of 
social interventions, including our review (Andrews and Harlen 2006; Popay et al. 2006). 
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According to Andrews and Harlen (2006, 294), this method offers ‘the best possible 
account of the research being examined’ by balancing the need to transform the 
research results systematically while seeking to minimise bias. Popay et al. (2006) 
suggest that this method is particularly helpful for navigating the complexities of social 
or behavioural interventions (e.g. populations, outcomes, conduct, context), along with 
their possible modification during implementation. Narrative synthesis methods also 
address ‘social heterogeneity’, where historical, cultural, or other attributes in the study 
population may affect both the delivery and impact of interventions (Popay et al. 2006, 
14). Finally, this method ‘integrate[s] qualitative and quantitative evidence through 
narrative juxtaposition – discussing diverse forms of evidence side by side’ (Dixon- 
Woods et al. 2005, 47).

At the synthesis stage, Garritty et al. (2020, 2) advise that one reviewer should ‘grade 
the certainty’ of evidence, with the second reviewer verifying their decisions. Adapting 
these activities to our process, the first reviewer conducted the synthesis and analysis, 
which underwent critical reflection by the second reviewer. To support our rapid review 
procedure, we also enlisted two PL experts to review our findings. These decisions were 
consistent with protocols for high-quality systematic reviews, where at least two 
reviewers need to be involved in the synthesis stage, drawing from both internal and 
external reviewers (Andrews and Harlen 2006). Our engagement with PL experts played 
an important role in providing guidance around the results of the thematic analysis. They 
commented that although they were familiar with many of the ‘effective features’ of PL 
that were identified through our review, our findings offered a more comprehensive view 
of these features, along with the juxtaposition of diverse findings within themes. Their 
comments were consistent with the idea proposed by Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 
(2019, 6), where the ‘mark of a good search strategy can be that it finds studies that 
surprise the review team’.

It is notable that the PL experts’ feedback highlighted certain critical issues around PL 
that were not captured in the analysis of the ‘essential conclusions’ across the included 
papers but were captured in the discussions within the included papers. Thus, we were 
prompted to elaborate on these issues in the discussion section of our rapid review 
(Cirkony et al. 2021). This allowed us to address the underlying assumptions connected 
to ‘effective’ approaches, and how these in turn link to ideas around PL and change. 
Crucially, in applying the findings from our rapid review to inform our education initiative, 
we were able to integrate the effective features (e.g. collaboration) into the PL design, 
along with an explicit conceptualisation of PL and change, and how to evaluate complex 
change processes in practice. In doing so, we believe the results of our rapid review 
provided high-quality and nuanced guidance for PL design.

Overall, we reflected that the undertaking of narrative synthesis through thematic 
analysis proved a viable method to bring together the essential findings of included 
studies with diverse research methodologies, and to enable comparison between them to 
better inform decisions. Given the nature of these interpretive methods, the need for 
transparency is critical. The minimum involvement of at least two reviewers is important 
for quality synthesis: in our case, this also included of the ongoing involvement of PL 
experts, who provided more feedback on the generated themes, and a nuanced inter-
pretation of the results. The contribution of our experts is elaborated on in the following 
section.
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Reflecting on stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder engagement involves seeking input on the review question(s), eligibility 
criteria, and outcomes – and, as highlighted earlier, begins with the development of the 
protocol. This collaboration speaks to the notion that ‘research questions are not owned 
by one perspective or world view such as government, ‘lay’ people – or academics’ 
(Gough and Thomas 2016, 99). For example, the synthesis of health evidence summaries 
by Khangura et al. (2012) was developed at the request of stakeholders, who also 
participated in defining the scope of the problem/question and the purpose of the 
summary, along with the practical application of the findings. Similarly, in the education 
field, the What Works Clearinghouse have assembled teams led by methodology and 
content experts who are involved from ‘protocol to product’, along with staff who have 
formal reviewer certification (see What Works Clearinghouse 2014). The role of key 
stakeholders (e.g. end-users such as health professionals and policymakers) is also empha-
sised in Garritty et al. (2020), for example, in ensuring that the review is fit for purpose 
from the start of the review process.

For our review, we employed the expertise of an external information specialist, and 
that of the internal team, which consisted of four researchers in the education sector 
including two who had experience in developing, delivering, and researching school- 
based PL. As described in preceding sections, our PL experts assisted in the following 
aspects of our review: (i) identifying core papers to develop keywords for our search 
strategy; (ii) refining the protocol (i.e. purpose, review question); and (iii) providing feed-
back on the review synthesis, along with insights into the limitations associated with PL 
design. Our initial and ongoing consultations with our PL experts provided substantive 
guidance and highlighted critical issues that were not otherwise captured through the 
technical aspects of the method. Their contributions were invaluable in ensuring 
a balance between academic rigour and relevance, supporting the streamlined review 
process (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2019). In all, the ongoing engagement of content- 
specific experts played a vital role in our rapid review process, providing expertise to 
shape the purpose, the conduct, and the outcomes of the rapid review.

Reflecting on the potential limitations

Consistent with the practices of all research, including research synthesis, there is a need 
to address the limitations of our rapid review and how these might affect the findings 
(Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2017). For systematic reviews, limitations are commonly 
associated with the context and the application of findings (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 
2017). For rapid reviews, possible limitations also include the quality of evidence and 
potential biases at the primary study, review, and overview levels (Polanin, Maynard, and 
Dell 2017). In our rapid review (Cirkony et al. 2021), we acknowledged potential limita-
tions associated, for example, with geographical restrictions (we included work published 
in English with emphasis on Australia, Canada, New Zealand, UK and USA, thereby 
excluding work published in other languages/countries) and emphasised the need for 
transparency. We noted that such restrictions can present possible geographical and 
cultural bias, leading to the contextual limitations of findings. To address this issue, 
Wolgemuth, Hicks, and Agosto (2017, 138) suggested that reviewers indicate the 
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limitations of exclusionary decisions ‘to inform a more tentative, critical, and contextua-
lised understanding of the terms and conclusions produced in research syntheses’. They 
thus highlighted the importance of reflecting on the inclusion and exclusion decisions. 
While we acknowledged these issues within the limitations of our findings, there 
remained the risk that the findings of our review could be applied without due considera-
tion of context.

Such decisions can have significant implications for policy. According to Suri (2020), 
there are ethical implications when systematic reviews of research are used to make 
policy decisions, particularly if findings were assumed to be representative of a larger or 
different population. Similar issues arise from the lack of contextual details around the 
original individual primary studies included in each review, especially in terms of the 
supports needed for effective implementation. For example, there may be an expectation 
for a programme that is successful in one context to be equally successful in another, 
though its implementation in different contexts and at scale would likely require com-
mensurate resourcing. Thus, in designing an appropriate sampling and search strategy, 
Suri (2020) suggested that systematic reviewers should carefully consider the impact of 
potential publication biases and search biases and be transparent in their methodological 
designs and in communicating the limitations of the findings.

It is important to note that there remain limitations associated with rapid reviews, even 
in situations where the process of carrying out the review involved very careful adoption 
and thoughtful adaptation of valuable methodological recommendations, such as those 
offered in Garritty et al. (2020) and Garritty et al. (2021). This emphasises, all the more, the 
need to embed explicit and transparent processes in the rapid review procedure. In 
conducting our rapid review on effective features of PL (Cirkony et al. 2021), we thus 
outlined our screening and selection process, and provided a detailed account of our 
synthesis methods. In our review, we also included a table of included studies as an 
appendix, with details about the review questions (e.g. study aims), the number of studies 
within each review, and the key findings outlined in each study design. In the limitations 
section of the review, we outlined the limited application of our review findings, with 
respect to their applicability and their intended use for informing intervention design.

In short, the need to streamline processes in rapid reviews, due to limitations on time 
and resources, draws attention to the importance of providing a transparent account of 
the methods and decisions and identifying limitations with the findings. Our decisions to 
limit geographical scope may have led to geographical and cultural bias, with implications 
for contextual relevance, scaling, and the implementation of review findings.

Discussion

This paper reflects upon our experience of undertaking a rapid review of research on 
effective PL approaches to inform an education initiative (Cirkony et al. 2021). Rapid 
reviews are potentially valuable where time and resources are too limited for a full 
systematic review (Garritty et al. 2021; Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2019). For rapid reviews 
to be helpful, though, these practical considerations need to be matched by methodolo-
gical and ethical considerations. Our application of the rapid reviews interim guidance 
from the Cochrane rapid reviews methods group (Garritty et al. 2020) supplied rigour to 
the conduct of our review, supporting our approach to the key issues of conduct, 
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synthesis, and reporting in education reviews (Polanin, Maynard, and Dell 2017). Drawing 
on the wider methodological literature in the education and health sectors was also 
helpful in informing our process. More specifically, we believe that our experience and 
reflections highlight three key considerations.

Firstly, there is a need to adapt guidance and recommendations for conducting 
reviews in other fields (e.g. health) for the context of the education sector. Based on our 
experience of carrying out the rapid review in an area of education, this involved the need 
to modify the application of the PICOS framework to allow for the breadth of educational 
studies, and to use different databases and supplemental search strategies in order to 
locate relevant studies. Secondly, we found that recognising the role of reviewer expertise 
and judgement was key. During our review process, this became particularly important in 
assessing the quality of the papers and considering the relevance of high-quality studies 
to inform the specific educational initiative that constituted the wider context of our work. 
Alongside this, there was a need to identify the limitations of the included studies (e.g. 
geographical scope, cultural bias), which inevitably have implications for the implemen-
tation of review findings. Thirdly, there is a need to attend to collaborative review team 
processes. This involved the careful selection of the internal review team to ensure rigour 
in the selection, assessment, and synthesis of studies. This also concerned engaging 
external expertise (such as an information specialist) to support the technical aspects of 
the search strategy.

In general, interest in rapid reviews in many areas of research is expected to grow 
(Garritty et al. 2021). Taken together, our reflections on the conduct of the rapid review we 
carried out offer implications and insights relevant for the practice, use, and commission-
ing of future rapid reviews in the sphere of education research. For researchers and other 
professionals conducting rapid reviews, the development of a protocol in collaboration 
with stakeholders (even if unpublished) is useful for refining the methodology prior to 
undertaking the review. Alongside this, there is a need to identify and engage relevant 
stakeholders and/or relevant experts to inform activities such as developing protocols and 
reviewing findings. Those conducting reviews need to be open to, and to be able to work 
with, diverse research designs specific to the education sector (e.g. Wolgemuth, Hicks, and 
Agosto 2017). This involves drawing from databases that specialise or prioritise systematic 
reviews in education, along with education-specific databases. It also necessitates the use 
of supplemental sources outside databases (e.g. online scholarly search engines, personal 
contacts, reference searches). As a consequence of expanding the search, there are 
additional considerations around the screening and appraisal processes.

The choice of appraisal tool must take into consideration both the quality of the studies 
and their fitness for purpose, requiring researcher expertise and judgement (e.g. Gough 
2007; Hammersley 2020). The analysis and reporting need to involve at least two 
reviewers, along with maintaining and documenting transparency in the process. For 
implementation, the findings need to be viewed in relation to issues around potential 
geographical and cultural bias, contextual relevance, and scaling (e.g. Suri 2020). Finally, 
those conducting rapid reviews need to provide a transparent account of their overall 
methods and included studies, their decisions around methodology, and the limitations 
of their findings (e.g. Polanin, Maynard, and Dell 2017).

For those using the findings from rapid reviews in education (e.g. practitioners, school 
leaders, decision-makers), there is a need to consider the purpose, benefits, and 
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limitations of rapid reviews. Compared with rapid reviews that draw on studies that focus 
on impact (e.g. meta-analysis), education-specific configurative rapid reviews require that 
practitioners and other users in the education sector be aware of a broader range of 
evidence sources and methodologies, their potential to support a given research ques-
tion, and consider whether they are appropriate for their context (e.g. Wolgemuth, Hicks, 
and Agosto 2017; Zawacki-Richter et al. 2020). Given that the contexts of the primary and 
secondary studies may be lost in a rapid review (Polanin, Maynard, and Dell 2017), users 
need to review, carefully, the findings of these syntheses in relation to their own contexts, 
to better understand how the findings might inform their own decisions and initiatives. 
This includes awareness of the potential of geographical and cultural bias, along with 
contextual relevance, particularly if the findings require specific supports for implementa-
tion or scaling (e.g. Suri 2020).

Many of these considerations also apply to those commissioning rapid reviews to 
inform initiatives in education (e.g. research funders and policymakers). As stakeholders, 
commissioners of such reviews need to consider the complexity of the education sector 
and undertake an active role in the conduct of the review. Following the example set out 
in the health sector (e.g. Khangura et al. 2012), those commissioning rapid reviews need 
to participate in the development of the protocol, including inputs into selection criteria 
around language, geographic scope, and context. They also need to review the analysis 
and findings to ensure fitness for purpose. It is critical that commissioners of reviews 
understand the need to balance resources, timelines, and rigour (Gough, Oliver, and 
Thomas 2019). In this way, using research to inform decisions can become ‘less of 
a mechanistic adoption of specific results but more of a dynamic engagement between 
decision-making and varying sources of research-based information’ (Gough and Thomas 
2016, 95). This highlights the need for commissioners to seek out teams who have a deep 
understanding of the diverse approaches to research within education and the complex-
ities involved in the application of research evidence to practice in education.

Conclusion

Our application of health sector rapid review interim guidance (Garritty et al. 2020) proved 
valuable in supporting the conduct of a methodologically rigorous rapid review for the 
education sector. Drawing, too, on methodological literature from the education and 
health sectors allowed us to reflect on our process and consider potential adjustments 
pertinent to the context of education. Overall, our reflections highlight three key con-
siderations relevant to the conduct of rapid reviews in the education sector: the need to 
adapt recommendations and guidance so that they are maximally relevant to the context 
of education; the need to recognise the role of reviewer expertise and judgement in 
quality appraisal; and the need to attend to collaborative review team processes.

These reflections support the notion that the use of educational research to inform 
decisions in the education sector needs to be a dynamic, contextualised, and collabora-
tive process. Against the backdrop of calls for evidence-based and evidence-informed 
practice in education, rapid reviews offer a practical and important addition to systematic 
reviews as part of the growing ‘evidence ecosystem’ from which researchers, practitioners 
and policymakers can draw on to inform timely decisions (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 
2019, 3). Our rapid review experience suggests that adapting and adjusting existing rapid 
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review methodological recommendations available for areas outside education has pro-
mise for enabling the timely identification of high-quality research, leading to the provi-
sion of evidence-based guidance to inform decisions and initiatives in education.

Notes

1. Garritty et al. (2020) was the interim guidance available to us at the time we conducted our 
rapid review. Garritty et al. (2020) (published in March 2020) notes that the recommendations 
in Garritty et al. (2020) are ‘provisional recommendations from the Cochrane Rapid Reviews 
Methods Group’ (Garritty et al. 2020, 2). See further subsequent publication Garritty et al. 
(2021) (published in October 2020), in particular, ‘Table 1 - Cochrane rapid review methods 
recommendations’ (17).

2. We use the term systematic review to refer to any effort to synthesise a body of literature 
using transparent and comprehensive methods, whether that literature includes studies that 
use quantitative or qualitative methods (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2017).
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