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Syllabus 
IL 2290: Research Seminar in Education Online  

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Research is a way of thinking and a way of doing.  Research allows for systematic and rigorous 
approaches to investigating problems and deepening our understanding of issues important to 
the practice of teaching and learning.  There are many types of research in education but one 
kind of research is a review of the literature using primary (original) sources. As a means for 
generating new knowledge, the research process has ethical considerations.  In this course we 
will explore epistemological, methodological and ethical issues associated with literature 
reviews.  The course is structured as an intensive experiential seminar.  Each student will 
conduct a small-scale literature review study – from design to completed paper - and keep a 
detailed research process journal of his/her experiences. 
 
This course serves as a capstone course for anyone seeking the M.Ed. degree in the School of 
Education.  Courses in research methodology and/or disciplined inquiry are established by the 
department as prerequisites to this course.  This course synthesizes and deepens students’ skills 
in, and understanding of, research as a valuable ongoing practice for educational practitioners.  
The outcome of the course is a written scholarly thesis.  Writing the thesis is an organic process 
so be prepared to give and receive a lot of feedback and do multiple rewrites of your 
document.  

COURSE GOALS 
1. Students will develop the disposition of a researcher: the ability to make evidence-based 

claims; to take multiple perspectives to interrogate the research literature; and develop 
a knowledge of ethical issues in scholarly writing 

2. Students will learn to formulate a reasonable research question 
3. Students will learn to search for literature and select relevant educational research 

based on the research question 
4. Students will learn to evaluate the effectiveness of the methodological approaches 

taken in the literature based on the research question 
5. Students will learn to interpret the literature based on the research question 
6. Students learn to synthesize the educational research based on the research question 
7. Students will demonstrate their ability to interpret their findings and reveal a new 

understanding of practice based on the problem they investigated 
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RESEARCH PROCESS 
Steps within the process 

1. Finding the focus: Identifying topic or problem of personal interest (need for study) 
Determining overall purpose of the study, clear statement of the problem, and 
researchable critical question(s)  

2. Situating problem/question within the terminology and concepts used in the literature  
3. Designing a project to investigate your question(s): sampling the primary source 

literature using key words and using important journals in your disciplinary area 
4. Collecting data: describing and justifying your selection process; taking notes that avoid 

plagiarism and include all relevant sections; record complete citation information using 
APA format 

5. Representing your studies by constructing a table or matrix to represent the major 
features of each study reviewed (brief citation; sample, aim of study, methods used, 
brief summary of findings, conclusions, implications) 

6. Managing and analyzing data: Identify themes and patterns in the studies (present 
findings) 

7. Interpreting and re-presenting findings: Sense making, finding meanings, synthesizing, 
and connecting back to problem & literature (discussion and conclusions) 

8. Thinking forward: Determining usefulness to practice and further questions 
(significance/recommendations)  

DESIGN OF THE COURSE 
The research process is broken down into steps as shown above.  The steps are clustered into 
instructional Modules in this course.  Each Module contains instructional resources and 
assignments to guide students in accomplishing that part of the research process.  Though 
students will roughly follow the Modules in sequence, the research process is not linear.  
Students will find that they will be working simultaneously in several Modules.  Students will 
also find that the time needed to work through each Module varies for every individual. 

TEXT AND RESOURCES 

REQUIRED BOOK: 
Graff, G., Birkenstein, C., & Durst, R. (2018). They say/I say: The moves that matter in academic 
writing (4th ed.). New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company. 

REQUIRED SOFTWARE AND FREEWARE: 
This is an online course that primarily uses CourseWeb (accessed through http://my.pitt.edu ) 
to organize course materials, provide instruction, and foster interaction between students and 
the instructor.  Course handouts and links to supplemental materials are found on CourseWeb.  
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Most course activities can be accomplished in an asynchronous learning environment.  
Certainly, research can be conducted with tools no more elaborate than a notebook and 
various colored pens, however there are a multitude of educational technologies and software 
that greatly facilitate the work within various parts of the research process.  Microsoft Word 
and Thomson Reuters EndNote are two extremely useful software programs.  Their use is 
required in this course. Many, such as Clarivate Analytics EndNote, are available through 
University of Pittsburgh’s software download service accessed at http://my.pitt.edu.  A wealth 
of tutorials and training on using software are also now available to University of Pittsburgh 
students through a free subscription to Lynda.com, again accessed at http://my.pitt.edu.  

RECOMMENDED SOFTWARE AND FREEWARE: 
Other educational technologies and software we strongly encourage students to get and use 
will be listed in the course materials on CourseWeb.  Most of the technology/software tools 
recommended are available for free or at low cost.   

COURSE NORMS 
Collaboration is highly valued and a regular practice in research communities of practice.  In this 
course, all students are valuable sources of insight for each other.  The main source of 
supportive feedback to each of you will come from fellow students serving in the role of a 
critical colleague. 
 
Integrity and respectful interactions are essential both within our course and within research.  It 
is expected that all students will treat each other with respect at all times.  It is further 
expected that all students will comply with the student codes of conduct established by the 
University of Pittsburgh and the guidelines for Academic Integrity of the School of Education.  
Students are required to complete the Academic Integrity guidelines agreement found on 
CourseWeb.  Additional University of Pittsburgh Policies and Regulations on disabilities and 
nondiscrimination are posted within CourseWeb. 
 
Integrity and respect in research practice is a broader, ongoing exploration of issues, 
particularly since research has many processes and can take many forms.  Students will begin 
their exploration of ethical issues by completing two IRB training courses on Research Integrity 
and on Human Subjects Research in the Social and Behavioral Sciences and submitting their 
certificates of completion.  Discussions will be ongoing throughout the course to guide students 
through ethical situations they encounter.   
 
This course is intensive.  Students have lots to accomplish in a short amount of time.  The 
literature review research process has many steps.  We break down the research process into 
activities that students find are manageable and lead to a successful and enjoyable experience 
as research practitioners.  Budgeting your time to ensure that you accomplish all activities in 
this course will increase your satisfaction with your project’s outcomes.  We cannot over 
emphasize how critically important it is for students to maintain steady effort each and every 
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week in this course to make progress.  If you can see that complexities in your life are going to 
interfere with your making progress this term, please consider taking the course at a different 
point in time.   
 
Students are strongly encouraged to follow the timeline closely so that their critical colleague 
peers and instructor can provide feedback on drafts and help them problem solve as challenges 
are encountered.  CourseWeb is set up with resources and assignments (many aligned with the 
required textbook) to help students with the various aspects of the research process.  Other 
resources/assignments can be added to CourseWeb that are particular to the needs of the 
students enrolled.   
 
Though this course is designed to provide extensive instructional resources and regular 
feedback, inevitably, student(s) may find they need additional guidance with unique situations 
they encounter in conducting their research.  Students should plan to initiate conversations 
with their instructor via email to alert him/her to questions and challenges they are facing.   
Though the course is intensive, we hope all students this term have as much fun learning and 
grappling with the importance of research in informing and shaping educational practice as 
students in prior terms have had.  We are all in this together to improve our skills and expand 
our thinking. 

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING 
In this course, students learn by doing.  Grades will be based on the completion of a series of 
assignments related to steps in the research process, on research journals students maintain as 
blog entries throughout the course, on critical peer feedback, and on a final paper based on the 
individual research project.  Every assignment is designed to help students develop their 
knowledge and skills as researchers.  Grading them varies however with some grades based 
upon participation and completion of an assignment whilst other grades are based upon the 
quality of the work done within the assignment.  We urge students to consistently do their best 
work to maximize each assignment’s contribution toward the quality of their final project.  All 
assignments can be submitted via CourseWeb and grades will be tracked there.   

ASSIGNMENTS 
In order to make the research process more manageable, we have segmented the process into 
steps. We have also segmented the writing for the paper into manageable sections.  Students 
will regularly complete assignments that focus upon targeted research skills and aspects of 
writing.  For many assignments, students are directed to provide peer review to their 
colleagues prior to submitting them to the instructor.  Students will post their completed 
assignments within CourseWeb for the instructor on each given due date  
NOTE: Students should plan to submit assignments on time to be eligible for full points. 
Students will lose points for each assignment that is not turned in on the given due date. (See 
CourseWeb for the schedule for when each assigned segment is due.)  All documents should be 
in Word or should follow the specific assignment directions. If there is a valid reason that you 
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must hand in a late assignment, you must discuss this with your instructor or you will not 
receive full credit for that assignment. I will be checking my email frequently but do not expect 
a response in less than 24 hours. 

FIELD JOURNALS 
Field journals will be kept as a blog on CourseWeb.  This assignment is worth 30 points and will 
be graded at the end of the semester. Students should plan to write in their field journals at 
least once a week.  Occasionally there will be specific prompts to focus student attention on 
some aspects of their experience throughout the research process: but generally, students 
should follow the directions given with the blog on recording the research process.  

CRITICAL COLLEAGUE PEER FEEDBACK 
Students will receive feedback and comments from their classmates as critical colleague peers.  
Pairs of students will be assigned to provide this feedback to each other.  Your group will 
maintain a group wiki as a location for sharing, feedback and collaboration about your research 
data collection and analysis.  In the wiki, group members will create pages to post their 
literature review table or matrix and drafts of chapters.  Partners will provide critical feedback 
to each other within the wiki.  Participation is important as students rely upon feedback from 
each other to improve their research and writing.  Providing regular insightful critique to your 
partner’s work posted in the wiki is worth 10 points and will be graded at the end of the 
semester. As each of you provide constructive critique to each other, it further reinforces your 
understanding of that element within research: thus all benefit and develop further capabilities 
as researchers. 

INTRODUCTORY ASSIGNMENTS: 
Complete the IRB certification assignment (worth 10 points) and academic integrity assignment 
(worth 5 points) as described in CourseWeb.  

LITERATURE REVIEW PROPOSAL AND CHAPTER DRAFTS: 
See Courseweb for due dates for the literature review proposal and 3 chapter drafts. Each of 
these will be worth 10 points (for a total of 40). 

FINAL PAPERS: DUE THE LAST WEEK OF CLASS     
Final edited papers will be due the last week of class.  Final papers are worth 50 points and will 
be graded with a scoring rubric and assigned points. Drafts of chapters of the final paper will be 
due throughout the semester (these are some of the assignments) in order to receive instructor 
and critical colleague feedback. Students can consult the guidelines on CourseWeb for 
expectations for each part of the paper.  Any student who does not turn in a completed final 
paper by the due date must discuss their situation and review their grade options with the 
instructor. 
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COURSE EVALUATION 
See Assignments in the course navigation menu for detailed instructions.   

EVALUATION 

Item Evaluated Point Value Percentage of 
Final Grade 

Introductory Assignments 15 10% 
Assignments 40 28% 
Final Paper Draft 50 34% 
Field Journal  30 21% 
Peer Critique 10 7% 
Total 145 100% 

GRADING SCALE  

Grade Points 

A+ 98-100 
A 94-97 
A- 90-93 
B+ 87-89 
B 83-86 
B- 80-82 
C 70-79 
D 65-69 
F Less than 65 

TIMELINE 
Assignments are turned in within CourseWeb. Please see the Course Schedule for assignment 
due dates - though you are welcome to turn them in earlier.  Budget your time so you can share 
and receive feedback from your critical colleague peers prior to turning assignments in to the 
instructor.  

WRITING GUIDELINES 
These guidelines segment the final paper into chapters and elements within them.  The timeline 
chart above indicates when various manageable writing assignments will be handed in so 
students stay on target.  Writing submitted basically falls into two broad categories: draft and 
final version.  Draft writing is as refined as it can be, but is expected to be rough because of 
when it is occurs within the project.  Draft writing reflects quality of deliberation with ideas that 
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are emerging and organizational directions the researcher is taking them.  The final version 
reflects improvements made through revision, communicates clearly and meet the quality 
indicators in the rubric. Final papers must be double-spaced, formatted, and aligned with APA 
6th edition guidelines.   

PAPER GUIDELINES: SCHOLARLY LITERATURE REVIEW   
Abstract 

• Brief, 150 - 200 words. 
• Covers all parts of the final paper, but especially purpose and conclusions. 

Table of Contents 
• Reflect actual page numbers. 
• Maximum three levels in depth. 

Chapter I - Introduction  
• 3 - 5 pages of background. Show existence of problem and need for study. 
• Cite 4 or 5 most prominent studies or articles in the literature review as support for your 

claims. 
• Use APA format for in-text citations. Make sure that all citations appear in the reference 

list. 
• Carefully describe the purpose of the study or the statement of the problem. 
• Delineate the critical research questions accurately and in detail. 
• Provide a definition of terms and concepts that situate the study. 

Chapter II – Study of the primary source literature 
Methods 
• Describe the approach or plan for the literature review to show organization, depth, 

comprehensiveness, and rigor.   
• Describe the general characteristics of the studies reviewed and the justification for the 

sample selected 
• Discuss the limits to the sample selection including anything purposely not selected. 
• Describe what you did with the information/data you collected, include data 

management and approaches you used to find patterns and themes. 
• Include a representation of the studies reviewed (tables or matrix) 

Findings 
• Divide into major and minor levels (headings) that represent the logical organization of 

the patterns and themes within the findings.  
• Use APA format for in-text citations. Make sure that all citations appear in the reference 

list. 
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• DO NOT merely list each study and summarize. This section must be organized around 
patterns and themes. Some patterns may be related to the study’s methods (samples, 
instruments, interventions, etc.). 

• DO NOT plagiarize your sources or use extensive quotations. All quotations from sources 
must include a page number. 

• Refer to chapters 1-4 and 15 in the textbook (“They say/I say”) to help you compose 
your own initial and final drafts using appropriate writing templates. 

• Conduct a thorough analysis of the data to present meanings of the patterns and 
themes.  Connect your patterns or themes to the representation (table or matrix) used. 

Chapter III - Discussion, Conclusions & Recommendations 
• Briefly summarize the findings in light of the critical research questions. 
• Using the research questions as a guide, discuss what the findings mean in light of the 

research you reviewed. 
• Use APA format for in-text citations. Make sure that all citations appear in the reference 

list. 
• Draw conclusions from this discussion. You might even make a bulleted list. This is the 

bottom line, what did it all mean at the end. 
• Discuss the limitations of the research you reviewed and connect them to your 

recommendations for future research.  
• Make recommendations for teaching or learning practice that are based on your review 

of the literature. Here is where you can make suggestions for what practitioners in the 
field might do or understand based on what you found in the literature. 

References 
• Use APA style for reference lists.  
• Put references in alphabetical order. 
• Cite only those works referenced in the text. 

Appendices 
• Include those items too lengthy for inclusion in the body of the document but that are 

essential for understanding. 

PLAGIARISM & ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
Students in this course will be expected to comply with the University of Pittsburgh's Policy on 
Academic Integrity. Any student suspected of violating this obligation for any reason during the 
semester will be required to participate in the procedural process, initiated at the instructor 
level, as outlined in the University Guidelines on Academic Integrity. This may include, but is not 
limited to, the confiscation of the examination of any individual suspected of violating 
University Policy. Furthermore, no student may bring any unauthorized materials to an exam, 
including dictionaries and programmable calculators. 
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To learn more about Academic Integrity, visit the Academic Integrity Guide for an overview of 
the topic. For hands-on practice, complete the Understanding and Avoiding Plagiarism tutorial. 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are 
encouraged to contact both your instructor and the Office of Disability Resources and Services, 
140 William Pitt Union, at 412-648-7890 or 412-383-7355 (TTY) as early as possible, but no later 
than the fourth week of the term or visit the Office of Disability Resources website as early as 
possible, but no later than the 4th week of the term. DRS will verify your disability and 
determine reasonable accommodations for this course. 

ACCESSIBILITY 
Blackboard is ADA Compliant and has fully implemented the final accessibility standards for 
electronic and information technology covered by Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act 
Amendments of 1998. Please note that, due to the flexibility provided in this product, it is 
possible for some material to inadvertently fall outside of these guidelines. 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE 
These materials may be protected by copyright. United States copyright law, 17 USC section 
101, et seq., in addition to University policy and procedures, prohibit unauthorized duplication 
or retransmission of course materials. See Library of Congress Copyright Office and the 
University Copyright Policy. 
 


