
Abstract

In the field of social science research, educational researchers are required to 

undertake a literature review as part of their post graduate qualification. For novice 

researchers, it is often seen as a difficult task to develop a complex range of skills 

within a limited time scale. However, acquiring the skills for a literature search and 

review could help obtain the relevant information that is needed to analyse and 

synthesise the research topic. Additionally, the researcher becomes adept in writing 

and reporting new relevant information as they become efficient and effective with 

their research strategies. This assignment examines the general approach to finding 

and critiquing the literature in the field of ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 

Languages). Through purposive sampling, a characteristic of the population is 

determined by understanding the social process and gaining an in depth awareness 

of the gathered data. The findings that are presented through a thematic analysis, 

involves a careful inspection of the emerging relevant data of the issues, which 

suggest that access to ESOL courses and no previous education contribute to the 

most extensive learning challenges. The focus of previous work appears to focus on 

refugee learners with limited or no previous education. This study seeks to bridge the

gap by focusing on highly educated Syrian refugees with previous English learning 

experiences.   

Introduction 



A literature review underpins a research project by eliciting the relevant information 

to help develop new ideas and teaching policies in the field of ESOL. It is also a 

requirement for an academic assessment which strengths the research question and

justifies the research approach (Bryman, 2016). Thus, it is essential to effectively 

conduct a literature review to ensure that the current debates, policies and barriers to

learning ESOL are at the forefront of the research (Hart, 2018). Moreover, research 

gaps could be further explored to ensure ESOL courses are delivered effectively and

appropriately. However, many ESOL tutors and researchers that need to conduct a 

literature review are often faced with a daunting task of where to start, or how to 

conduct one effectively (Ridley, 2012). The aim of this essay is present a step-by-

step approach to undertake a literature review in order to help develop the 

understanding for ESOL tutors, course coordinators and the ESOL community in 

general. The essay begins with the process of selecting a research topic and 

research papers, compares and contrasts two approaches to a literature review, 

reflects on the chosen research strategy, analyses and evaluates the texts by 

justifying their pertinence and produces a critique of the place of literature reviews. 

The focus of this review is on the traditional review that is undertaken as part of the 

literature search and review process. 

Rationale

A literature review is a brief overview of the phenomena in ESOL which uses 

relevant sources to highlight gaps that could be explored for the current research 

(Bryman, 2016). The review is often the start of the research process that underpins 

the research topic, the literature that already exists may direct the current project by 



highlighting relevant themes and topics (Ridley, 2012). Thus, the ESOL field has 

been explored by many researchers highlighting the challenges faced by the 

learners. In addition, many studies have focused on refugee learners who face 

educational challenges which have been evaluated by the learners. As Mallows 

(2010) emphasizes that refugee learners are determined to develop the English 

language skills as this is key to their integration and attend ESOL courses to further 

prosper their social and economic futures. On the other hand, Paton and Wilkins 

(2009) highlight that up to one million refugee learners who have accessed ESOL 

courses still struggle to communicate in English, as they had no previous education 

and were unfamiliar with academic demands. However, little research has focused 

on a group of educated refugees accessing ESOL courses, who have a background 

of the English language. In addition, the justification for targeting this sample group 

of adults Syrian refugees is that they are university graduates (in Syria) and are 

accessing ESOL courses in a further education institution in Yorkshire. The focus of 

the research is how the group evaluate their teaching and learning in an ESOL 

provision. 

Searching for Literature



The use of technology has become the centre point of education where researchers 

are able to access vast amounts of information over the Internet (Selwyn, 2013), and

therefore use computers and electronic devices to conduct literature searches. Thus,

electronic searches are able to retrieve information more easily and quickly than a 

manual search, as numerous electronic databases deal with specific fields of 

information by identifying all the relevant topics (Selwyn, 2013). Universities and 

educational institutions often subscribe to a number of websites or databases where 

access to literature could be gained by students and staff who are required to 

complete a project that includes a literature search. 

What is a literature search?

The purpose of a literature search is to search thoroughly for all types of published 

literature to help identify all the possible items that are related to a particular topic 

(Gash, 1999). The search is a crucial part of the research process as it forms the 

basis of understanding the existing research and current debates, by highlighting a 

description, summary and critical evaluation of the phenomena (Ridley, 2012). 

According to Ridley (2012) a literature search helps generate ideas about a research

topic, by reducing the uncertainty and directing the focus of the study. It tends to 

identify a research approach and methodology by evaluating previous research 

strategies which may be adopted for the current topic. More specifically, it helps 

researchers identify the types of data that might be collected, a possible sample size 

and ideas of how to analyse the data. In addition, a rigorous literature search 

enables the originality of the work by highlighting other people’s work in the chosen 



area which avoids repetition, and this is an essential requirement for doctoral 

research (Ridley, 2012; Toledo, 2016). A literature search identifies areas where 

research has not been undertaken, or how work of other researchers can be 

extended by identifying gaps that the current research can fill (Ridley, 2012). In 

addition, the purpose of a literature search is to identify key people and organisations

that are relevant to the field of study, where their publications may be followed to 

ensure the literature is up-to-date (Hart, 2001; Ridley, 2012). The literature search 

will help the purpose shift from being exploratory to becoming a more focused 

reading process, by analysing and selecting the most appropriate literature (Hart, 

2001). 

The process of selecting research papers begins with the clarification of a generic 

research question that would like to be answered. A social reading approach (a 

journal article) is to be adopted to help the researcher build a holistic snapshot about

the topic (Ridley, 2012). However, a book could be read as it offers a more detailed 

description about the topic than a journal article (Bryman, 2016). Bryman (2016); and

Ridley (2012) suggest that to conduct a literature search in stages will direct the 

research focus by identifying keywords that are to be used in a library search engine,

which may also help form the research title. In addition, the terminology and 

language of the research title would help identify the most effective words for 

searching through the use of synonyms and related words. However, a library search

may retrieve hundreds of materials that may not be all relevant to the field of study 

(Ridley, 2012). A search filter would narrow down the literature to ensure they are 

related to the research topic, an effective filter may include; a chronological order, 

the location the research was undertaken, and the participants that were included in 



the study (Bryman, 2016). To collate the literature, a critical examination of the 

materials needs to be completed to ensure the correct ones are selected for the 

research project. However, Toledo (2016) emphasises that suitable literature should 

be selected to help develop academic research and therefore the search could be 

adjusted to individual preference. 

A broad search was conducted to help narrow down and focus on a specific area of 

the research topic. As Hart (2001) suggested a wide search gives a holistic snapshot

of the research and provides a better approach to the significant parts of the 

research topic. The research question was formed from personal experiences and 

the search for literature related to the learning experiences of refugee learners was 

examined through the library catalogue. As Cooper (1998) emphasises that the 

motivation to complete a research project lies within personal interests and 

perspectives of the research problem, and to approach the research without due 

consideration can produce an unreliable or ordinary result. Furthermore, personal 

interests tend to create ideas for research questions that may also produce a sense 

of accomplishment in completing the research project. As the search was broad, the 

search parameter was refined to help provide me with a better result by narrowing 

down to a more concise aspect ESOL (Hart, 2001). As indicated by Connett and 

Johnson (2012) that a search strategy helps to focus on more accurate, reliable and 

effective literature search by providing a better understanding of the research 

problem that will also aid and provide a better approach to a particular aspect of the 

problem (Hart, 2001).



The search began by putting keywords into the library’s catalogue at the University 

of Teesside, which established the focus of the study by showing all the relevant 

literature available on campus and online. The keywords included; learning, 

experiences and ESOL which helped provide a more related search. The search 

brought back hundreds of books and journal articles relating to the learning 

experiences of ESOL learners. Books were the first point of call that helped me 

begin the exploratory journey around the learning experiences of studying ESOL 

(Ridley, 2012). I browsed the shelves in the library and the e-books available online 

to obtain information that was commonly agreed amongst experts in the field (Ridley,

2012), but it was difficult to find specific authors or journal articles that were related 

to the learning experiences of refugee learners studying ESOL. Therefore the 

literature search was narrowed by adding the keyword ‘refugees’ to ‘ESOL learning 

experiences’, which showed literature relating to the learner experiences of refugees 

and asylum seekers. The additional keyword added a positive strategy to the 

literature search by providing the opportunity to synthesise and critique the relevant 

literature that would focus directly on my study (Bell and Waters, 2014). In addition, 

had not the keyword ‘refugee’ added to the search title, it would have wasted time 

looking for ESOL materials that were not relevant to the search process and there 

would have been a likelihood of a week literature search. Furthermore, a lack of 

understanding of the phenomena would have fundamentally produced a week 

literature review. 

To undertake effective search strategies, two filters were added (timeframe and 

exclusion of newspaper articles) to the search strategy to help filter out unrelated 

and bias literature, and produce a more reliable and recent search. Furthermore, 



simple words were used to convey the search appropriately. As Dinet, Favart and 

Passerault, (2004) suggest that Boolean Operators use simple words (or, not, and) 

to combine or exclude keywords in a search, which focuses the search on more 

productive results by eliminating inappropriate literature.in addition, the operators 

help save time and effort by reducing or expanding the amount of search records, by

focusing the search for more ‘on target’ results that are appropriate to the topic. 

However, despite using the Boolean operator strategy there was little literature about

the learning experiences of Syrian refugees. Although books may contain the 

underpinning principles, theories and concepts of the chosen field, Journal articles 

were given the priority as they have a purpose for an intended audience and are 

peer-reviewed, meaning that they provide better quality and reliability (Ridley, 2012; 

Vista, 2012). In addition, journals are easily accessible as they are available online 

but an online search may not be comprehensive as some of the content may be 

undetected as this was the case for one of the articles. Therefore, I recommend to 

search in the library and access hardcopies of the literature to ensure interpretations 

and methods are understood. In addition, accessing hardcopies may create ideas for

research questions and direct the focus. The research focus and questions are 

understood library search and hardcopies of literatures (Ridley, 2012). Despite the 

books and journals available as a main source of the literature search, it was 

important to divert the literature search to blogs, newspapers and ESOL course 

reviews which provided more critical information from the wider ESOL learners and 

general public about their opinions on refugee learners, as they are the focus of this 

study. In addition, non-traditional sources mentioned above gave me the opportunity 

to digest and compare the traditional and non-traditional literature within the field of 



learning ESOL from a variety of angles before proceeding to the collating and 

synthesis phase (Hart, 2001).

At the doctorate level of study, it is important to coordinate a well-articulated 

literature search is to ensure new information is added to the body of knowledge 

(Ridley, 2012). Thus, this was a first attempt at this level of a literature search, and I 

developed the skills, knowledge and realised the importance of using a suitable 

strategy to ensure the search was effective. The process of sitting in the library and 

working endlessly to ensure the correct literature is found is vital to a successful 

literature review (Bell and Waters, 2014). As recommended by Blaxter, Hughes and 

Tight, (2001); and Salamon (1993) that extensive research is delightful and 

rewarding when time is taken to browse recent literature and build an argument for 

the topic under investigation. However, it is also important to control your reading 

and stay focused on the research project as extensive reading could divert the focus 

(Salamon, 1993). It is important to highlight that a change of topic at the formative 

stage made the current search more demanding, as the researchers in the previous 

field of study were already known. Nevertheless, as the names of researchers in the 

field started to come up more regularly in the search, the snowball technique was 

adopted and references from the bibliographies were followed up that helped shape 

the literature search (Ridley, 2012).

Selecting a literature review topic 

After selecting a research topic the onus is to identify and structure the relevant 

literature appropriately to ensure that it is comprehensive for the intended audience 

(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). However, a conducted literature review could 



be difficult task for students and novice researchers, as it is seen as a complicated 

piece of a jigsaw puzzle and depends on what others have done before and how the 

current study will contribute to the ongoing debate (Ridley, 2012). Therefore, it is 

essential for the audience to understand the background of the topic rather than my 

contribution. However, common errors are made when selecting a research title that 

is too broad for example ‘the learning needs of ESOL students’ or ‘what are the 

experiences of learning ESOL’. Such titles generate a considerable amount of 

literature making a review unfeasible. However, it could be argued that a broad title 

is a useful initial strategy to determine the availability of the literature. It may be 

advisable, to narrow down the research title which helps reduce the available 

literature to a manageable size, for example ‘what are the learning needs of refugee 

learners’. To read around the chosen topic can help identify what exactly is of 

interest and why (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). Furthermore, speaking to 

others, such as ESOL teachers who teach refugees could also help identify what 

areas of study are relevant and how much literature is available.



Sufficient literature is essential when a researcher needs to conduct a literature 

review for an academic assignment, as they are usually limited to submit a review 

with in short timeframe (Bell and Waters, 2014). It is advisable to choose a topic that 

is of interest and ensure that there is enough literature that meets the needs, as 

academic literature reviews are usually strictly enforced to word limits and it is 

essential to adhere to the limit (Bell and Waters, 2014; Bryman, 2016; and Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011). Research topics that are too broad tend to result with 

reviews that are either too long or too superficial (Ridley, 2012). It is advisable, to 

start with a focused research question and if necessary could be broaden the scope 

as you progress with the literature review. 

What is a literature review?

 A literature review is a thorough summary and critical analysis of all the relevant 

literature available of the topic being studied (Hart, 2001). Erika and Skelly, (2010) 

suggest that a good literature review collects information about a topic from many 

sources and the  onus is for the researcher  to establish an authenticity and 

usefulness of the literature, by reviewing and critically examining the studies that 

have been identified. Thus, a review of books, journal articles and other related 

literature are essential to provide a holistic snapshot of knowledge about the topic, 

and which demonstrates how the current research fits within a larger field of study 

(Hart, 2001). In addition, a background of knowledge provides the researcher with an

understanding of what has already done by other researchers and what gaps can be 

filled (Toledo, 2016). Furthermore, Aveyard (2014) highlights that a state of the art 

literature review evaluates the best body of knowledge available, by surveying, 



synthesising and analysing the information. In addition, the review demonstrates an 

in depth grasp of subject knowledge to the readers and it establishes the credibility 

of the topic by linking the review to the current research findings (Thomas, 2017). 

Similarly, Toledo (2016) highlights that a literature review should be an analytical 

piece of writing that discovers new knowledge by looking at secondary sources. In 

addition, Ridley (2012) suggests that a literature review serves as a driving force that

makes a connection between the literature and the researcher’s position amongst 

the literature. Furthermore, Ridley (2012) emphasises that a literature review is “an 

ongoing activity which begins when you pick up the first book or article related to 

your research and continue until the day you finish the final draft” (P3). However, 

various authors have differing opinions on the definition of the roles and the 

purposes of a literature review. Bell and Waters (2014) claim that a literature review 

should give the reader an understanding of the topic and all the major questions on 

the subject. On the other hand, Rudestam and Newton (2007) define a literature 

review as “a coherent argument that leads to the description of the proposed study” 

(P63). As mentioned in the above definitions, a literature review can serve for a 

number of different purposes and has no clear definition. Therefore, researchers 

could claim that writing a literature review can be a difficult task but, a well written 

review could be exciting and rewarding as up-to-date knowledge is examined 

(Thomas, 2017). In addition, a critical evaluation of the review could identify the flaws

and gaps could lead to further research.

An effective literature review could develop a thorough understanding of the current 

work and perspectives and help to clearly position the research topic on the 

academic map of knowledge creation (Ridley, 2012). Furthermore, it could 



considerably improve the thesis by tackling, organising and planning the project by 

giving an overall comprehensive view about the research being undertaken 

(Thomas, 2017). However, a literature review at different levels of study have 

different characteristics that outline the criteria for a successful review (Hart, 2001; 

Ridley, 2012). Therefore, the effectiveness of a review will ultimately depend on the 

characteristics of the study, for example the functions and format of a literature 

review at undergraduate level would be essentially descriptive and topic focused, 

whereas a PhD will include high levels of conceptual thinking, analytical synthesis 

and will cover all types literature on the topic (Aveyard, 2014; Hart, 2001). In 

addition, Wellington et al., (2005) suggest that a review for a doctorate in education 

is likely to be shorter in length and more professionally orientated, in comparison to a

PhD review. Therefore, it is essential to conduct the correct type of review as the 

project will be measured by the effectiveness of the review. In addition, the review 

will organise and map the research by relating directly to the research question.

A traditional review critiques and summarise the issues, concepts, theories and 

phenomena of published work in the field of ESOL (Kivunja, 2018). It aims draw 

conclusions by identifying the strengths and weaknesses of published work. In 

addition, it establishes the theories that exist, the relationship between them and how

they have been investigated (Bryman, 2016; Kivunja, 2018). Equally, the review is 

often used to help establish the lack of appropriate theories, how current theories are

inadequate and justification for emerging research problems (Bryman, 2016). It could

be argued that traditional reviews may be difficult to duplicate and depend on the 

expertise of the researcher to identify and select the relevant literature papers and 

therefore, the literature selection is not always understood by the reader (Bryman, 



2016). However, the purpose of the review is to give a comprehensive overview of 

the topic by highlighting the significant areas of the research, which could also help 

refine research questions, measure new suggestions and identify 

gaps/inconsistencies within the literature (Bryman, 2016; Kivunja, 2018). In addition, 

the review gathers a volume of literature in the subject area which is useful in 

summarising and synthesising the information. Similarly, a traditional review may be 

a useful approach when the studies are diverse in nature and/or report on qualitative 

research (Ridley, 2012). However, the traditional approach differs from a systematic 

approach as the concept of the search criteria for selection of literature can leave the

review open to the suggestion of bias (Toledo, 2016)..

The systematic review is a well-defined approach as it is more thorough and careful 

compared to other types of literature reviews, as it uses a distinctive method to 

identify, report and critically evaluate the literature collected (Ridley, 2012). A 

Systematic review attempts to aggregate, appraise, and synthesize all the literature 

in order to often answer a narrow research question on a particular topic usually by a

group of experienced professionals (Ridley, 2012). In addition, the review is 

comprehensive by detailing the timescale in which the literature was selected, and 

how and why interventions work, its feasibility and appropriateness (Bryman, 2016). 

It synthesises the research findings on a particular issue from a large number of 

different studies and then is potentially used to update policy and practice a 

particular topic (Ridley, 2012). According to Ridley (2012) the strategy is replicable if 

the methods are made explicit by having a clear search strategy, an inclusion and 

exclusion literature criteria, a detailed coding and an analysis of the findings from the

studies. In contrast to traditional reviews, the purpose of a systematic review is to 



use an explicit and rigorous search criteria to identify, evaluate and synthesise all the

possible published and unpublished literature related to the research topic. 

Systematic literature reviews are divided into two sections: meta-analysis and meta-

synthesis. A meta-analysis approach analyses the findings from several studies on 

the same subject by using standardised statistical procedures. Meta-analysis is 

linked to a deductive research approach, where the patterns and relationships are 

drawn up by conclusions. On the other hand, a meta-synthesis approach integrates, 

interprets and evaluates the findings and is based on non-statistical techniques. A 

meta-synthesis literature review is usually followed by researchers using the 

inductive research approach and a qualitative research method. However, an 

overview of the reviews needs to be considered before it is selected to ensure it is 

correct review.

 Advantages of Systematic reviews:  uses clear methods to give a definitive 

answer to a research question, limit bias, and produces reliable and accurate 

conclusions. Summaries the findings form multiple studies to make the results 

easier to read. 

 Disadvantages of systematic reviews: unpublished studies are difficult to 

access leading to validity issues as it does not include findings from all existing

research, location and selection of studies, conflicts and duplication of 

publications.



 Advantages of traditional reviews: describes the current ESOL literature and 

provides a critical analysis of current research. Criticises and synthesise the 

main theme within the literature by revealing any gaps that could be explored 

further. Organises the literature in themes and patterns 

 Disadvantages of traditional reviews: subjective to the studies that are included

and the way they have been analysed. Conclusions could be bias or 

misleading as they are purposively chosen by the researcher and therefore not

credible. 

In general, a literature review should help the researcher expand their awareness 

about a particular topic and improve their information seeking skills (effectively 

scanning for literature, identifying relevant literature, develop the ability to 

demonstrate critical appraisal to analyse and identified valid and unbiased studies 

and identify gaps in existing literature). In addition, it demonstrates that the 

researcher has an understanding about the topic and establishes the credibility of 

their work. It demonstrates what has been learnt from others and how the current 

research is a starting point for new ideas.

Analysing and synthesising the literature

To approach the literature with a plan helps to clearly organise the structure of the 

review by improving performance in achieving reliable results (Hart, 2001). The plan 

should begin by examining previous studies done by other researchers in order to 

get a sense of what they are about. To help with the selection process, published 

articles usually begin with a summary and/or abstract which enables the reader to 

decide whether or not it is worth reading (Ridley, 2012). It is important to note that 

the literature could originate from several sources; including ESOL experts, 



government policies, academic publications, charities, lectures, videos, and 

individuals or groups who work with or teach ESOL to refugee learners (Toledo, 

2016). On the other hand, it could be argued that non-written material has a varying 

degree of reliability as they not been through a vetting process. In addition, Hart 

(2001) recommends that peer reviewed articles are considered to be trustworthy as 

they have been critically appraised by researchers. Therefore, it is essential to 

ensure the literature is reliable to give the researcher a better understanding about 

the challenges faced by refugees learning ESOL. To ensure the search results are 

accurate, literature search could be conducted in the following ways: 

 A critical evaluation:  to make judgement as to what extent the literature is 

true by providing evidence from a wide range of sources which may agree 

with and/or oppose the phenomena. Draw conclusions by positioning the 

decision on the most important factors and provide evidence to support the 

ideas on how the choices were made. 

 Interpretive work: to demonstrate an understanding of the challenges in 

learning ESOL, then to comment on any significant patterns and causal 

relationships in the findings.

 Empirical evidence:  the information is obtained by creating assumptions on 

the learning challenges of ESOL by observing the collecting literature to 

prove or disprove a theory.



After the initial overview of the literature it is necessary to undertake a more 

systematic and critical review of the articles selected to identify the appropriateness. 

In addition, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) suggest that following a simple 

structure called PQRS (preview, question, read and summarise) not only helps the 

researcher keep the focus on consistent but it also facilitates easy identification and 

retrieval of literature when a large number of publications are being reviewed. After 

the preview stage (mentioned above) some articles may be disregarded but it is 

probably wise to store them in case they need to be retrieved. Ridley (2012) 

suggests that questions should be asked of each publication by using an index or 

summary system (or a combination of both). Index and summary systems are 

generally concerned with the title of the article, the author, the purpose of study and 

the methodologies used and how the findings and outcomes relate to the ESOL 

study. After reviewing the article, it may be useful to make notes or comments about 

the article which will help you later navigate through the literature more efficiently 

and effectively (Bell and Waters, 2014). Denscombe (2013) advises that to avoid 

plagiarism, articles should be referenced accordingly which also increases record-

keeping skills. Furthermore, referencing also avoids frustration when trying to locate 

a reference amongst an excessive amount of articles at a later stage (Bell and 

Waters, 2014). To support or contrast an argument with other ESOL researchers, the

literature search should be grouped into primary and secondary sources to help build

a convincing argument. 

A primary source of literature provides direct access to previous research by 

providing raw information and first-hand evidence which is authentic and useful to 

answer specific questions (Bryman 2017), for example interview transcripts that have



been conducted with the refugees who were learning ESOL. Whereas, a secondary 

source describes and interprets primary sources by summarising the information 

(Bryman, 2017) from other ESOL researchers, for example a journal article that has 

been published highlighting the learning challenges for refugee learners. It could be 

agreed that primary sources have more credible evidence compared to secondary 

sources but, a respectable researcher uses primary and secondary sources to test 

the previous argument against new evidence and uses the ideas to formulate their 

own argument (Ridley, 2012). However, a researcher needs to consider when to use

of primary and secondary source as the both have shortfalls. A primary source could 

be time-consuming and relatively expensive as the need to arrange a time and place

for the interview to take place with the participant (Bell and Waters, 2014). In 

addition, it may be a reliable source of information but there is a possibility of being 

misinterpreted (Denscombe, 2013). 

On the other hand, secondary resources may provide outdated information where 

the reliability of the sources arise. The original source of information may be 

unavailable and sources used for different research purposes may provide 

insufficient details for the current project, where validity and credibility issues may be

questioned (Bryman, 2017). Ridley (2012) suggests that secondary sources tend to 

highlight gaps in research as they have been used in previous research projects. 

The overall benefit of using secondary sources is that much of the background work 

has already been done and has a pre-established degree of validity and reliability 

which may not be needed to re-examine by the researcher. In addition, easy access 

to secondary research makes it cost effective and less time-consuming. 

Furthermore, it could be accessed at anytime, anywhere in the world which provides 

the researcher with a range of options to resources to familiarise themselves with the



basic understanding of the research topic. The current research project uses 

secondary resources to underpin the challenges faced by refugees learning ESOL.

Writing the Review 

It could be argued that writing the review is part of the research process and should 

not only be written after reading the literature, nevertheless the structure and 

presentation of the review should be considered (Ridley, 2012). A good academic 

paper presents clear findings and demonstrates ESOL knowledge in a consistent 

way by highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of the paper. The basis of a good 

literature review depends on an organised literature search, which may take time 

and effort but it is worth the struggle as it produces clear findings and consists of 

accurate information (Bell and Waters, 2014). The structure of the review will defend 

on the purpose and will determine its comprehensiveness, for example, systematic 

reviews are clearly structured and will direct how the writing should be undertaken 

(Ridley, 2012). The written review should include an introduction, body of knowledge 

and conclusion to ensure logical argument is addressed. It could be argued that 

students conduct a literature review as part of their assignments and there is some 

freedom in how the writing is structured. However, it is important that the key 

elements are included in all literature reviews. I will follow a similar strategy when 

writing a review for my thesis as I have a better understanding of how to conduct an 

effective literature search. It is important to note that, there may be setbacks and 

demotivation factors when conducting a literature search as it may be confusing but 

focusing on the study leads to a clear direction to achieving the ultimate goal.

Lesson learnt 



A good organised search strategy is vital to ensure that an effective literature review 

is produced. In addition, good organisation skills will ensure that the search strategy 

is less frustrating and more productive. Furthermore, time management skills and 

reading techniques are essential to keep the focus of the study, for example not 

trying to do too much and breaking larger tasks down into smaller tasks. However, a 

literature search at this level is demanding and, therefore, it is essential to have 

some prior knowledge about the topic before conducting a literature search. Thus, 

adjusting the research title or keywords can produce reliable literature outcomes. 

The overall process went very well that help produce a successful literature search.

An annotated bibliography gives a summary and evaluation of each of the chosen 

literature selection. This essay consists of three pieces of literature reviews that were

purposively chosen which focuses on the educational challenges faced by refugee 

learners who were studying ESOL in a mainstream educational institution. The 

justification for the collective texts is that refugees have different experiences in 

different parts of the world and two of the chosen texts focus on the experiences of 

refugee learners here in the UK. Thus, the support strategies, educational settings 

and geographical location are similar to the current study. The other piece of 

literature was selected as it focuses on a sample group of refugees from Africa only, 

and the current research focuses on refugees from Syria only. Moreover, all the 

articles have been peer reviewed.

Phillimore, J. (2011). Monitoring for equality? Asylum seekers and refugees’ 

retention and achievement in English for Speakers of Other Languages 



(ESOL). International Journal Of Inclusive Education, 15(3), 317-329. doi: 

10.1080/13603110902866145

The article was conducted by Dr Jenny Phillimore who is a world leading scholar in 

refugee integration and is a lecturer in TESOL at University of Birmingham. The 

study focuses on how refugee learners feel they are achieving retention in an ESOL 

classroom and this also targets educational challenges of refugee learners. In 

addition, the learners in the study had different levels of academic achievements and

the current study also consists of highly educated refugees studying ESOL in a 

mixed ability classroom. The study approach is a qualitative method and uses 

interviews as a data collection, it draws themes and patterns by using a systematic 

thematic analysis and the current study will also follow the same approach, method 

and analysis. However, the study may have given the learners the ability to express 

their retention needs and strategies, it does not focus on their education challenges 

to access an ESOL course or challenges within the classroom. The research was 

conducted in 2011 which is over a decade ago that may affect the reliability of the 

results as educational policies, access to courses and course materials change 

regularly that may leave the article outdated.  The research was conducted in the 

West Midlands where there are many refugees studying and residing, the current 

research will also be conducted in a city with a large number of refugees. The study 

focuses on the general population of refugees with little attention paid to adult 

refugees. However, the current research focuses on a sample group of highly 

educated adult refugee learners only.



Tshabangu-Soko, T., & Caron, R. (2011). English for Speakers of Other Languages 

(ESOL): Improving English Language Acquisition for Preliterate and Nonliterate Adult

African Refugees. Journal Of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 9(4), 416-433. doi: 

10.1080/15562948.2011.616812

The article was written by two authors and focuses on the language acquisition for a 

sample group of preliterate and non-literature adult refugees from Africa. The current

study also focuses on a sample group of adult refugee learner but are all university 

graduates. A qualitative research approach along with interviews and focus groups 

were used to collect data, which is the same approach and tools the current research

will use. Although the study focuses on a sample group of refugee learners, it was 

conducted in America and therefore the experiences of the learners may differ from 

the learners in the current study. The sample group were amongst a much larger 

refugee community and came from deprived neighbourhoods and the current sample

group also come from similar neighbourhoods and therefore the challenges of 

accessing ESOL courses in the article may appear in the current study. 

Court, J. (2017). ‘I feel integrated when I help myself’: ESOL learners’ views and 

experiences of language learning and integration. Language And Intercultural 

Communication, 17(4), 396-421. doi: 10.1080/14708477.2017.1368137

The article was written by one author and highlights the views and experiences of 

adult migrants and refugees studying ESOL and integration. In relation to my study, 

the article highlights some of the educational challenges and experiences that I 

assume will derive from my study. The article was published in 2017 and therefore 



the result may be more reliable and valid. A qualitative approach with semi-

structured interviews to collect data was used, which is the same as the current 

study. The researcher was an ESOL tutor for 15 years and had known the 

participants for 7 months thus had good rapport with the learners. The study focuses 

on a mixed gender group with different nationalities, languages and had been in the 

UK for different lengths of time but were all studying at ESOL entry level 3. The 

current study also focuses on a mixed gender group at ESOL entry level 3 but all the

participants have the same nationality, language and have all been in the UK for 

similar amount s of time. However, the author uses a symbolic representation to 

select her participants as the learners were from a diverse group that is common in 

an ESOL classroom. The current study will use a purposive sample to select 

participants, as it focuses on the experiences of university graduated refugees. In 

relation to my study, the article also uses a social constructionist approach to explore

the meaning of responses to understand their experiences from their perspectives.

Conclusion

A literature search is important to the research process as it may help refine the 

research question by highlighting discrepancies in the field of ESOL. Similarly, it 

could inspire new research ideas and improvements which may create a more depth 

understanding of the challenges faced by refugee learners studying ESOL. In 

addition, skills, techniques and strategies could gain insight into suitable designs for 

future research and provide ideas on data collection tools and analysing techniques. 

A qualitative or quantitative approach will often dictate how the literature review is 

conducted to ensure the overall aims of the research is met. A literature review may 

be structured according to its objectives and therefore requires skills that need to be 



learnt to ensure an effective literature review is conducted. By conducting literature 

reviews ESOL tutors could increase the body of knowledge in the ESOL field and 

ultimately enhance teaching techniques and strategies through evidence-based 

practice.

 

.
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