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Outline of Today’s Talk  

• Importance of qualitative synthesis in 
education

• Nature of current qualitative synthesis 
research in education (Maeda, 2022)  

• Brief introduction to the meta-aggregation 
methodology 

• Challenges in conducting Meta-
aggregation  

• Appraising the quality of studies and 
findings 

• Data analytic procedures
• Future directions in qualitative research 

synthesis methodology 
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Why Synthesize Qualitative Evidence in Education? 

Yore & Lerman (2008)

Need to provide compelling and 
evidence-based generalizations 
that extend beyond “what works” 
to “how it works” to inform 
decision making in education 
policy and practice.
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(Thunder & Berry, 2016, p. 335)

“With the expansive and ever-
growing number of qualitative 
research studies in mathematics 
education, it is time to move 
beyond knowledge generation to 
knowledge application”

High quality research synthesis is likely to overcome some existing tendencies - such as “policy 
[that] privileges quantitative evidence and appears to disregard high-quality interpretative research 
evidence”

Thunder & Berry (2016)



A Common Concern About Synthesizing Qualitative Findings
How to make sense of them systematically? 

5

Qualitative Synthesis provides:
• An accumulative, deep understanding of a 

studied phenomenon
• New insights into existing theories and 

knowledge
• Research-based evidence for the 

development, implementation, and 
evaluation of intervention

• Direction for policy, public perception and 
future research 

The results of qualitative 
studies are not generalizable 

beyond the studied 
phenomena 

(e.g., Pope et al., 2007)

(e.g., Maeda et al., 2022; Noblit, 2017)



Advancing Qualitative Synthesis Methodology
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A key question has shifted from whether qualitative synthesis is a valid 
methodology to how the methodology can produce valid empirical 
evidence to inform decision making in education policy and practice. 

Now is NOT the time to reinvent the methodology (Hannes & Macaitis, 
2012), but rather to commit to developing established guidelines and 
advancing existing methods to minimize inconsistencies. 



What is Qualitative Synthesis?

Types of Review

More popular in Health Sciences
 Emerged in education 1980’s
 Not a simple summarizing process 

(Nye et al., 2016)

 Uses an interpretive or integrative 
process 
(Dixon-Woods et al., 2005; Urquhart, 2010)

 Deepens understanding of complex 
phenomena through integration of 
multiple, interrelated qualitative 
studies (Lachal et al., 2017)
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Qualitative 
Synthesis

Mixed-
methods
Synthesis

Meta-
analysis

Narrative Literature Review

Systematic Review



Current Practices of Qualitative 
Synthesis in Education 

• Explicitly state the purpose and search 
procedures used to identify primary studies  

• Limited use of Meta-aggregation

• Infrequent quality appraisal

• Inconsistent depth in reporting synthesis 
procedures
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The rationale for 
selecting a particular 
synthesis and study 

sampling method

A method of 
conducting appraisal 
and using its results

The number of 
coders involved in 

coding

The reliability and 
validity of coding 

procedures

The authors’ 
reflexivity

Existing Qualitative Synthesis Tends 
to Limit Reporting… 26 Qualitative Synthesis Studies reported between 1988 -2019



Terminologies 
for Qualitative 
Synthesis

qualitative 
review

qualitative 
synthesis

qualitative 
evidence 
synthesis

review of 
qualitative 

studies

meta-
synthesis

qualitative 
meta-

synthesis

synthesis of 
qualitative 

studies

meta-
interpretive

thematic 
synthesis

meta-
ethnography

meta-
aggregation
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Four "more well-defined" Qualitative Synthesis Methods

Grounded Theory (e.g., Kearney, 2001) 
 Theory-building 
Meta-ethnography (Noblit & Hare, 1988) 
 Interpretive exploration of lived lives or 

experiences 
 Higher-order interpretation of primary studies 
Thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008) 
 Collective summary of themes 
Meta-aggregation
 Practical recommendations grounded in data 
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Formal 
Grounded 

Theory

Meta-
aggregation

Meta-
ethnography

Thematic 
Synthesis

Interpretive – Integrative



Our Trajectory of Work & 
Meta-aggregation
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What is Meta-Aggregation? 

 Established by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) in the 
early 2000s
 Designed to bring summarized, high-quality 

evidence to practitioners in healthcare

 Grounded in the systematic review process with clear 
procedures for inclusion, extraction, and synthesis.

 Aims to inform practice-level theories and to develop 
lines of action relevant to policy and practice.

 Pragmatic and non-interpretive
 Emphasis on preserving original meanings

 pursues unbiased knowledge development 
without being influenced by the researcher’s 
preconceptions.

 Avoids reinterpretation of primary data.

Key Features and Philosophical Foundation 
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Strengths of Meta-Aggregation

• Well structured guideline
• Remains close to original findings 
• Synthesize any types of qualitative 

findings
• Produce evidence-based 

recommendations for practice



Alignment with Systematic Process & Unique to Meta-Aggregation
Key Steps of  Conducting Meta-Aggregation
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Study Identification

1.Develop a clearly defined objective and 
question

2.Set detailed inclusion and exclusion 
criteria

3.Implement a comprehensive search 
strategy

4.Appraise quality of the included studies 

Data Analysis

1.Extract relevant findings (e.g., 
interpretations of authors) from each 
study

2.Assess credibility of each extracted 
finding

3.Analyze extracted data
1.Categorize findings for similarities
2.Synthesize categories 
3.Describe themes and synthesis 

statements
4.Transform statements to 

recommendations



Extracted Evidence for Synthesis
Comparing Quantitative and Qualitative Synthesis
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Aspect Meta analysis Meta- Aggregation 

Primary unit of 
analysis 

Effect size for each outcome 
variable 

“Credible” qualitative findings

Number of 
outcomes per 
study

Typical one or a few to avoid 
statistical bias  

Multiple findings per study as long as they are 
methodologically sound and relevant

Effect size 
selection

Prioritized based on relevance, 
statistical independence, and 
comparability

All findings deemed credible and relevant are 
extracted, even if many per study

Handling of 
multiple 
outcomes

Requires statistical adjustment 
(e.g., clustering, multilevel 
models)

Treated as distinct entries; findings are grouped into 
categories during synthesis

Goal of 0utcome 
retrieval 

To quantify effects and synthesis 
across studies

To preserve original meaning and aggregate similar 
meaning for practical use 



Two Layers of Credibility Judgement in Meta-Aggregation 

15

Finding 3…  

Study – Level Evaluation
with Critical Appraisal Form

Finding-Level Evaluation 
within Each Study 

Study ID: 2

Study ID: 1
• Set criteria for 

inclusion decision
• Appraise each study 

quality with a set of 
questions

Finding 1…  

Finding 2…  





Unequivocal

Equivocal 

Unsupportive

Findings accompanied by an illustration 
that is beyond reasonable doubt and; not open to challenge

Findings are not supported by any data

Findings accompanied by an illustration lacking clear 
association with it and therefore open to challenge



 No consensus on how to define quality in qualitative research 

Challenges in Meta-Aggregation 
Appraising Study Quality
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TrustworthinessMethodological

• Evaluate the methodological soundness and any risk for 
producing biased results or conclusions 
due to the implemented methods in primary studies

InsightfulnessConceptual

• Look for richness and new understandings of the phenomena 
studied

Accuracy, transparency, completenessReporting

• Evaluate the thoroughness in reporting design, procedures, 
analysis, and results of a primary study 

(Hong & Pluye (2019, p. 7)

Reporting Quality: the extent to which a 
paper provides clear, detailed, and easy to 
understand information about a study 
(transparency), provides correct and true 
information (accuracy), and includes 
sufficient information (completeness) to 
allow readers to understand a study



Critical Appraisal Tool
Maeda et al. (2022)  22 questions based on 8 criteria 
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Lessons Learned from Conducting Meta-Aggregation
Practical insights from applying meta-aggregation in educational research
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Study 
Identification

• How many studies  (11 studies in Math Ed. synthesis, M =13)  
• How many findings  (656 findings)
• What kinds of studies  (Word limits of published papers hinder quality?)
• How to define “quality”  for appraisal  

Data 
analysis 

• Efficient data extraction and management  
• Findings or statements by participants  
• Supportive, equivocal findings  
• Descriptive category labels  



Example of  Data Analysis for Meta-Aggregation
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Recommendations for Conducting Qualitative Synthesis 
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Select
• Select an appropriate 

synthesis method

Apply
• Consider applying purposive 

sampling and focus on data 
saturation and sufficiency, 
not exhaustion

Appraise
• Appraise selected studies for 

the synthesis purpose

Use
• Use a data management 

system for coding accuracy, 
consistency and 
transparency

Evaluate
• Evaluate synthesis findings 

for trustworthiness (e.g., the 
GRADE-CERQual) 

Improve
• Improve reporting practice 

(e.g., Enhancing 
Transparency in Reporting 
the Synthesis of Qualitative 
Research) 



Future Direction of Qualitative Synthesis Research Methodology

21

A key question has shifted from whether qualitative synthesis is a valid 
methodology to how the methodology can produce valid empirical evidence 
to inform decision making in education policy and practice. 

Now is NOT the time to reinvent the methodology (Hannes & Macaitis, 2012), 
but rather to commit to developing established guidelines and advancing 
existing methods to minimize inconsistencies. 

Integration of Automated Process in Qualitative Synthesis



Balancing  Automated Processes and Human Expertise  
Key Steps of  Conducting Meta-Aggregation
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Study Identification

1.Develop a clearly defined objective and 
question

2.Set detailed inclusion and exclusion 
criteria

3.Implement a comprehensive search 
strategy
• Integration of automated process 

4.Appraise quality of the included studies
• Integration of automated process

Data Analysis

1.Extract relevant findings from each study
• Integration of automated process

2.Assess credibility of each extracted finding
• Integration of automated process

3.Analyze extracted data
• Integration of automated process
• Categorize findings for similarities
• Synthesize categories 
• Describe themes and synthesis 

statements
4.Transform statements to 

recommendations



Thank You
Ymaeda@purdue.edu 

mailto:Ymaeda@purdue.edu
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