Systematic literature reviews: Lessons and critical questions from a global study of Higher Education equity policy
Introduction. Systematic literature reviews are an increasingly popular tool for researching higher education. Having recently completed a major international systematic review into equity policy in higher education, this paper examines the methodology of systematic reviews and its limitations and proposes a critical framework for understanding the distortions, silences and biases that can be in-built into systematic reviewing. 
Aims. To contribute to a critical understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of systematic literature reviews of higher education practice. 

Methods. A systematic review consisting of the development of keyword database searches, manual refining of results against selection criteria, coding and organisation of results, synthesis and analysis while drawing on a panel of experts from the field.
Results. Our research provides a summary and synthesis of published evidence about the efficacy of equity policy in a range of global Higher education systems. In addition, we developed an additional layer of analysis - a ‘rigorous’ review that contextualised, and problematised, the results of our systematic search. 

Discussion. Systematic reviews help researchers to leave the ‘bubbles’ of their own expertise and allow them to synthesise international evidence about an area of research. Such reviews claim to provide impartial accounts of best practice through a neutral process that reports on the results of other published research. While there are real strengths to this method, there are a series of implicit methodological assumptions behind systematic reviewing which, we argue, bend the results in distinct directions. In our own review, no matter how thoroughly we tested our search terms, the system continued to produce results that favoured research produced in the Global North. We conclude with thoughts on how to overcome these distortions through critical engagement and giving weight to academic expertise.
