Seminar Session 1 – WEEK 1
Engaging with Theoretical Perspectives through the Literature Review
With each group examining a different aspect of Gina Wisker’s article, Developing doctoral authors: engaging with theoretical perspectives through the literature review. The article is particularly appropriate for DBA researchers because it treats the literature review not simply as a summary of previous research, but as the place where doctoral researchers engage with theory, develop their scholarly voice, and position their contribution to knowledge. 
Group A
From Describing Literature to Critically Engaging with Theory
Focus: What distinguishes a doctoral-level literature review from a descriptive review?
Wisker argues that early literature reviews can be descriptive or excessively comprehensive, with theory sometimes used only “cosmetically”. Through iterative reading, thinking, application and writing, the review develops greater conceptual depth and confidence. WEEK1 (engaging with theoretica…
Questions for discussion
1. According to Wisker, what is the purpose of a literature review at doctoral level?
2. What is the difference between describing what previous researchers have said and critically engaging with their theoretical perspectives?
3. What does Wisker mean when she suggests that theory can sometimes be used “cosmetically”?
4. How can a researcher move from simply reporting several theories to comparing, questioning and integrating them?
5. What evidence would you expect to see in a DBA literature review that demonstrates genuine theoretical engagement?
6. How can theoretical perspectives help a researcher identify gaps, tensions or contradictions in existing knowledge?
7. Application to your research: Select one important theory, model or conceptual perspective currently being used in your own research. Explain:
· what the theory helps you understand;
· what it does not adequately explain; and
· how your research might extend, challenge or reinterpret it.
15-minute feedback: Present the group's definition of critical theoretical engagement, identify three indicators of a doctoral-level literature review, and give at least one example from a group member's research project.



Group B
Developing the Researcher's Theoretical Voice
Focus: How does a doctoral researcher move from relying on established authorities to developing an independent scholarly voice?
Wisker identifies a recurring difficulty: doctoral researchers may lack confidence in their “right to speak” and may struggle with whether established theorists can legitimately be questioned. WEEK1 (engaging with theoretica… The article suggests that an important development occurs when researchers begin making their own connections between theories, concepts and their research rather than simply reproducing existing arguments. WEEK1 (engaging with theoretica…
Questions for discussion
1. What does Wisker mean by developing an authoritative or scholarly voice?
2. Why might doctoral researchers be reluctant to question established theories or influential authors?
3. At DBA level, should researchers be expected to challenge existing theory? If so, what constitutes a credible challenge?
4. How can a researcher distinguish between:
“Author X argues…”
and
“My interpretation, informed by Authors X and Y, suggests…”?
5. What is the relationship between critical reading, theoretical understanding and confidence in academic writing?
6. How can researchers avoid the two extremes identified in the article—over-simplifying theory and over-complicating theory?
7. Application to your research: Identify one established assumption, theory or argument in your field that you currently accept. Discuss:
· Why do you accept it?
· What evidence supports it?
· What evidence might challenge it?
· Does your own research provide a different perspective?
15-minute feedback: Explain what doctoral researcher voice means to the group, identify three ways researchers can demonstrate their own voice, and illustrate these with an example from one or more group members' DBA projects.



Group C
Literature Review as an Iterative Process and Contribution to Knowledge
Focus: How does repeatedly revisiting the literature help a researcher develop theory and establish a contribution?
A central argument of the article is that the literature review is iterative. Researchers return to it as their research matures—not merely to add newer references, but to deepen theoretical understanding, reinterpret findings and clarify their contribution. WEEK1 (engaging with theoretica… Wisker ultimately characterises doctoral research as joining an existing scholarly conversation: researchers need to understand what has already been said, find their voice within that conversation and establish how their research contributes something new. WEEK1 (engaging with theoretica…
Questions for discussion
1. Why does Wisker describe literature reviewing as an iterative process rather than a single stage completed before data collection?
2. How might a researcher's interpretation of the literature change after collecting or analysing data?
3. What does the concept of “conceptual threshold crossing” mean in the context of doctoral research? What might such a breakthrough look like in your own work?
4. How can repeatedly revisiting literature help researchers identify their contribution to knowledge or professional practice?
5. What is the relationship between literature → theory → research question → data → findings → contribution?
6. Wisker describes doctoral research as “taking part in a conversation.” What does this metaphor tell us about the relationship between your research and previous scholarship?
7. Application to your research: Draw a simple pathway:
Existing Literature → Theoretical Perspective → Research Problem → Your Research → Expected Contribution
Use your own DBA research project to populate each element.
15-minute feedback: Present the group's understanding of the literature review as an iterative process, explain where a conceptual breakthrough might occur, and use at least one member's research project to demonstrate how literature and theory can lead towards an original contribution.
Whole-class synthesis
After all three presentations, I would finish with one common question:
“How does a doctoral researcher move from reviewing what is already known to establishing what their own research has to say?”
Ask the class to identify the progression:
Reading → Understanding → Comparing → Critiquing → Connecting → Theorising → Positioning → Contributing
This closely reflects Wisker's central argument: the doctoral literature review should demonstrate engagement with theoretical perspectives, critical and conceptual development, an increasingly confident scholarly voice, and the positioning of the researcher's own contribution within an ongoing academic conversation.

