
Definition and Purpose E-Lecture
The Literature Review: A Research Journey
 
Writing a literature review is an inevitable part of being a graduate 
student. So, before you begin your research journey, it helps to 
understand what a “literature review” is and why it is important. 

By the end of this e-lecture you’ll be able to:
 
--define what a literature review is
--state the purposes of a literature review
--explain what “the literature” is and where to find it and
--identify different kinds of literature reviews
 
 



Let’s begin with a definition: A literature review is an assessment 
of a body of research that addresses a research question.

You may need to do a literature review as a part of a course 
assignment, a capstone project, a master’s thesis, dissertation, 
or journal article. No matter the context, a literature review is an 
essential part of the research process. 

 



But what is the purpose of a literature review? A literature review 
identifies what is already known about an area of study. 
After synthesizing all you’ve discovered and read on your journey, 
you’ll draw conclusions about how the literature answers the 
research question you posed.
Depending on the project, a literature review may also identify 
questions a body of research does not answer and make a case 
for why further study of those questions is important to the field.
Finally, a well-argued literature review lets you demonstrate to 
your instructor or thesis committee what you know about a field of 
study.
Your instructor or advisor may assume you know what a literature 
review is and that you understand what they are expecting from 
you.

You might hear phrases like:  “What does the literature show us?”  
“Connect your ideas to the literature.” “Survey the literature on 
the topic.” Well, before you can review the literature, you need to 
make sure you know what is meant by “the literature.”

 



A good definition of “the literature” is that it is a collection of all the 
scholarly writings on a topic.

These writings can be in the form of scholarly, peer reviewed 
articles; books; chapters in edited books; and other sources like 
conference proceedings (sometimes called annual meetings or 
conventions). The literature also includes dissertations written by 
other graduate students. Collectively, these make up the literature. 



Visually, the literature might look like this. Often there are major 
works that have been written on a topic, and then other, later, 
works that build on them.  These later works tend to be extending 
or responding to the original papers in some way. Basically, the 
literature is a continuously evolving network of scholarly works that 
interact with each other. As you do your own research, you’ll begin 
to understand the relationships in this evolving web and how your 
own ideas connect to it. 

So, how do you turn a network of articles into a cohesive review 
of the literature? How do you find and tell the “story” behind your 
research topic?
 
Reviewing the literature is like participating in a conversation. 
As you read and evaluate articles you begin to understand how 
they are connected and how they form the story that the authors 
are telling. Then you start to formulate your own response or 
contribution.
 
This process - discovering relationships in the literature and 
developing and connecting your own ideas to it - is what helps you 
turn a network of articles into a coherent review of the literature.



So what does a literature review look like? There are different 
types of literature reviews that you may encounter, or be required 
to write, while in graduate school. Literature reviews can range 
from being selective to comprehensive. They can also be part of a 
larger work or stand alone.
 
A course assignment is an example of a selective review. It 
focuses on a small segment of the literature on a topic and makes 
up the entire work. The literature review in a thesis or dissertation 
is an example of a comprehensive review that is part of a larger 
work.
 
Most research articles begin with a selective literature review to 
establish the context for the research reported in the paper. Often 
this is part of the introduction. Other literature reviews are meant 
to be fairly comprehensive and also to stand alone. This means 
that the entire article is devoted to reviewing the literature. 

A literature review that introduces an article can look like this. Here 
is an article about an anti-poverty program. Here is the literature 
review. In this article it’s part of the introduction. You can tell that 
the introduction includes a literature review because it discusses 
important research that has already been published on this topic. 



Here’s an example of a stand-alone literature review article, in this 
case, about online teacher development. The article’s abstract 
states that this is a review of the literature on the topic. Some 
review articles will have the term ‘literature review’ in the title, but 
many, like this one, do not. In-depth review articles like this are an 
excellent starting place for research on a topic.

A qualifying paper written as part of a doctoral program requires 
you to demonstrate your ability to analyze literature critically.  
A review of the literature like the one shown here meets that 
requirement. 


