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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. 






Tutorial Features 

Make sure your computer audio is on. 

Notes = Full Transcript 
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First, let's go over some of the features of this e-lecture.  This e-lecture has a full audio track. Notice the “Resources” button on the top right corner. If you click this button you’ll see a link, “Handout of Slides,” which takes you to a printable handout of this e-lecture.  You might want to print the handout now, so you can take notes as we go along. On the left-hand side of your screen, you’ll notice a number of tabs. Clicking on the first tab, “Outline,” provides an outline of the whole e-lecture. The second tab, “Thumbnails,” displays the miniature images, or “thumbnails,” of each of the slides. Clicking on a “thumbnail” of a particular slide allows you to jump directly to that slide. The third tab, “Notes,” provides a full transcript for each of the slides.  Thus, if for any reason you cannot listen to the audio portion of the e-lecture, you can access all of the information by reading the transcript on the “Notes” tab. The fourth tab, “Search,” provides a “search box” so that you can search for particular words or phrases used in the e-lecture.  You can also decide whether you’d like to search the text of the slides, the text of the notes, or both.




Learning Objectives 

 Define what a literature review is 
 

 State the purposes of a literature review 
 

 Explain what “the literature” is and where 
to find it 
 

 Identify different kinds of literature reviews 
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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



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



Types of Literature Review Projects 

 Course assignment: 
research paper or proposal 
 

 Capstone project 
 

 Thesis or dissertation 
 

 Journal article 
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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. 





Research Process 

Literature Review 

Understand an area of study  

Develop your own ideas 

Demonstrate knowledge 
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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.





“What does the literature show us?” 

“Connect your ideas to the literature.” 

“Survey the literature on the topic.” 

…but what IS ‘the literature’? 
? ? ? 
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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.”




The Literature 
a collection of all the  

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




Books & Book Chapters 

Conventions 
Annual Meetings 

Conference proceedings 

Scholarly articles 

The Literature 
Dissertations 
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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. 



 major works 

A C 

B 

Studies that 
respond to or build 
on the major works 

D 
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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. 



A 

B 

C 

D 

   Literature Review 

My ideas 

MY 
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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.





Types of Literature Reviews 

Selective Comprehensive 

Stand alone 
work 

Part of larger 
work e.g. Thesis/ 

dissertation 

e.g. Course 
assignment 

e.g. Introduction to a 
journal article 

e.g. Review article 
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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. 






Part of a 
research 
article Nock, 1995 

Edin & Kefalas, 2005 

Part of a  
research 
article 
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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. 




Stand 
alone 
article 
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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.
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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. 



You’ve completed the Definition & Purpose E-Lecture! 

Question 

Search 

Manage 

Synthesize 

Write 

Ask a Librarian 

This work is a derivative of: 
“Literature Reviews: An Overview for Graduate Students” 

Tutorial by North Carolina State University Libraries 
http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/tutorials/lit-review/ 
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To learn more about the literature review journey, return to the guide or click one of these  links:
 
Question
Search
Manage
Synthesize
Write 
 
And don’t forget, if you have still have questions, ask a librarian!

http://libguides.gse.harvard.edu/content.php?pid=215451&sid=1852510&preview=a3ca42c9336bb8705d00584f46ef5d86
http://libguides.gse.harvard.edu/content.php?pid=215451&sid=1792549&preview=a3ca42c9336bb8705d00584f46ef5d86
http://libguides.gse.harvard.edu/content.php?pid=215451&sid=1792550&preview=a3ca42c9336bb8705d00584f46ef5d86
http://libguides.gse.harvard.edu/content.php?pid=215451&sid=1852281&preview=a3ca42c9336bb8705d00584f46ef5d86
http://libguides.gse.harvard.edu/content.php?pid=215451&sid=1852510&preview=a3ca42c9336bb8705d00584f46ef5d86
http://libguides.gse.harvard.edu/content.php?pid=215451&sid=1852498&preview=a3ca42c9336bb8705d00584f46ef5d86
http://asklib.gse.harvard.edu/q.php
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/tutorials/lit-review/
http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/tutorials/lit-review/
http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/tutorials/lit-review/
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