What is a Review of the Literature?
A literature review is an account of what has been published on a topic by accredited scholars and researchers. Occasionally you will be asked to write one as a separate assignment (sometimes in the form of an annotated bibliography--see the bottom of the next page), but more often it is part of the introduction to an essay, research report, or thesis. In writing the literature review, your purpose is to convey to your reader what knowledge and ideas have been established on a topic, and what their strengths and weaknesses are. As a piece of writing, the literature review must be defined by a guiding concept (e.g., your research objective, the problem or issue you are discussing or your argumentative thesis). It is not just a descriptive list of the material available, or a set of summaries. You need to show how your research fits into current research and addresses any gaps in your field/area.  You want to point out how you are addressing problems found in previous literature.  
Besides enlarging your knowledge about the topic, writing a literature review lets you gain and demonstrate skills in two areas: 

Information Seeking: the ability to scan the literature efficiently, using manual or computerized methods, to identify a set of useful articles and books 

Critical Appraisal: the ability to apply principles of analysis to identify unbiased and valid studies. 

A literature review must do these things: 

Be organized around and related directly to the thesis or research question you are developing 

Synthesize results into a summary of what is and is not known 

Identify areas of controversy in the literature 

Formulate questions that need further research 

Overall thesis/dissertation—Ask yourself questions like these:

What is the specific thesis, problem, or research question that my literature review helps to define? 

What type of literature review am I conducting? Am I looking at issues of theory? methodology? policy? quantitative research (e.g. on the effectiveness of a new procedure)? qualitative research (e.g., studies )? 

What is the scope of my literature review? What types of publications am I using (e.g., journals, books, government documents, popular media)? What discipline am I working in (e.g., nursing psychology, sociology, medicine)? 

How good was my information seeking? Has my search been wide enough to ensure I've found all the relevant material? Has it been narrow enough to exclude irrelevant material? Is the number of sources I've used appropriate for the length of my paper? 

Have I critically analyzed the literature I use? Do I follow through a set of concepts and questions, comparing items to each other in the ways they deal with them? Instead of just listing and summarizing items, do I assess them, discussing strengths and weaknesses? 

Have I cited and discussed studies contrary to my perspective? 

Will the reader find my literature review relevant, appropriate, and useful? 

Individual Articles—Ask yourself questions like these about each book or article you include:
Has the author formulated a problem/issue? 

Is it clearly defined? Is its significance (scope, severity, relevance) clearly established? 

Could the problem have been approached more effectively from another perspective? 

What is the author's research orientation (e.g., interpretive, critical science, combination)? 

What is the author's theoretical framework (e.g., psychological, developmental, feminist)? 

What is the relationship between the theoretical and research perspectives? 

Has the author evaluated the literature relevant to the problem/issue? Does the author include literature taking positions she or he does not agree with? 

In a research study, how good are the basic components of the study design (e.g., population, intervention, outcome)? How accurate and valid are the measurements? Is the analysis of the data accurate and relevant to the research question? Are the conclusions validly based upon the data and analysis? 

In material written for a popular readership, does the author use appeals to emotion, one-sided examples, or rhetorically-charged language and tone? Is there an objective basis to the reasoning, or is the author merely "proving" what he or she already believes? 

How does the author structure the argument? Can you "deconstruct" the flow of the argument to see whether or where it breaks down logically (e.g., in establishing cause-effect relationships)? 

In what ways does this book or article contribute to our understanding of the problem under study, and in what ways is it useful for practice? What are the strengths and limitations? 

How does this book or article relate to the specific thesis or question I am developing? 

Final Comments
A literature review is a piece of discursive prose, not a list describing or summarizing one piece of literature after another. It's usually a bad sign to see every paragraph beginning with the name of a researcher. Instead, organize the literature review into sections that present themes or identify trends, including relevant theory. You are not trying to list all the material published, but to synthesize and evaluate it according to the guiding concept of your thesis or research question. 

If you are writing an annotated bibliography, you may need to summarize each item briefly, but should still follow through themes and concepts and do some critical assessment of material. Use an overall introduction and conclusion to state the scope of your coverage and to formulate the question, problem, or concept your chosen material illuminates. Usually you will have the option of grouping items into sections--this helps you indicate comparisons and relationships. You may be able to write a paragraph or so to introduce the focus of each section. 
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WRITING A LITERATURE REVIEW

You have to do this twice - once in your proposal and once in your final dissertation. In your proposal, the literature review is rather like an essay and should discuss the key points of relevant literature that you have found on the topic identified in your title. This section is likely to form the bulk of the proposal, and the committee will be looking for evidence that you have found some key and relevant texts in the topic area, have read them, identified some key themes and issues and can discuss them with a level of understanding. It is not expected that you have undertaken a complete literature search but it is expected that you have made a start and read around the subject. You cannot develop your research questions or hypotheses unless you have done this. It should be 600-800 words long and end with a list of full references. A literature review is not done book by book (or source by source) but is integrated and written up under key themes and issues that may or may not have headings. 

In your dissertation, the literature review is much more substantial but the same principles apply. You should use an integrated style presented under clear and logical headings. Most of what follows is relevant to both the proposal and to the dissertation - it is really a matter of scale that differentiates them. 

A literature review is a written summary of the findings from the literature search. Its purpose is to provide proof of scholarship - to show that you know the literature and you have the intellectual capacity to read it, develop the theoretical argument and be able to give a critical, constructive analysis of that literature.

Writing a review is a demanding exercise. You will not get it right first or second time. Much material that you have found and recorded will not be used. Editing and discarding information is heartbreaking but essential. 

Some tips on writing up the literature

· Start writing as soon as possible.

· Select and cite only relevant material - you do not need to include a mention of everything you read.

· Group the material into categories and comment upon the most important features.

· Be critical. An uncritical review tends to be descriptive, where everything merits a one paragraph entry, such as 'Smith (1985) found...; Jones (1987) found....' A critical review shows that you have studied existing work in the field with insight by pointing out the strengths and weaknesses; by comparing the results of different studies; and by evaluating theories, etc., with reference to your own study.

· Use quotations to illustrate a point and add an extra dimension to your argument. 

Structuring a literature review

It is often difficult to decide how to organize the huge amount of information you have collected. The structure of each dissertation will be different but there are some general principles and these are really the guidelines you should use for any piece of academic writing. The dissertation is just much longer than most essays or other pieces of work. 

· Introduction to the literature review 

There should be an introduction to your literature that signposts the content by stating the approach you will take and puts forward the central ideas and purpose of the literature review. It 'sets the scene' and provides a 'map' of where the literature review is going to take the reader and why. It should also stimulate interest. It is likely that this part will have to be written after the main sections. It is not likely to be more than half a page long but needs to be carefully crafted. 

· Main part 

This should consist of discrete sections arranged in a logical order. Unlike an essay where paragraphs are simply arranged in order without headings, a dissertation needs clear headings due to the size of the work. Headings help the reader, and you, the writer, to keep on track. Each section should be devoted to one topic or theme, and each paragraph within each section should confine itself to a single idea. The first sentence of a paragraph should indicate what the paragraph is about in some way and then move on to develop that idea supported by evidence and examples. Avoid having a lot of short paragraphs of one or two sentences. Also avoid lots of lists. This may be appropriate for report and business-style writing but is not suitable for essays or dissertations. 

The key concept here is of developing an argument, and your tutors will be looking for the following:

· The writing shows a sense of purpose and direction, as though the writer knows where he or she is going and is leading the reader there step-by-step.

· There is a definite central idea with reasons for it and evidence to back it up and support it.

· The writing may present a 'case' for a certain viewpoint.

· The writing is logical with ideas or events linked together in a logical sequence.

· The ideas are put together in a way that is clear to the writer and to the reader. 

· Conclusions 

At the end of your literature review you must summaries and draw conclusions about the key points in your writing. There needs to be a sense of completion to the whole piece; you need to 'round off' rather than just stop abruptly. At this stage, you will discover just how much of your writing is descriptive and how much is critical. It is only when you are writing using analysis and evaluation that you are likely to be able to draw conclusions!

Styles of writing

There are many different ways of looking at academic writing styles and one way is to try and identify which of the following styles you are using. All styles have their place but you need to be wary of spending too much time in your dissertation on the first two.

Chronological writing

This style of writing looks at events over a period of time and relates them chronologically or in date order. Thus, historical texts would follow this style. Often students want to give the historical background to their research area and this is often appropriate. However, be careful not to overdo this. If your research question relates to the 'here and now' (and most do), then it is not appropriate or relevant to have three-quarters of your literature review giving the historical background. It may be appropriate for you to read it so that you understand the context of your study, but it is usually appropriate to confine yourself to a brief summary of the key points, or use this material in the introductory chapter to the dissertation.

An example of this would be a student who wanted to research into whether the media treats women and men athletes the same in terms of sports reporting. There is a vast amount of literature on the historical inequalities in sport which make fascinating reading and could perhaps be mentioned. However, this student would be much better advised to concentrate the bulk of their literature on athletics, sports coverage in the media, gender bias in media, and content analysis of gender bias.

Descriptive writing

It is likely that your literature review will contain descriptive writing which is appropriate for outlining characteristics, models, theories and diagrams, etc. However, beware of this style! If all your writing is descriptive then you will not show that you have the ability to critically review the literature and, therefore, you need to include some of the following styles.

Cause and effect writing

Here you identify the link between one activity and another or one variable and another. What happened? Why did something happen? What were the consequences? This may be an appropriate style of writing in your literature review and is also useful for writing up your findings. 

Compare and contrast writing (theme-by-theme)

Here you take two or more concepts or ideas and compare them (looking for similarities) and contrast them (looking for differences). This often occurs in an essay where you may be specifically asked to do this. In a literature review, you may have identified a number of models or theories and want to compare and contrast them in order to develop a rationale for which one to use as the basis for your dissertation, or to help you construct a model on the best or most appropriate aspects of each.

Summarizing writing

Sometimes you are asked to summaries something for a piece of work, but this style is particularly appropriate for making notes on key topics, summarizing the key points. When doing this, think about why you wish to include this idea and how it fits in with your overall dissertation. You may need to summaries the key points of someone else's work in your dissertation. Summaries are often descriptive.

Analytical writing

Analysis means breaking things down into their constituent parts. For example, if you were to analyze milk you would find, in simple terms, that it consisted of a large amount of water, protein, sugar and various minerals and vitamins. In academic writing this means you have to 'unpick' or 'tease out' a concept in order to answer questions such as: 

Evaluative writing

In order to evaluate, you have to make a judgment or put a 'value' on something. Is it 'good' or 'appropriate for the purpose', or 'inadequate' or 'lacking evidence', or 'useful' and so on? To do this, almost certainly you will first have analyzed the data in order to make your judgment. Analysis and evaluation go hand-in-hand. You then have to go one step further and say why something is 'useful', or whatever, and give reasons for your judgment. 

It is quite likely that your dissertation will contain most, if not all, of the above styles of writing. They apply not only to writing up the literature but to all sections of your work. There is also some overlap between them. For example, chronological writing could also encompass any of the other styles although it is often used descriptively - first this happened, then that happened. Your tutors will be looking for you to use a range of writing skills in your dissertation as appropriate, but make sure that you minimize the descriptive writing and try to develop the other styles.

Language and writing

Note some key points about language:

· Keep it simple and clear.

· Do not use a long word when a short one will do.

· Try to have an average sentence length of 15-20 words; long sentences are hard to follow.

· Always use the 'third person'. Do not use words such as 'I', 'me', 'my'. For example, write, 'It could be considered that', and not, 'I think that'.  Ask Dr. Furse about this; most quantitative research is written in third person; however, writing in active voice is important.  Active voice excludes ‘be’ verbs and the order of writing is subject then verb.

Wrong: It could be considered weak if a thesis is not written in active voice.

Correct: The professor considers writing in passive voice weak.
· Check spelling and grammar; if this is a weak area then improve by asking for feedback from your tutor; reading texts on grammar, punctuation and spelling, etc.

· Try to write in a way that will be interesting to read. Your tutors have a lot of dissertations to mark and one that is interesting and enjoyable to read will be memorable.

· You need to show that in addition to describing something you can interpret, apply, evaluate and reach conclusions. Some useful words and phrases are given below to help you identify when you are doing what! 

WHAT TO CRITIQUE—ORAL/WRITTEN

Here are 6 issues that should be considered when critiquing others work.
1. Clear goals. Does the scholar state the basic purpose of his or her work clearly? Does the scholar define objectives that are realistic and achievable? Does the scholar identify important questions in the field? 

2. Adequate Preparation. Does the scholar show an understanding of existing scholarship in the field? Does the scholar bring the necessary skills to his or her work? Does the scholar bring together the resources necessary to move the project forward? 

3. Appropriate methods. Does the scholar use methods appropriate to the goals? Does the scholar apply effectively the methods selected? Does the scholar modify procedures in response to changing circumstances? 

4. Significant Results. Does the scholar achieve the goals? Does the scholar's work add consequentially to the field? Does the scholar's work open additional areas for further exploration? 

5. Effective Presentation. Does the scholar use a suitable style and effective organization to present his or her work? Does the scholar use appropriate forums for communicating work to its intended audiences? Does the scholar present his or her message with clarity and integrity? 

6. Reflective Critique. Does the scholar critically evaluate his or her own work? Does the scholar bring an appropriate breadth of evidence to his or her critique? Does the scholar use evaluation to improve the quality of future work?  
