
Reviewing the Literature 



The roles of literature reviews 

§  Guiding decisions about further research 
and providing a context for interpreting new 
findings  

§  Informing policy and practice, based on 
existing research 

Harlen & Schlapp, 2005). 



Aims of review 
§  Find out what is known from academia  

§  Issues 
§  Problems 
§  ‘Holes’ or ‘Gaps’ on your topic/approach/

theoretical framework??? 
§  Justify your research question/topic this 

provides a rationale/justification for your 
research. This will be the last paragraph of 
your Review of the Lit -> leads into the 
methods. 

§  Leads into a purpose statement/ research 
question/s! 



Purpose 
§  Bringing together the range of available options 

for critical review 
§  Combining different kinds of evidence that are 

needed to provide a firm basis for action 
§  Ex. Could be surveys and case studies of research on 

social skills  

§  Presenting findings of research on the effect of 
actions taken in different contexts and of different 
actions in similar contexts, etc… 



§  Providing guidance as to how dependable the 
available evidence/ academic information is in 
relation to the area of interest 

§  Distinguishing the relevant studies from the less 
relevant, the good quality research from the poor 
quality. 



Research Questions 

§  Literature review provides a precedent for 
asking the questions 

§  Begin to align annotated bibliography with 
RQs 

§  Use the RQs as a means of checking back 
on the relevance of sections of literature 



‘Joining the dots’ 
§  Preparations for beginning to write 

§  Identify topics, sub-topics and organise the annotated 
bibliography into clusters 

§  Draw a conceptual map 
§  Writing strategies – constructing a narrative 

§  List highlights/ main points 
§  Write a (mini) storyline 
§  Note unresolved issues? 

§  Drafting and redrafting 
§  Incorporate new reading and new insights 
§  Resolve unresolved issues? 
 



‘Thinking outside the box’ 

§  Is there a place for creativity in writing a 
review of the literature? 

§  Uses of memoing, blogging, the net… 
§  Sharing drafts with people “outside our 

field,” supervisors or advisors, teachers, and 
the role of critical friends … 

§  The importance of thinking aloud and 
conversation 



Poor reviews 

§  Unstructured - ideas not linked 
§  Not extensive 
§  Overuse of “quotes” 
§  Plagiarism 
§  Not critical enough - do not consider the 

methods or theoretical tools 
§  NB. Quality is not judged by the number of 

references or pages  



Reviewing the Lit 
§  Have a select ‘specific’ focus - you need an 

introduction –  
§  What are the primary issues? 
§  Why is the topic important? 

§  Be prepared to spend time in the (library) on line 
§  - be an investigator… 

§  Peer reviewed journals, academic pubs, and 
original sources… 

§  How do you read journal articles?  
§  Examine terms you don’t know 
§  Don’t worry about the ‘stats’ - look for main findings  



Reviewing the Lit 
§  Synthesise existing literature into logical 

groupings Ex. history/approach/themes 
§  Interweave findings 

§  Examine what theoretical positions or 
research approaches have been used 

§  Be critical but attempt to be constructive 
§  That is, write a ‘critical discussion.’ 



Reviewing the Lit 

§  It often starts wide but leads to a focused area and 
conclusions of what is not known and what needs 
to be known (gaps) and why? 

§  More specifically, a good review helps justify the 
rationale for your research -- it allows you to state 
a purpose for your research… 
§  This leads to a purpose statement/ research question! 



Literature Review 
Trees or Forest??? 

McCuaig 
2013 
 
 Individual Studies 

The Body of Literature 
What the entire literature  

Says about a topic 

Tree	
 Forest	


Sutherland 
2012 



Find a “Clearing” in Forest 
GAP in Literature 

Dense Forest 
KNOWLEDGE: 
Lots of information 
What we “know” 

Clearing in the Forest 
GAPS: 
Areas of the literature that are  
yet unanswered - need research 



On reflection: Reviewing the Lit 

§  More specifically, a good review helps justify the 
rationale for your research -- it allows you to state 
a purpose for your research… 
§  This leads to a purpose statement/ research question! 

§  What informs the Research Questions and why? 



§ Issues	


§ Concerns	


§ Questions???	



