Chapter Six: Integrating Reading into Writing


Writing a Literature Review

Bryant, J., Campbell, A.J., Chan, A., Devonshire, E., Hughes, I., Mahony, M.J., Neville, V. & Saetherskar, T.A. (2003)

This text will focus specifically on the construction and writing of a literature review.
Literature reviews have various academic purposes. They are written to provide a review of the current knowledge in a particular field; they are used to provide a description of previous studies (ie, who conducted them, who participated, what were the methodologies, what were the findings and conclusions); they outline gaps in current knowledge and identify emerging theoretical issues; and they provide means through which previous studies can be compared and contrasted. In practice, many of your university assignments can be considered literature reviews. This section will provide you with an organized approach through which you can efficiently construct and write a literature review. 

A three-step approach to writing a literature review

As Thomas (2000) discusses, a high-quality literature review should have three key attributes:

· informative (the review should contain a neutral description about what happened within studies);

· evaluative (the review should include critical statements analysing the described studies); and

· integrative (the review should be able to compare and contrast the findings of each study).

The construction and writing of a literature review can be approached with a three-stage process that corresponds with these three attributes.

Step 1: Compiling the descriptive information.

Once you have obtained all of the studies you need to include in your review, the first step is to neutrally describe what happened in the studies. It is a good idea to construct mini-abstracts for each study that includes information about who, what, where and when was involved in the study.

Step 2: Adding the evaluative material.

This is the stage that you need to critically analyse the information provided in each study. What was good about each study? What was bad? It is up to you to decide whether you need to do this for each study included in your literature review. You may only need to provide a full critical evaluation for the key studies. Other studies can probably be evaluated briefly or possibly grouped with similar studies and evaluated collectively. 

Step 3: Linking the studies together.

This is the stage where you compare the findings of each study to those of others. How do the conclusions of one researcher compare with that of others? Within your literature review you need to be able to situate researchers according to their standpoint in the field. Again, you will not have to provide integration for every single study you review. It is up to you to decide how to group studies and identify key studies. 

Selecting, reading and evaluating research literature 

Selecting literature:

Following are some issues you might want to consider when selecting the readings for your literature review:

· does not have to be exhaustive (i.e. you are not expected to find and reference all or even most of what has been written on your topic)

· must, however, contain the most important related studies (i.e. the seminal or key works and acknowledged experts; these are normally the works and/or authors that everyone else writing on the topic seems to refer to--read them yourself!).

· must show awareness of current directions (i.e. be up-to-date)

· should not rely entirely on secondary sources (i.e. should not be 

· limited to ‘second-hand’ discussions of other original or primary 

· sources; for example, don’t just rely on someone else’s account of a third person’s research--read the original report of research where possible and especially if you are placing a great deal of weight on the findings; similarly, if you are focussing on an area of government policy, you should read the original policy document yourself and not rely on others’ interpretations of it). 

Evaluating literature:

A published report of research will usually be organised in the following way: 

· Beginning: tells the reader what the paper intends to do and lays out the contents 

· Middle: these sections tell the story by developing, arguing and presenting the major points 

· End: summarises what was said and draws the reader’s attention to other research questions and/or the implications of the results for practice. 

These steps usually follow the sequence of steps taken in planning the research and in collecting and analysing the data.
When drawing on published reports of research in your own writing, you need to have read the report critically. This does not necessarily mean that you have to be critical of it (although this may be necessary) but that you have analysed what has been written, identified the strengths and  weaknesses of the research and evaluated its usefulness in relation to your own work or assignment. 
The extent to which you need to provide a descriptive review of the research (in whole or part) will vary according to the importance of the topic/issue in relation to your own argument.  It is rarely necessary to summarise the whole report.  However you should provide enough description so that its relevance to your argument is clear and that any criticisms you have make sense.  This may be in relation to any or all of the main components of the report (i.e. problem formulation, methods, analysis/interpretation of findings, conclusions drawn from the data).
Hints for organizing a literature review 
· Relevant literature must be tied to the aims of your investigation or assignment, i.e. articles are not summarised for their own sake, but in relation to your problem or task (assignment). To achieve this, organise by topic categories; for each topic or aspect of the study, summarise what has been said about it. The more relevant an article to your study, the more detailed your treatment of it should be.

· Do not expect to find agreement in the literature; there will be different points of view, including at times different definitions of key terms that you will be using.  Do not ignore these differences--it is part of the purpose of a literature review to provide an overall picture; if complexity and contradiction is part of that picture (and it usually is) you need to say so.

· Re-read and organise your notes under each topic category.  Are the existing categories adequate?  Should some be split into more than one category?  Should some become sub-categories of others? 

· Make a plan showing how the main categories/topics/themes relate to each other.  A diagram or ‘concept map’ is probably more useful than a linear list of points. 

· Identify any gaps and/or marginal/irrelevant issues. 

· Use your plan to create an outline for the review i.e. the major headings and the points you will need to cover under each. 

· Write a draft of each section using your notes, not the original articles. 

· Put the sections in order and write the linking sections between them. 

· Now return to the original articles (if necessary) and insert appropriate quotations. 

Finally, a literature review report should be organised around the following major headings: 
· Abstract.  A brief summary of the report 

· Introduction: What issue is being investigated and why this is relevant/important (statement of the problem and aim and significance of the investigation) 

· Literature Review. What was found and what do the findings mean (description, evaluation and integration of literature material). 

· Conclusion. Summarises what has been said, why it is important and what its implications are.  NB this section must refer back to the Introduction. 

· References. A list of sources cited in the report. 

Some Guidelines and Tips for Writing 

A Literature Review is not a ‘list’ in which summaries of various articles are strung together in a random fashion.  There must be a systematic and logical structure of ideas, not authors.  There is the same kind of difference between a shopping list and a recipe:  you need to organise the ‘ingredients’ and put them in the right order. 

Always follow the Golden Rule for Scholarly Writing which states that the structure of the report as a whole, and of each major section within it, should have an Introduction, Middle, and Conclusion 
i.e.:  Introduction: Say what you are going to say 

       Middle: Say it 

       Conclusion: Say what you just said. 

Use headings and sub-headings as signposts for yourself and the reader so that you and s/he knows where you are going. The order in which you say things is just as important as what you say. There should be a logical development or unfolding of ideas.  In this context, there are a few general rules of thumb: 

· The most general kind of information should come before the particular.

· Keep related points together i.e. don’t separate the same kinds of information (e.g. if you are talking about the demography of dementia, don’t put the Australian data on page 1 and the UK figures on page 4). 

HINT:  
If you find yourself writing, ‘I have already discussed this earlier and I refer you back to it’--or words to that effect--there is a high probability that your organisation has been poor!
Always make clear what the links are between each section i.e. why have we moved from Point A to Point B?  What is the relationship between them? You must state these links, not leave the reader to guess what you are getting at. 
Write clearly and correctly.  Most importantly: 

Keep it simple.  Don’t use a big word when a small one will do (especially if you are not 100% certain what the big one means!). Never use a term that is not in general ‘educated’ usage without explaining it, and always give the explanation the first time you use it. Don’t use any expression or term that you do not fully understand. 

Pay particular attention to paragraph construction.  Use a separate paragraph for each point, but never use one sentence paragraphs.  If you find you have written one, put it where it belongs (i.e. if it is part of the same point addressed in the previous paragraph, put it there; if it is introducing a new idea, you will need more than one sentence to address it). 
Use short sentences and avoid complex grammatical constructions (i.e. too many subordinate phrases and clauses).  As a general rule of thumb, if you have more than one (or at most two) commas in a sentence, you should probably re-write it as two (or more) sentences. 

Try to avoid the passive tense as much as possible.  Use the active voice construction instead.  E.g. don’t write:  ‘It has been said by Jones and Smith...’; instead use ‘Smith and Jones have said...’ (or argued or noted or suggested or whatever). 

Further reading: 

Creswell, J.W. (1994) Research Design: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. Thousand Oaks, Calif., Sage Publications. [Chapter 11 ‘Scholarly writing’] 

A few words on citation: 

By definition, a Literature Review must contain numerous references to the work of different authors.  You are all familiar with the rules about plagiarism (i.e. using an author’s idea--even in paraphrased form-- without acknowledging it).  The biggest problem many students face is how to avoid plagiarism without producing a boring and repetitious essay where every sentence begins ‘Jones has said there are three stages of dementia’ or ‘Smith has written about the three stages of dementia’ etc.  
A few tips: 

· Use a variety of verbs instead of ‘says’ according to the kind of information or idea that you are introducing e.g. ‘points out’, ‘argues’, ‘notes’, ‘suggests’, ‘identifies’ etc. 

· Use other phrases such as ‘According to Jones (1988), there are three stages of dementia’. Particularly when you have obtained the same information from more than one source, simply state the information and list all the references in brackets at the end:  ‘There are three stages of dementia (Jones, 1988; Smith, 1990; Brown and Bloggs, 1991).’ 

· There is rarely any need to cite any bibliographic detail in your text apart from the author’s name, year of publication and page number.  i.e. there is no need to say:  ‘In his article on “The three stages of dementia”, Jones has said...’.  (This is what bibliographies are for!). 
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