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What is a literature review?
• A place to make connections between what you are investigating and what 

has already been investigated in your subject area

• A place to engage in a type of conversation with other researchers in your 
subject area

• A place to identify previous research on the topic

• A place to show there is a gap in the literature which your study can fill

• A place from which to begin your own investigation



Making connections

The „literature review‟ is the part of the thesis 
where there is extensive reference to related 
research and theory in your field; it is where 
connections are made between the source texts 
that you draw on and where you position 
yourself and your research among these 
sources.

Ridley, D. (2008). The literature review: A step-by-step guide 
for students. London: Sage Publications, p. 2.



Engaging with other researchers

It is your opportunity to engage in a written 
dialogue with researchers in your area while at 
the same time showing that you have engaged 
with, understood and responded to the relevant 
body of knowledge underpinning your 
research.

Ridley, p. 2.



Identifying previous research

The literature review is where you identify the 
theories and previous research which have 
influenced your choice of research topic and the 
methodology you are choosing to adopt.

Ridley, p. 2.



Showing a gap in the literature

You can use the literature to support your 
identification of a problem to research and to 
illustrate that there is a gap in previous 
research which needs to be filled.

Ridley, p. 2.



Beginning your own investigation

The literature review, therefore, serves as the 
driving force and jumping-off point for your 
own research investigation.

Ridley, p. 2.



General Challenges

“Higher education courses seldom teach how to 
write a literature review, and good literature 
reviews are difficult for many beginning 
writers and researchers.”

Maddux, C. D., & Liu, L. (2005). Publishing 
research findings: Some suggestions for junior 
faculty. International Journal of Technology in 
Teaching and Learning, 1(2), 55-62.



General Problems (Maddox & Liu)

• 1. Some reviews consisted only of a largely unrelated 
annotated list of studies. 

• 2. Many of the studies listed in the reviews were not 
relevant to the new study.

• 3. Many theories were mentioned or described in the 
reviews, but often without a clear, logical connection 
among the theories and without clearly pointing out the 
relevance of each description. 

(Maddox & Liu, 60).



Answering general challenges

• Finding literature on your topic is only part of 
the process.

• What literature you do include must be relevant 
to your area of investigation.

• What pieces of the literature you do include 
must be logically connected to each other.



Challenges for international students

• Language challenges – knowledge and proficiency in 
English at a high level

• Educational background challenges – how and when 
English was learned as an L2

• Cultural challenges – where English was learned as an 
L2

• Support challenges – what assistance is available for 
helping L2 learners improve their writing skills





Challenges (Qian & Krugley-Smolska)

• Limited vocabulary

• Sentence-level difficulties – aim for simple and 
clear

• Paraphrasing – when and how



Strategies (Qian & Krugley-Smolska)

• Reading and modeling – read many reviews by other 
researchers

• Planning – develop a writing plan before you start 
writing

• Using the L1 and translation – do not write in Chinese 
first and then simply translate into English

• Communication with the supervisor – seek advice and 
feedback



How to Begin?

Finding Appropriate Sources of Information
• Know what is appropriate:

– Scholarly, academic, peer-reviewed material
– Material that presents empirical data/evidence to back up 

claims, not just opinions
– Material that presents an introduction, purpose, 

background literature, method, procedures, findings, 
discussion, implications, conclusion

• Know where to begin searching:
– Book catalogues
– Library databases – Education Research Complete, 

Education @ Scholars Portal, ERIC, Educational 
Administration Abstracts, Education: Sage Full-Text 
Collection



Use books as a beginning point

• Why books first?

• They gather a lot of information on one topic in 
one place.

• They can provide a good overview or good 
background information on a topic.

• They often offer extensive bibliographies.



Book Searching

• Our library catalogue -
http://catalogue.library.brocku.ca/

• Other Ontario universities

• National Library of Canada

• WorldCat – http://www.worldcat.org

http://catalogue.library.brocku.ca/
http://www.worldcat.org/


Look for journal articles second

• Journal articles discuss one perspective.

• Each article makes a unique contribution.

• Articles can supplement information found first 
in books.

• Articles can offer more up-to-date information.



Note on journal articles

• Don’t rely on one journal article to give you all 
the content points you want to cover.

• It is your job to look at each journal article as 
one piece of information, and then to put all 
those pieces of information together.

• Putting the pieces together = making an 
argument





Another beginning point

• http://scholar.google.ca/

Caveats:
• Google Scholar does not have nearly the number of 

publisher agreements as are available through our 
400+ library databases.

• Use the Get It @Brock option to get back to full-text 
items from our databases (rather than going to a 
publisher’s page and paying them for information).

• Use Google Scholar in conjunction with RACER, our 
interlibrary loan system at Brock University.

http://scholar.google.ca/
http://sfx.scholarsportal.info/brock?sid=google&auinit=SA&aulast=Thomas&title=How+to+Write+Health+Sciences+Papers,+Dissertations+and+Theses&genre=book&isbn=0443062838&date=2000


Citation chasing

• Searching from a known item (an article your 
professor gave you, the bibliography of a book 
on the topic)

• Find the bibliographic information for the item

• Cited Reference Searching - See who else 
may have cited it (Ebsco databases like 
Education Research Complete, Web of Science, 
Google)





Locating known journal articles

• Do a “journal title” search in the Library 
Catalogue.

• It will tell you which of the 400 databases 
indexes that journal (so you don’t have to guess 
which database).





Searching Effectively

• Use quotation marks for bound phrase searching 
(“literature review” instead of literature 
review).

• Use descriptors (subject headings) rather than 
keywords – some databases include their own 
thesaurus of controlled subject vocabulary (ex. 
ERIC Thesaurus).









Learn how to read a citation

Chinese Graduate Students' Experiences with 
Writing a Literature Review.Citation Only 
Available By: Qian, Jun; Krugly-Smolska, Eva. 
TESL Canada Journal, Winter2008, Vol. 26 
Issue 1, p68-86, 19p.

(from Education Research Complete)

http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bNNtK6wSa%2bk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6qrU%2btqK5JrpavUrOvuE20ls5lpOrweezp33vy3%2b2G59q7SrKutUy1qLFNpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV497mPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LOxTbersk63rKR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=9






Database alerts

• An alert is an email message sent to you when 
new information becomes available.

• Some databases let you set up alerts for journal 
articles appearing under saved searches.

• Some databases let you set up alerts for new 
tables of contents for particular journals when 
they become available.







Getting copies of articles 

• Photocopies in the Library cost 10 cents a page.

• You need a photocopy card to release your print 
jobs in the Library.

• Cards cost $1 each.

• Print job remain in the queue for 24 hours.



RACER

• RACER is our interlibrary loan system for 
ordering material not held at Brock (books, 
journal articles).

• Books are picked up and dropped off at our 
Circulation Desk.

• Photocopies of journal articles may be kept.

http://www.library.brocku.ca/services/ill.htm

http://www.library.brocku.ca/services/ill.htm








Managing References

• Use RefWorks to build your own database of 
information.

• RefWorks holds citations and their links to the full 
text.

• You can create multiple folders in RefWorks.

• RefWorks allows you to create formatted 
bibliographies (APA, MLA, etc.).

• RefWorks allows you to create in-text references.







Putting It All Together

• You have found a lot of literature

▫ Now what?

• You need to organize what you have found:

▫ By theme?

▫ Chronologically?

• Tip:  look at some examples









Brock Institutional Repository

• Now contains all M.Ed. Theses written by Brock 
graduate students

• Is a link on the library web page under the 
Collections tab at the top















Using In-Text Citations

 In-text citations draw upon the literature to 
support your points.

 Any references you make to another author or 
any quotes that you use in your literature review 
must give citation information.

 You can physically create in-text citations by 
using Write-N-Cite, a software plug-in that is 
part of RefWorks.





In-Text Citation Capitalization, Quotes, and Italics/Underlining

Always capitalize proper nouns, including author names and initials: D. Jones. 

If you refer to the title of a source within your paper, capitalize all words that are 

four letters long or greater within the title of a source: Permanence and Change. 

Exceptions apply to short words that are verbs, nouns, pronouns, adjectives, and 

adverbs: Writing New Media, There Is Nothing Left to Lose. 

When capitalizing titles, capitalize both words in a hyphenated compound word: 

Natural-Born Cyborgs. 

Capitalize the first word after a dash or colon: "Defining Film Rhetoric: The Case 

of Hitchcock's Vertigo." 

Italicize or underline the titles of longer works such as books, edited collections, 

movies, television series, documentaries, or albums: The Closing of the 

American Mind; The Wizard of Oz; Friends. 

Put quotation marks around the titles of shorter works such as journal articles, 

articles from edited collections, television series episodes, and song titles: 

"Multimedia Narration: Constructing Possible Worlds"; "The One Where 

Chandler Can't Cry." 



Short Quotations

If you are directly quoting from a work, you will need to 

include the author, year of publication, and the page 

number for the reference (preceded by "p."). 

Introduce the quotation with a signal phrase that includes 

the author's last name followed by the date of publication 

in parentheses.

According to Jones (1998), "Students often had difficulty using APA style, 
especially when it was their first time" (p. 199). Jones (1998) found "students 
often had difficulty using APA style" (p. 199); what implications does this have 
for teachers? If the author is not named in a signal phrase, place the author's 
last name, the year of publication, and the page number in parentheses after 
the quotation. She stated, "Students often had difficulty using APA style," 
(Jones, 1998, p. 199), but she did not offer an explanation as to why.



Long Quotations

Place direct quotations longer than 40 words in a free-

standing block of typewritten lines, and omit quotation 

marks. Start the quotation on a new line, indented five 

spaces from the left margin. Type the entire quotation on 

the new margin, and indent the first line of any 

subsequent paragraph within the quotation five spaces 

from the new margin. Maintain double-spacing 

throughout. The parenthetical citation should come after 

closing punctuation mark.

Jones's (1998) study found the following: 

Students often had difficulty using APA style, especially when it was their first time citing 

sources. This difficulty could be attributed to the fact that many students failed to purchase 

a style manual or to ask their teacher for help. (p. 199)



Summary or Paraphrase

If you are paraphrasing an idea from another work, you only 

have to make reference to the author and year of publication 

in your in-text reference, but APA guidelines encourage you 

to also provide the page number (although it is not required.)

According to Jones (1998), APA style is a difficult citation format for 
first-time learners.  

APA style is a difficult citation format for first-time learners (Jones, 
1998, p. 199).





Finding Your Voice

• Go with simplicity and clarity?

(“eschew obfuscation”)

• Author Strunk, William, 1869-1946. Title The 
elements of style / by William Strunk, Jr. 
; with revisions, an introd., and a chapter 
on writing by E. B. White. Imprint New York 
: Macmillan, c1979. Edition 3d ed. --

http://catalogue.library.brocku.ca/search~S0/aStrunk%2C+William%2C+1869-1946./astrunk+william+1869+1946/-3,-1,0,B/browse
http://catalogue.library.brocku.ca/search~S0/aStrunk%2C+William%2C+1869-1946./astrunk+william+1869+1946/-3,-1,0,B/browse
http://catalogue.library.brocku.ca/search~S0/aStrunk%2C+William%2C+1869-1946./astrunk+william+1869+1946/-3,-1,0,B/browse


Read “how to” manuals for ideas

• Author Dunleavy, Patrick. Title Authoring a 
PhD : how to plan, draft, write, and finish 
a doctoral thesis or dissertation / Patrick 
Dunleavy. Imprint Houndmills, Basingstoke, 
Hampshire ; New York : Palgrave Macmillan, 
2003.

http://catalogue.library.brocku.ca/search~S0/aDunleavy%2C+Patrick./adunleavy+patrick/-3,-1,0,B/browse


Learn from others and yourself

 Look at OWL example (next screen).

 Take your own writing to a tutor/writing centre 
service.

 Ask your peers for comments; look at their writing.

 Study comments made on your own papers by your 
professors.

 Examine your professor’s writing. 

 Practice, practice, practice, write, write, write!







Presenting your own voice

When writing your literature review, there are two 
main ways of presenting your own voice 
assertively.  The first is by taking control of the text 
and leading your reader through the content... The 
second is by making your own position clear in 
relation to the source material that you incorporate 
and being explicit about how you will be drawing 
on particular aspects of previous work for your 
own research.

Ridley, p. 131



Ways of making your position clear

 Use the first person singular pronoun: “I,” “in 
my view”

 Use explicit transitions:  “in direct contrast,” “in 
exactly the same way”

 Use strong adjectives: “insufficient,” “weak,” 
“supportive,” “most valuable”

 Ask yourself:  Whose voice is strongest: mine or 
the authors I am citing?  



Writing is a circular process

• Nothing will ever be perfect at any given 
moment in time.

• There is a constant need for improvement.

• Learn as you go along.

• Recognize what a good literature review may 
look like and strive to reach that goal.









Summary

 A literature review is a very important part of 
your thesis or dissertation.

 It grounds your study in the work of others.

 It shows how your study is connected to others.

 It displays a gap in the literature which you are 
attempting to fill.

 It sets the tone for the rest of your work.



Further Questions to Consider

• Is it ever appropriate to use non-scholarly material?

• Is it appropriate to include bachelors and masters theses or just doctoral 
dissertations?

• Do you need to include quotations in your literature review?

• Should you include statistics, data, government data, laws and regulations?

• What should you do if you are researching in an emergent area that does 
not have much literature?

• Do you need to balance books, journal articles, and theses?

• How far back in the literature do you need to go?

• When is enough enough?

• What is acceptable to your advisor?



Final Tips

• Keep a research journal – record what you have done, where you have 
looked, what searches you used, what you found.

• Searching keywords in titles can give you an overview of the literature, 
but searching controlled vocabulary in the databases will take you to the 
most focused results.

• Create a list of relevant keywords and subject terms to use.

• Always track the literature up until the completion of your first draft, 
but do a final search immediately prior to completing/defending your 
thesis.

• Have your research statement (questions) and nature of research 
(methodology) prior to diving straight into the literature.



For More Information

 Ridley, D. (2008). The literature review: A step-by-step 
guide for students. London: Sage Publications.

 Cooper, H.M. (1989). Integrating research: A guide for 
literature reviews. Beverly Hills: Sage Publications.

 Bell, J. (1993). Doing your research project: a guide for 
first-time researchers in education and social science. 
Buckingham, PA: Open University Press. 

 Walliman, N.S. R. (2005). Your research project: A 
step-by-step guide for the first-time researcher. 
London: Sage Publications.



Where to get help

• Your faculty advisor

• Other professors in the department

• Your liaison librarian

• Your classmates

• From people who have gone through it before



Some final thoughts

• Don’t let yourself become overwhelmed!

• It doesn’t all have to be done at once.

• Focus on one part at a time.

• Divide your work into manageable chunks.

• Remember that many other people have already gone through this 
(and survived to tell the tale).

• It can be done.

Let's face it. Writing is hell.
(William Styron)



My contact information

Karen Bordonaro

James A. Gibson Library

Brock University

Office:  Schmon Tower 1128

Phone:  extension 4423

Email:  kbordonaro@brocku.ca


