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Agenda
• What is a Literature Review?
• Understanding your Research Topic
• Keeping Organized
• Searching
• Critical Reading
• Organizing Your Literature Review
• Writing

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today we will be talking about a number of things related to the lit review process, beginning with a discussion of what a literature review is, then moving into the critical examination of your research topic, strategies for keeping organized and managing your search, followed by a discussion of critical reading and organizing your lit review. We will wrap up with a brief discussion of the Writing Process. Please feel free to ask questions as we go along, because I want to make sure we cover what you want in this session. There will also hopefully be time for additional questions at the end of the presentation. 



Workshop Objectives

• Provide an overview of the literature 
review process

• Provide strategies for managing elements 
of the literature review

• Facilitate student engagement in the 
process

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The workshop objectives are to provide an overview of the lit review process, and strategies for managing elements of the lit review, and to facilitate engagement in the process.



Learning Outcomes

• Raised awareness of entire literature 
review process

• Developed a ‘toolkit’ of strategies for use 
at various stages of the literature review

• Encouraged thoughtful engagement with 
the process

Presenter
Presentation Notes
By the end of the session you should have a better understanding of the elements of the lit review process and how they fit together, and have developed a set of strategies that you can use as you work through the various parts of the lit review process. And finally, I hope you will be more engaged with the process.



Introductions

• Your program and research topic

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before we get started, I would like to ask you all to let the group know what program you are in, and if possible, the research topic you are working with currently. You can use the chat box to type your comments.



What is a Literature Review?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A literature review is a description and overview of the scholarly materials that have been produced on a particular topic or subject. It is a critical analysis of existing research on a topic, not just a summary. You can think of the literature that is available on your topic as jigsaw puzzle pieces that are scattered about across different parts of your table. What you are really doing as you work through the literature review is to first of all look for the pieces, and then start to piece them together, maybe starting at the edges, just as you would with a puzzle, and working inwards until you see how the literature that has been written fits together, and how it is similar and different to other work that has been done. As you progress, you might end up discovering that there are some pieces missing – the gaps in the literature that you may want to try and fill. The literature review is really important to scholarly research because it helps to inform your knowledge of the subject area you are working in, identifying what has been written on the topic, but also the methodological approaches that have been used, and the perspectives that have been taken by scholars.One of the difficulties that new researchers encounter is that it can be difficult to know how or if a specific research topic fits within a given field. A literature review assists with this, because it can help you to place your research topic in the context of the discipline, and can also help you to better define your topic.It also may serve as background information on a topic in a formal study, and can help readers to understand the current state of knowledge in a discipline.



Understanding Your Research Topic: 
Bloom’s Taxonomy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you start to think about the literature review, you should remember that much of what you will do as you proceed will require analysis, evaluation and synthesis. These three terms form part of Bloom’s taxonomy and they are considered higher order thinking skills within that taxonomy. If you look at the images on the screen you will see that these concepts are represented in a hierarchical manner, with analysis and synthesis as lower order skills than evaluation. 



Understanding your Research Topic

Analysis

SynthesisEvaluation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The difficulty with the notion of these being hierarchical is that really these concepts rely on each other and are in fact quite interconnected. It is true that synthesis and evaluation require the ability to analyze, but analysis also generally requires synthesis and evaluation. Let me show you what I mean.



Understanding Your Research Topic

Analysis 
and 

Evaluation

How can I 
restate my 
research topic?

What are the 
major concepts 
in my research 
topic?

What other 
terms might be 
used to describe 
these concepts?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of the things that you will probably want to do as you start planning how you are going to work through the steps involved in the lit review , is to start with your initial topic and think critically about it. By this I mean analyzing the topic. Analyzing the topic can help you to see how it might be restated, which may result in you generating some additional terms that can be used to describe your topic. In addition, it can help you to understand what it is that you really want to research. Interaction: How many of you have started work on an assignment in your university careers only to discover part way through the searching process that what you actually want to research about a given topic is something slightly (or vastly) different than what you started with? You can use the raise your hand feature to respond to this question. Often we start out with a general idea, but it isn’t until we start really thinking about it, or trying to explain what we want to do to someone else that we actually get a sense of it. For example, at the beginning of my MA program, I knew that I was interested in finding out about the relationship between music and culture, but it wasn’t until I started trying to explain it using different terms that I began to understand that what I really wanted to know was about the impact that music, and specifically songs, have on the development of cultures. The more I talked about it using different language, the more specific I was able to become, until I ended up with a very concrete and researchable topic.You might talk about it to others, or you might just talk to yourself about it, but that process of trying to articulate your topic can help you to identify alternative terms to use in searching etc.Identifying the major concepts in your research topic gives you a starting point for searching. It is also important to make a list of the other terms that can describe each of your concepts as well. This can be helpful because sometimes the terms that you choose initially do not actually result in any relevant results being found. In addition, if you are conducting a comprehensive literature review, you will want to retrieve as many items as possible, but it’s important to recognize that not everyone will refer to the topic in the same way.The other point to mention here is that it can be difficult sometimes, to articulate exactly what the topic is about in terms that can be easily searched. The English language is full of terms that can be used in multiple ways, and may have different meanings, depending on the context. That’s why the three ideas we have talked about on this slide are so important. Asking yourself each of these questions can help you to discover more unique and searchable terms. 



Understanding Your Research Topic

Evaluation

Will this 
database provide 
resources that 
might be 
relevant?

Did my search 
strategy retrieve 
relevant results?

Does this article 
contain material 
that might be 
useful for my 
purpose?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Evaluation is important in determining whether a database or other resource is likely to contain the type of information you are looking for. You may want to ask yourself if the database or resource that you’ve chosen will provide relevant resources, but you may also ask where else you would go to search for materials on your topic. The point is to be systematic about the approach. Once you actually conduct a search, you will need to evaluate your search strategies to see if they are actually retrieving materials that appear at first or cursory glance to be relevant. Likewise, once you’ve selected articles to read, you will be evaluating the materials to determine if they actually are relevant.



Understanding Your Research Topic

Synthesis

How does this 
resource fit within 
the research in 
the broader topic 
or discipline?

What else has 
been said on this 
topic? How does 
this differ?

What gaps exist 
in the literature?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Synthesis becomes important a little later on in the research process. Successfully synthesizing information you have read into your knowledge base can assist you in answering questions like the ones on the screen. We will talk more about synthesis as we move further into the presentation. 



Keep in Mind…

The “3R’s” of the Research Process



Keep in Mind…

The“3R’s” of the Research Process
Rethink



Keep in Mind…

The“3R’s” of the Research Process
Rethink
Revise



Keep in Mind…

The “3R’s” of the Research Process
Rethink
Revise
Repeat

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Keep in mind though, that as you review your progress to date, you should remember the 3R’s of the research process: Rethink, revise and repeat. You may end up rethinking, revising and repeating any number of the stages of the research process. 



Keeping Organized

• What strategies do you use to keep 
yourselves organized?

• Have you tried using anything that has 
not worked?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Next we’re going to talk about strategies for keeping organized throughout the process. Question: What strategies do you use to keep yourselves organized? Have you tried things that haven’t worked in the past? 



Keeping Organized

• Make a plan for managing the lit review 
process

• Keep a research journal
• Consider using a citation management 

tool
• Identify a strategy for taking notes, 

identifying quotes, and your own thoughts

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once you start searching for materials, you may find that you have an overwhelming number of resources to deal with, and it can be difficult to keep it organized. I encourage you to think about ways to organize your work, BEFORE YOU START and to make a plan for how you are going to manage the process as a whole – not just one part of it. Your plan for keeping organized might incorporate the items I’ve listed on the screen, as well as countless others. We’ll talk a bit more about each of these as we go along. 



Research Journal

• What comes to mind when you think of a 
journal?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first strategy I would like to talk about is keeping a research journal. There are different ways to construct a research journal, and you might use it for one specific aspect of your lit review, or you might in fact use it across a few different areas. 



Research Journal

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Often the word journal triggers thoughts of writing, and this is certainly appropriate here. You might use a research journal to keep track of your thoughts as you read materials, and you might include notes about the items you are reading as well.  But you might also use a research journal to keep track of your search terms, the databases and resources you have chosen to search, your search strategies, and the results you retrieve as you search. On the screen you will see a simple research journal that I created using Microsoft Excel. It has been condensed so that the elements I have included will display on the screen, but it gives you an idea of what you might do. At the top you see the three main concepts in the topic, followed by a list of alternative terms that might be used to describe each concept.  Below that I have constructed three search strategies, and at the bottom I have identified the database I searched, the search strategy I used (by number), and the number of results retrieved. I have also included a column for comments. QUESTION: How do you think this could be used or useful as part of the lit review process?Occasionally as you are searching for materials you may find yourself in a situation where you are finding very few materials that are relevant. If after searching for a while you aren’t having much success, the fact that you have documented it in your research journal can aid you in your discussion with your supervisor about your topic, and perhaps with a reference librarian. Being clearly able to identify for them the search strategies and databases you have used, will help you to identify what the issue is, and move forward. Not finding materials is not necessarily a bad thing, because it might mean that you have landed on one of those research gaps that we talked about earlier. 



Citation Management Tools

• Help you to organize large numbers of 
resources

• Materials may often be imported directly 
to these resources

• Easy to organize resources into folders
• Easy creation of bibliographies

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Citation Management Tools:QUESTION: How many of you have used a citation management tool like RefWorks, EndNote, Zotero or Mendeley before? (Ask for show of hands).Once you start searching for materials, you may find that you have a tough time keeping track of them, especially once the materials start to pile up. Citation management tools can help you to organize them, and can be beneficial to you, once you get to the bibliography stage, because they can help you to easily create a bibliography of the sources you reference in your work.AU Library has a subscription to RefWorks that is available to all students. RefWorks is an online referencing tool that allows you to access your database of references anywhere you are logged in. 



Taking Notes

• Make note of all citations!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
• Try to limit use of quotations, unless 

absolutely essential
• If you must quote it, clearly note it!
• Identify your own thoughts clearly

Presenter
Presentation Notes
•Make note of all citations!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!This is probably the most important thing that you can do to keep yourself organized, hence all the exclamation points. Conducting a literature review is a time consuming process, and writing down the complete citation for every item you read can save you time if you end up using the item in your paper, because you will have it handy. It’s also a good idea, especially in the world of electronic resources to make a note of the resource that you found the item in, in case you need to go back and refer to it online for some reason. Remember, if the item you are reading is a book, it’s a good idea to write down the call number of the book, and the name of the Library you borrowed it from, just in case you need it.•Try to limit use of quotations, unless absolutely essentialAs you read the materials you have found, you should always try to put things in your own words, and to limit the use of quotations. This is useful when you go to write your lit review, because by paraphrasing well, you have already started to frame the idea within your own knowledge base. •If you must quote it, clearly note it!Occasionally there is a quote that is just too exceptional not to be quoted. If you have to use a quote, make sure you note the page number where it was found, and if you haven’t already noted the citation, go back and do that!•Identify your own thoughts clearlyWhen you read the works of others, your mind often jumps to something that you want to make note of. By planning out how you are going to note these, you can save yourself time in the long run. You might put these thoughts into your research journal, but perhaps you keep track of them, as I do, in the notes you are taking. For example, if I read something that I see is related to something else I have read, I write a square bracket, put the word ME in capital letters right after it, and then make my note. It might be something as simple as “this is what Hudson said also,” or “is this what Hudson said too?” or “an example of this is…”. Occasionally though, instead of it being one or two sentences, I end up writing an entire paragraph, or page. When I am done, I close the square bracket. The important thing for me is that by writing down immediately, I have the information when I come to write the lit review. Again that can save you substantial time, because by the time you are finished reading, you might have four or five pages worth of text that can be incorporated. In addition, this helps with crediting sources appropriately.



Identifying Resources to Search
• What types of sources are needed?

– Books, journal articles, government documents, 
white papers, etc….

• Library catalogues, journal databases
• Meta-Search Tools:

– AU Library’s Discover or Google Scholar
• Subject Specific Databases
• AU Journal Title List
• Ulrich’s
• WorldCat, Books in Print

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once you have made your plan to keep yourself organized, it’s time to start identifying resources to search for materials on your topic. The decisions you make about the resources you are going to search may be determined in part by the discipline you are working in. For example, in some fields, the majority of the literature may be available in journal articles, conference proceedings and on the web, where in others it may be necessary to consult books, and archival materials. Thinking about the types of sources you need, e.g. archival documents, government documents, publications from non-governmental organizations, current journal articles, books, white papers etc., can help you determine where to start searching. Your approach to this will vary depending on your specific discipline, but some of the things you might want to do include:Looking for resources of a specific type first. If you were looking for books, you would use a library catalogue, or for journal articles, use a journal databaseIf you are trying to get a sense of the scope of the material that may be available you may want to search a meta-search tool first, like AU Library’s Discover tool, found on the homepage, or Google Scholar. Both of these tools contain a wide variety of content from different sources, and may include books, journal articles, conference proceedings white papers, dissertations etc. Depending on your area of research, you might find it beneficial to start in a subject specific database. For example, as a nursing student you might start in CINAHL, or a business student in ABI/Inform. Sometimes you will have a list of well-known journals in your field, and if this is the case, you can search the AU Journal Title List first to find out which journal databases provide access to these resources. If you wanted to find out the names of some journals in your field, you might start by searching a database like Ulrich’s, which is a list of periodicals on a variety of subjects. By using the advanced search fields, you can search by subject to see what journals are assigned that heading. For example, when you search subject keyword for ‘communication studies’ you are provided with a substantial list of titles, but you can also narrow it to publications in English that are active, and are journals (as opposed to magazines and other serials). Limiting your search reduces substantially the number of results you retrieve.Once you have looked in our catalogue for books, you might also search a database like WorldCat or Books in Print to see what other titles might have been published on your topic. While we are unable to order books through interlibrary loan for our students due to the short loan period that lending libraries provide, a local library in your area might have the item, may be able to borrow it for you through ILL, or you may be able to obtain a copy through one of our reciprocal borrowing programs that allow in person borrowing privileges at selected other libraries.Before we move on to searching for materials, are there questions about anything we have covered so far, or any comments that anyone wants to make?



Questions? Comments?



Searching for Materials

• Tutorials on:
– Creating search strategies
– Searching specific Library tools like 

the catalogue and Discover

• Are there specific questions about 
searching that I can answer?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition to identifying the resources you want to search, you will want to construct some search strategies based on the terms you have identified as important to your research topic. The Library has developed some tutorials that can be accessed from the Help Centre that can help you to construct appropriate search strategies, and search specific tools, such as the Library catalogue and Discover. Rather than providing you with the direct link to the Help Centre, we’ll navigate to the Library website now and I’ll show you where you can find it.Depending on the number of results you retrieve when you are searching, you may need to revise your search as you go, by limiting to certain parameters, or by adding search terms (if you have a large number of results) or deleting search terms (if you have few results).



Evaluating a Search

• How many results were retrieved? Many? 
Few? What does that mean? (Good/bad 
search?)

• What types of results were retrieved? 
Scholarly, peer reviewed, magazines?

• How recent are the results?
• Do any results appear (at first glance) to 

be relevant?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Evaluating a Search (slide 25)Once you have begun searching, it will be necessary to evaluate your search strategies to see if they are actually retrieving results that appear to be relevant. I say “appear to be relevant”, because a cursory look at an item does not always tell you for certain that an item will be useful. One way to evaluate the success of your search is to ask yourself questions. For example, you might ask some of the questions on the screen. QUESTION: Let’s talk through what you think the retrieval of a large number of results might mean. Is this a good thing or a bad thing?These questions were developed with the understanding that I was searching for journal articles. If you were searching for other types of resources you might either change the questions, or you might expect different answers. If you are not retrieving resources that seem relevant, you may need to revise your search strategy, or choose a different database, or both. As much as we all want to retrieve relevant results immediately, it’s not always possible, because sometimes we have made an error in our choice of database, or in our search strategy. Searching is about trial and error, and, as I said before, at any point in the research process you might find yourself rethinking, revising and repeating. You can also reach out to library staff for assistance with this process. Sometimes having someone else look at it can make all the difference.



Evaluating Resources
• Does the resource answer your question or help 

you to understand it better?
• Does the resource support your point of view?
• Does the resource cover the right time period?
• Is the resource appropriate to your level?
• Does the resource meet the publication date range

if one was specified?
• Is the resource scholarly or peer reviewed or 

another type of source?
• Does the author of the item appear to be an 

authority on the topic?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I want to make a point about what I mean by the phrase “evaluating resources”. I am talking about your initial look at a resource, to determine if it appears to be on topic. This is not the same as critically reading resources, which comes later. At this point what you are trying to do, is determine whether the sources you have found actually are on topic. The questions on the screen are some that you might ask, but not necessarily all.  QUESTION: Are there other questions you might want to ask when evaluating a resource in this way?I would like to talk about the last question on the screen. QUESTION: How would you determine whether an author is an authority on the topic or in the field?(author website, CV, search for other articles by them, does the author/article appear in multiple reference lists, bibliography of resources, author’s educational credentials)Just one other note about this before we move on. Does the fact that an article appears in multiple reference lists mean that it is a seminal work in the field?Not necessarily – might have been highly flawed/strongly criticized.



Reading Critically
• What problem or issue is the author addressing?
• Is the problem or issue clearly identified?
• How does the author make their argument (e.g. by 

appealing to emotion, objectively etc.)
• Is their bias in the argument and what is it?
• How is the argument laid out or structured?
• What contributions does the item make to your 

specific information need?
• How does this document relate to other literature 

you have read?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before you begin to read the resources you have located, it’s a good idea to write out a set of questions that you will ask about every item that you read. This will help you to focus your reading, and ensure that you are critically analyzing the materials in the same way. It can also help you to determine where materials compare and diverge, and where there are gaps in the literature.Pre-reading sources can also be helpful, in that it can identify sections of each work that you should focus your attention on. Reading critically takes time, just as other parts of research process do. It’s worth noting that the strategy you employ for critical reading might vary depending on the type of source you are looking at, or the type of reading you are doing. For example, if you are reading to get an overview of the topic, you might ask if the source is too specific or esoteric, or likewise too general. You might also ask if the source addresses your topic directly. For a literature review, however, it more likely that you will be doing a close, detailed reading. This type of reading might generate some of the questions found on the screen.



Organizing the Literature Review

• Chronological

• Thematic

• Methodological

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Literature reviews are often organized in one of the following ways: chronologically, thematically, methodologically, or some combination of these. You should consider which will work best for your particular topic, and I encourage you to talk with your professor or supervisor if you are uncertain. A chronological approach might work best if you are dealing with a topic that requires a historical approach, such as a discussion of the treatment mental illness, which has varied significantly over time. A thematic literature review groups sources by the topics covered within the sources, and can be used to clearly identify how the documents relate to each other, and where agreement and/or disagreement is found.A literature review that is grouped methodologically can be useful if there are several main methodologies used in the field. This may lead to a discussion of the specific sources, but of the methodological approaches as well. Once you have identified the approach you are going to take, create an outline that identifies the order in which materials will be presented. In addition to that, make a few notes about the points that you want to make in each section. Think also about any headings that you will use. These steps will help to ensure that your argument is well reasoned. 



Tips on Writing

• Academic voice
• Fairness
• Support all claims with evidence
• Cite all references carefully and 

accurately
• Athabasca University’s Write Site

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is important to use an academic voice in writing a literature review rather than an informal tone. When you are critiquing the work of another it is important to be fair, even if you consider the work poor quality. Evidence to back up your claims is crucial, instead of just stating your opinion. As noted before, paraphrasing is important, instead of quoting if at all possible. Most importantly, cite all references carefully and accurately.If you have questions about your writing or are looking for information about Writing Resources, please go to the Write Site website (http://write-site.athabascau.ca/) They can not only help you with your writing, but also have a substantial collection of writing related resources on their pages.Thank you! Are there any questions I can answer? 



Thank You!

• Questions?



Library Resources

• Library Tutorials
• Find Resources by Subject/Name
• Find Resources by Type
• AU Journal Title List



Evaluation

• What did you learn today?
• What did you like about the workshop?
• What recommendations do you have for 

next time?
• What other concerns do you have about 

teaching and learning at AU that we 
could address in a workshop?



Contact Information

• Library Information Desk:
– library@athabascau.ca
– 1-800-788-9041, ext. 6254, or 780-675-

6254
– http://library.athabascau.ca
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