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Why



…because most students end up like this:
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Who are you?

• Schools / Subjects

• Concerns 

• Expectations

• Stage
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Workshop Structure

1. The purpose of a literature review

2. How to find appropriate literature

3. How to not get lost in the literature 

– time management, organisation 

4. How to structure a literature review  

– step-by-step approach
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Dissertation



What is a dissertation?

Oxford English Dictionary

• “An extended scholarly essay, [usually] based upon original 
research, submitted for a degree or other academic 
qualification.”

More generally: 

• A focused ‘essay’, typically about 10,000-20,000 words in 
length;

• An independent piece of work that demonstrates the 
candidate’s ability as a competent researcher with advanced 
knowledge on a specific topic.
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Hourglass 
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Introduction

Main Body

Conclusion



Literature Review



Definition

What is a literature review?

• A critical, analytical account of the existing research on a 
particular topic

Why do we write literature reviews?

• Show knowledge of the topic

• Keep current

• Stepping stone to research/further analysis

• Gain credibility
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The Literature Review…
IS NOT

• A descriptive summary of 
existing literature

• A presentation of your 
own argument

• Organised by source or 
written as an annotated 
bibliography

• An account of every 
existing piece of research 
related to your topic
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IS

• A critical, analytical 
account

• A synthesis of the 
arguments of others

• Organised around ideas 
or arguments

• An account of a selection
of writings relevant to 
your work



14 Review Types 
(Grant & Booth, 2009)
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Purpose



What is the aim?

• To provide an organised overview of existing research on a 
specific topic

• To take a critical and evaluative perspective toward published 
research

• To summarise, synthesise and analyse the arguments of other 
authors

• To uncover similarities and differences or consistencies and 
inconsistencies within existing research

• To identify a gap within the body or research 

• To help you generate and justify your research question and 
hypotheses
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Be Original. Find a Gap. 

• Value of a research lies in its contribution to 
knowledge

• Should strive to show clearly how the previous 
research is conflicting or lacking in some way 

• This lack is called a “gap” – your research 
contributes to “fill” the gap.

• Gap should flow naturally and clearly from 
your understanding of the literature 
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The Gap. The Rationale. 

• Ask yourself:
– Why is the gap you’ve identified important?

– How important is the gap you’ve identified?

– Why is it worth to investigate this particular gap?

– What is the benefit from studying that gap respectively 
research area further? 

• You will need to make a persuasive argument 
for the importance of this issue as it provides 
the rational for your research
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Five Types of Gaps
• Knowledge-based: Most common, occurs when we don’t know 

(enough) about a phenomenon 

• Relationship-based: occurs when we know about certain issues or 
variables well, but are unsure about their relationship

• Theory-based: occurs when a theory or an aspect of a theory has 
not been investigated thoroughly, or not been tested in a 
particular way

• Methodological: occurs when a research design or methodology 
has not been applied to a particular phenomenon

• Analytical: occurs when a phenomenon has not been investigated 
using a particular analytical approach i.e., qualitative vs. 
quantitative 
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Activity
• Write down a key term which summarises the research field or 

theme you are going to work in/with?
– Hacktivism

• What do you want to achieve with your work? – What is your 
research question? Hypotheses? 
– Break gender stereotypes of the “white male hacker”

– What characterises the discourse of hacktivists around gender? 

• What are related topics, research areas, keywords or issues?
– Gender Studies, Computer Science, Gender Stereotypes 

• What theory/theories is/are underpinning your research?
– Social Identity Theory
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Activity
• What methods / arguments are common in this research area?

– Quantitative Analyses: Implicit Association Test etc. 

– Qualitative Analyses: Semi-Structured interviews, focus groups etc. –
Discourse Analyses etc. 

• What is the purpose of your literature review? What is missing?
– To lead to the gap = no research which investigates the “male-only” 

stereotype of the hacktivist community 

• Get stuck?
– What do you already know?

– What information do you still need?
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Find Literature



Resources
• Yes, there are more resources than just books!

• Search for sources: 

– Use your key words

– Timeframe (how recent should sources be?)

– Types of sources (e.g. books, peer-reviewed journals, 
newspapers and magazines, conference papers, 
government publications, artwork, publishers’ websites, 
online discussions)

– Begin searching more creatively and narrow as you go

– Library Support
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How can your subject librarian help?
• Advise on using library services 

– ILL’s (inter-library loans)

– Recommending material

• Advise on how to best use library resources

– Accessing e-journals

– Keeping up to date with what is being published (Zetoc)

– How best to search for the literature

– Managing your references (Refworks)
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Search for Literature: Tips 

• Examine reference lists closely

• Look for key authors

– Go onto their homepage / profile and investigate their 
publications carefully

• Search for articles within significant journals instead of 
relying solely on databases 

• Use the keywords in your research question to find 
suitable literature

• Google Scholar can be very helpful
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Don’t get lost



Read & Record 
• Read strategically!

– Highlight i.e., notes in margins 

– Reflect i.e., note taking sheets

– Store i.e., store source info

• Read critically!
– First read

• Skim abstract i.e., focus on your needs 

• Identify essential parts i.e., methods, findings, sample etc. 

– Dig Deeper
• Evaluate the text i.e., strengths, invalid assumptions, contradictions etc. 

– Digging Deeper
• Compare and contrast the source with previous readings i.e., agreements, 

disagreements, does author acknowledge or neglect the work of others 
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Critical Reading = Critical Writing

• It is not about thinking negatively or 
about finding fault in everything you 
read, write or do

• It is about analysing the information 
you are receiving, putting it into 
context and using it to come to a 
logical conclusion 
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How to organise your resources?

• Before you begin reading, decide how you will 
track bibliographic information 

– E.g. Refworks, Zotero

• How will you record important points and 
ideas that you are gathering 

– E.g., digital document, notes sheets

• How will you organise sources 

– E.g., printed or electronically
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Research Document Notes 
(using Excel)
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Author(s) Year Location/Key
words

Title/Notes

Dwyer, Carol 
Anne

1998 Formative 
Assessment,
teacher 
training, UK

Assessment and Classroom Learning: theory and practice                                            
-Reaction to Black and Wiliam
- How you support and train teachers
-UK teachers no assessment training
-Assessment barriers 

Anderson, Jill 2008 NCLB 
Critique, US

Experts Analyze NCLB at Askwith Education Forum
- NCLB not working
- NCLB up for reauthorization
- Accountabilty itself is not solution to decreasing achievement 
gap!
- statement at Boldapproach.org
- Problem with NCLB accountability is looks only at one thing out 
of many functions of schools
- suggests different accountability system
- problem is poverty



Self-discipline

• Motivation: what’s at stake?

• Energy levels i.e., morning person or night owl? 

• Dealing with feedback and criticism

• Making changes: adapting the proposal

• Coping with the unpredictable

• Knowing when (and who) to ask for help

• Keeping control of your project:
– word-limit(s)

– timescale

– plans for future research

Learning 

Development

Service



Time Management

• Time management means taking more control over 
how we spend our time and making sensible 
decisions about the way we use it.

• Difficulties:

– Procrastination

– Perfectionism

– Motivation

– Time thieves
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Time Management

• Use a timetables: 

– daily to-do-lists: list what you plan for 
each study session; tick off what you 
cover
• Macro-Management: 

• Micro-Management:

– weekly planners: decide what needs to 
be done over the course of a week; 
assign slots 

– wall chart: get a broader picture of the 
time available 
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Time Management: Tips

• Keep a diary in format that works for you

• Use backward mapping 

• Set specific tasks to accomplish in bite-sized chunks

• Control interruptions/distractions

• Use marginal time wisely

• Prioritise tasks – categorise tasks which you must 
complete over the next week

• Leave time free for the unexpected as you can 
always use it
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Time Management: Tips

• Avoid perfectionism 

• Concentrate on being effective, 
not on being busy

• Avoid lots of time thieves

• Don’t do the work of others

• Do it now!

• Give realistic promises

• Learn to say “No”
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Productivity
Try the Pomodoro Technique

1. Select a task to be accomplished 

2. Set the Pomodoro to 25 minutes (the Pomodoro is the 
timer)

3. Work on the task until the timer rings (then put a check 
on your sheet of paper to mark where you reached in the 
time)

4. Take a short break (around five minutes)

5. Every four Pomodoros take a longer break (up to an hour)
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Two Golden Hours 
(Gardiner & Kearns, 2010) 

These things are not allowed:

• Editing

• Formatting

• Surfing online

• Emailing 

• Referencing

• Photocopying 
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Store. Safe!

• Back up your work 

– Q:Drive, Memory Pen, Dropbox, external hard drive, 
laptop/desktop, email attachments 

– take all measures to avoid that emergency situation

• Reference & make footnotes as you go

– It will make your life so much easier e.g., use Refworks

• Which of your documents is the most recent?

• Start an appropriate system e.g., 1 Dissertation 12.06.2014
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Structure



What you have done so far…

1. Refined your topic i.e., angle you anticipate your 
writing will take

2. Organizational planning i.e., how to safe papers and 
record information 

3. Searched for sources i.e., through LibGuides, QCat
etc.

4. Read and recorded i.e., you have a summary of all 
the content of the publications

5. Now you need..
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Reflect and organise on your sources

• Review the information (build sample overarching 
claims / assertions; develop storyline):

– Mind mapping 

– Free writing 

– Bullet points

– Organisational Charts (e.g., Microsoft Visio)

– Notes organised by source

– Notes organised by theme

– Notes organised chronologically
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Activity

• Fill in the mind map

– Which issues would you like to address?
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Outline possible structure

• A literature review should have an introduction, 
main body and conclusion

• Main body organised by headings and subheadings 
informed by your readings

• Your paper begins to take shape as you organise the 
information under each

• Be as detailed as possible
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What to cover?

• Problem / Key issue which justifies your research 

• Background Information i.e., historical, political, 
cultural or scholarly

• Definitions of key words, concepts, topics etc. 

• Theoretical Foundations

• Related studies, experiments or findings

• Current practice or issues

• Various arguments and viewpoints surrounding the 
issue
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Structure: Introduction

• Mention the problem(s)

• Provide an appropriate context for reviewing the 
literature i.e., currently highly discussed in the news

• Define your topic and key areas of research within it

• Outline the organisation and state the scope of the 
review  - i.e. what is included and what isn’t 
included. 

• Explain the value of this research field (your project)
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Structure: Main Body

• Contains your discussion of sources which lead to 
the gap

– ‘Bloggs argues…’ ‘Jones highlights…’

• Organised by headings and subheadings informed by 
your readings

• Your paper begins to take shape as you organise the 
information under each heading

• Move from a general, wider view of the literature 
being reviewed to the specific focus of your research
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Structure: Main Body

• Chronological method: order your sources by 
publication chronology - only if the order 
demonstrates a more important trend 

• Thematic review: reviews of literature are organized 
around a topic or issue. Progression of time may also 
be an important factor

• Methodological approach: focuses on the 
“methods” of the researcher or writer

• A combination approach?
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Paragraphs

• Write in full sentences that flow and link

• These should be grouped together in paragraphs

• Paragraphs give your writing structure 

– They cover one main idea 

– They are several sentences long

– They are formatted consistently

– They have an internal structure of an introduction, main 
body and conclusion (i.e., opening topic sentence, 
supporting sentences, concluding sentence) 
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Signposted

• Difference between your arguments and examples 
given

• Links between sentences to do with same point

• Links between paragraphs in same section of essay

• How sections lead to a conclusion or answer

• Enables that paragraphs or sentence are not 
independent arguments – helps create an “overall 
picture”
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Signposted

• To add more ideas: again, furthermore, in addition, moreover

• To compare or contrast ideas: alternatively, contrastingly, conversely, whereas

• To prove something: evidently, for this reason, because, inevitably

• To show exceptions: however, nevertheless, yet, in spite of

• To repeat or refer back to something: as has been mentioned/noted…/ as 
previously discussed

• To show that you will include something later: this will be discussed in detail 
later

• To emphasise something: definitely, obviously, inevitably, undeniably

• To give an example: for instance, in this case, in particular, notably

• To show the order of things: previously, following this, initially, subsequently, 
finally

• To conclude: to summarise, in conclusion, consequently, as has been shown
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Paragraphs

Introductory 
Sentences

Refers back



Top Tip! Find a Model Review.

• Look for other literature reviews in your area of 
interest/ your discipline 

• Read them to get a sense of the types of themes you 
might want to look for in your own research or ways 
to organize your final review

• To do this: simply put the word “review” in your 
search engine along with your other topic terms to 
find articles of this type on the Internet or in an 
electronic database
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Structure: Conclusion

• identify significant flaws or gaps in existing 
knowledge

• summarise the important analysis of the 
existing body of literature to evaluate it 
(avoid direct reference to authors)

• state your argument/research question

• link your research to this existing knowledge
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Final 
Sentence

Fill the gap

What you do

Aims & 
Objectives

Research 
Question



Activity

• Fill in the bullet points 

– Which issues have to be mentioned when and why (i.e., 
order)?

Learning 

Development

Service



Write, revise, write, revise

• Is it telling the right story in a logical way?

• Use evidence: your interpretation of the available 
sources must be backed up with evidence to show 
that what you are saying is valid

• Summarize and synthesize your sources: select only 
the most important points in each source to 
highlight in the review
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Write, revise, write, revise

• Use quotes sparingly - the survey nature of the 
literature review does not allow for in-depth 
discussion or detailed quotes from the text. 

• Some short quotations can be used to emphasize a 
point, or if it cannot be rewritten

• Use caution when paraphrasing: be sure to represent 
the author’s information or opinions accurately and 
in your own words
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Write, revise, write, revise

• Keep your own voice: weave references to other 
sources into text, but maintain own voice 

• However: Your main objective is to present the 
material, not the argument

• Spend time revising the review

• Rewrite or rework the language of your review to 
make it as concise as possible

• Use terminology familiar to your audience; get rid of 
unnecessary jargon or slang
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Academic Writing Style: General

• Formal

• Clear

• Impersonal

• Cautious

• Objective

• Concise

• Confident

• Follows conventions e.g. 
avoids contractions 
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• Employs specialist 
vocabulary

• Structured

• Uses continuous prose 
with paragraphs

• Signposted

• Edited and proof read

• Critical writing style

• Referenced 



Academic Writing Style: General

• Formal

• Clear

• Impersonal

• Cautious

• Objective

• Concise

• Confident

• Follows conventions e.g. 
avoids contractions 
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• Employs specialist 
vocabulary

• Structured

• Uses continuous prose 
with paragraphs

• Signposted

• Edited and proof read

• Critical writing style

• Referenced 



Writing Style: Considerations

• Academic: Neutral, specific, objective, impersonal, generic, 
formal, no contractions i.e., is not / isn’t, 

• Non-Discriminatory: Think before you write 

• Non-Sexist: Gender-neutral language

• Coherence: flow, link, signpost, clearly and concisely 

• Cite: Reference and Paraphrase

• Footnotes: Use when appropriate 

Tip! Read papers in your research area and adopt their writing 
style! 
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Writing Style “Bible”
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Questions?
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We can help you develop your academic skills.

Workshops / Resources

Contact us:

028 9097 3618

lds@qub.ac.uk

www.qub.ac.uk/lds

http://www.qub.ac.uk/lds

