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Today’s Outline

• Overview/Process 

• Question

• Search

• Manage

• Synthesize

• Write



Have you written a literature 
review in the past?

• Yes

• No



If yes, did you enjoy doing it?

• Yes

• No



If no, what frustrated you the 
most?

A. Forming a research question

B. Searching for relevant literature

C. Scoping the research

D. Managing research findings

E. Synthesizing research findings

F. Writing the literature review

G. Other, please specify



What is a literature review?

A literature review is a written 

appraisal of what is already known –

exiting knowledge on a topic. 

Jesson, J., Matheson, L., & Lacey, F. (2011). Doing your literature review : Traditional and systematic techniques. 
Los Angeles, Calif. ; London: SAGE.



Why do a literature review?

• Identifies what is already known 

about an area of study

• Recognizes questions a body of 

research does not answer

• Makes a case for why further study 

of research questions is important to 

a field



Format of a literature review

• Varies

o a part of a research project and 

dissertation

o a stand-alone review



Namdar, B. (2018). Teaching global climate change to pre-service middle school teachers through inquiry activities. Research in 

Science & Technological Education, 36(4), 440–462. https://doi-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1080/02635143.2017.1420643

Example 1



Martirosyan, N. M., Bustamante, R. M., & Saxon, D. P. (2019). Academic and social support services for international students: 

Current practices. Journal of International Students, 9(1), 172–191. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.ezp-

prod1.hul.harvard.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric&AN=EJ1208150&site=ehost-live&scope=site

Example 2



Email me ning_zou@gse.harvard.edu for 

more specific questions. 

mailto:ning_zou@gse.harvard.edu


A literature review is a research 
journey with several steps:

• Framing a research question

• Searching relevant bodies of 

literature

• Managing search results

• Synthesizing the research 

literature

• Writing an assessment of the 

literature



Definition:
Research questions are the questions which you seek to answer 
in your investigation. (Lambert, 2012)

Purpose:
The research question guides your literature review by 
establishing its parameters and articulating a researchable 
question. 

Process:
• Identify an area of study which is of interest
• Refine this area of study based on an exploration of the 

literature 
• Examine research variables (e.g., gender, age, context, 

etc.) which influence your question 
• Map the literature to identify relationships. Mapped 

relationships may highlight issues or connections within the 
field. 

• Draw on what you have learned to draft your research 
question 

Lambert, M. (2012). A beginner's guide to doing your education research project. London ; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: 
Sage.



Gutman Library (2020, May 30). Literature Review: A Research Journey. Harvard 

Canvas. https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/32423/pages/defining-your-research-question?module_item_id=857047

https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/32423/pages/defining-your-research-question?module_item_id=857047


Purpose:
To gather the works of scholars who have addressed your 
research question.

Process:
• Save time! Work with a librarian. 

• Get the big picture. Search broad concepts in HOLLIS, 
the Harvard Library Discovery Tool, and Google 
Scholar. 

• Mine reference lists. Use Citation Linker to find the full 
text of articles cited.

• Identify article databases for bodies of literature 
relevant to your research question. 

• Use language from your research question to begin 
your search and then map your language to the subject 
vocabulary of the databases you're searching in. Key 
words, authors, concepts.

• Use cited reference searching to find later works that 
cite a particularly useful work.



HOLLIS – the Harvard Library Discovery Tool

https://hollis.harvard.edu

https://hollis.harvard.edu/


HOLLIS – the Harvard Library Discovery Tool

https://hollis.harvard.edu

https://hollis.harvard.edu/


Google Scholar: https://scholar.google.com/

https://scholar.google.com/


Google Scholar: https://scholar.google.com/

Access to fulltext articles via Harvard:

http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.eresource:gscholar

https://scholar.google.com/
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.eresource:gscholar


Definition:
Research management includes three essential tasks: collecting, 
organizing, and citing.

Purpose:
Manage your research to prevent duplication of effort; retrieve 
what you need from what you’ve collected; facilitate synthesis 
and writing; and avoid inadvertent plagiarism.

Process:
Select a research management tool. Librarians at Harvard 
support EndNote and Zotero. 

Develop a note-taking system matched to your 
research question. 

Keep track of database searches. 



.Consider the following ways to 

manage your literature:

• By themes, variables, issues.

• By varying perspectives regarding a 

topic of controversy.

• Chronologically, to show how the topic 

and research have developed over 

time.



The challenge is not to read everything, but to 

intelligently select what to read.

Breadth vs depth

• What you need to know in great depth

• Any work done by direct competitors in the field

• Any work that you use as a theoretical basis for your own

• Any work whose methodology you have borrowed or adapted

It is useful; to look at each section and decide, 

“I don’t need so much detail here”, or “I really 

should include a reference to … here”, because 

really this is the only way to judge whether you 

have “enough”.



Definition:
To synthesize is to combine two or more elements to form a new 
whole. In the literature review, the “elements” are the findings of 
the literature you gather and read; the “new whole” is the 
conclusion you draw from those findings.

Purpose:
Synthesize to draw conclusions about the findings in the literature 
so that you can identify how the literature addresses your 
research question. 

Process:
• Gather literature that addresses your research question.
• Review literature and take notes: describe, summarize, 

analyze, and identify key concepts.
• Synthesize literature: compare & contrast, critically evaluate, 

interpret, so that you can draw conclusion.



Librarian, A. a. (n.d.). Guides: Write a Literature Review: Synthesize. Retrieved June 17, 2019, 

from //guides.library.jhu.edu/lit-review/synthesize

https://doi.org/guides.library.jhu.edu/lit-review/synthesize


Email me ning_zou@gse.harvard.edu for 

more specific questions. 

mailto:ning_zou@gse.harvard.edu


Purpose:
Write a literature review to communicate your conclusions about 
how the literature addresses your research question. A well-
written literature review reflects your scholarly accomplishment.

Preparation Tips:
• After synthesizing the literature, construct your argument or 

address your assignment. 

• Review your notes and findings with your argument in mind.

• Create an outline that maps your argument. 

Writing Tips:
• State your argument early. 
• Indicate why your argument is important and how it 

contributes to the advancement of knowledge. 
• Delineate the scope of your review by discussing what will and 

will not be addressed. 
• Define terminology. 
• Describe relevant theories and construct topic relationships. 
• Properly cite studies used to advance your argument. 
• Present your conclusions, their implications, and possible 

directions for future research.



Main Components of a Literature Review

1.Introduction

1. Describe the topic and provide a basic definition.

2. Parameters of the topic. (What does the topic include and 

exclude?)

3. Why did you select the literature you did?

2.Body

1. Historical background

2. Definitions in use

3. Mainstream ideas vs. alternative theoretical or ideological views

4. Principle questions being asked

5. Current research studies and discoveries

6. Methodologies

7. General conclusions

3.Conclusion

1. Summary of agreements and disagreements from the literature.

2. General conclusions.

3. How does your thesis fit in?



Do the best you can, and 

prepare to let it go.



▪ Literature Review - A Research Journal, Harvard Graduate School of Education

https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/32423/pages/literature-review-a-research-journey

▪ Notes on Note Taking Harvard University, 
https://hwpi.harvard.edu/files/hilt/files/notetaking_0.pdf

▪ Write and Cite, Harvard University Library, https://guides.library.harvard.edu/gsd/write

▪ Harvard Extension School Library Support and Resources

https://www.extension.harvard.edu/resources-policies/resources/library-resources

https://hwpi.harvard.edu/files/hilt/files/notetaking_0.pdf
https://guides.library.harvard.edu/gsd/write
http:// https:/www.extension.harvard.edu/resources-policies/resources/library-resources
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