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Abstract 

The authors provide an explanation of a literature review and a form and frame of reference 
for organizing references for a literature review. There are several aspects of a literature 
review that can be streamlined with proper organization of the reference information. A 
review of why a literature review is needed is provide. Problems a writer of a literature 
review may encounter is also discussed. The form is divided into sections with questions and 
helpful hints on what should be included in each section. 

Keywords: Integrative reviews, Literature review, Meta-analyses, Organization, Qualitative 
reviews, Review of literature, Review of related literature, Systematic reviews 



 International Journal of Education 
ISSN 1948-5476 

2010, Vol. 2, No. 2: E2 

www.macrothink.org/ije 2

Introduction: Purpose and Function of a Literature Review    

The literature shows that there are at least four types of literature reviews: integrative reviews 
(Whittemore & Knafl, 2005; Edgemon, Wiley, Jablonski, & Lloyd, 2006), systematic reviews 
(Hemingway, 2009; ScHARR, 2009), meta-analyses (Krathwohl, 1998; Frankel & Wallen, 
2009), and qualitative reviews (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006). 

Whether you are writing a literature review as an entity or as a chapter in a thesis or 
dissertation or for a research grant, the task is daunting. Little guidance is available on how to 
write a literature review. (Torraco, 2005). 

The two main purposes of a literature review are first to determine what has already been 
done that relates to your research problem. Secondly, a review, should point out research 
strategies and specific procedures and measuring instruments that are productive in 
investigating your topic (Prinstein, 2003). In addition to these generally accepted purposes of 
a literature review are a number of other reasons: (1) to avoid reinventing the wheel; (2) to 
identify the seminal works in your area; (3) to define and measure key concepts; (4) to 
increase your breadth and depth of knowledge of your subject area; (5) to position your 
project relative to others’ work and identifying potential relationships; (6) to identify 
opposing views; and (7) to show that you can conduct research.  

The literature review allows the student to better understand the research problem in terms of 
historical background, theoretical framework, and current research developments or trends. 
Literature reviews, therefore, place the results of a study in a historical perspective. 
Additionally, the literature review contributes both to the design of a research study and to 
the interpretation of its findings. It defines and delimits the research problem by assisting in 
conceptualizing the problem, showing which facets of the phenomenon are important, 
refining it, suggesting relationships among variables, and if necessary, reducing it to a 
feasible size and scope.  

New or barely researched topics usually require a review of any literature related in some 
essential way to the problem to provide a conceptual framework or rationale to the study. No 
project starts without showing that the proposed project builds upon what has already been 
done and contributes to the forward movement of the field in some significant manner. The 
related literature section builds further understanding of the problem by showing that it is 
solidly anchored in past work, yet moves beyond that work in important ways.   

Related literature is that which is obviously relevant to the problem, such as previous 
research investigating the same variables or a similar question, references to the theory and 
the empirical testing of the theory, and studies of similar practices. It also assesses the 
strengths and weaknesses of previous studies; as well as develops a conceptual framework 
and rationale for the present study. 

The purpose of the related literature review is to inform the reader about what already is 
known, what is not yet known, and about the problems or questions you plan to investigate.  
Also, you will need to make clear how your proposed study relates to, and builds upon, the 
existing knowledge base as represented in the literature.   It is important to remember that 
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unless your study explicitly builds on the work of other researchers in your area of inquiry, it 
is very unlikely to contribute to research knowledge. 

What is a Literature Review? 

A review of the literature is exactly that—a summary and synthesis of relevant literature on a 
research problem. It is a coherent, integrated, narrative, interpretative criticism that critiques 
the status of knowledge of a carefully defined topic of the selected relevant existing literature. 
A literature review is a coherent synthesis of literature presented as discursive prose. 

A literature review has references that have been critically analyzed, the results of various 
studies compared and contrasted, and is organized on the basis of some similar type of 
characteristics of research articles. It is not a list describing or summarizing multiple pieces 
of literature.  

The literature review must be relevant, appropriate, and useful to your research problem. 
References are only good if they are relevant to your research problem. It is critically 
important that the review includes only the most relevant articles. Normally, writers of 
literature reviews aim at comprehensiveness instead of selecting the best articles that bear on 
the topic. Quality of the references is more important than quantity. A review should 
encompass the most recent literature in both content and method; an outdated review hardly 
adds to the impression of scholarship. However, regardless of the date of publication of 
seminal sources, the deep thinkers who really grasp the field must be included! Dependence 
on some secondary sources such as other literature reviews may be appropriate, but as a 
scholar you will usually want to check some of the original literature yourself.   

Developing the literature review 

You are required to use a process of synthesizing and reporting the information that your 
literature search has revealed. (Mertler & Charles, 2005). You must critically analyze the 
literature you are using as references. The review should follow through a set of concepts and 
questions, comparing items to each other and discussing strengths and weaknesses. It should 
be a concise, critical review of the nature, strengths, and limitations of other investigations. It 
should focus upon studies carefully selected for their relatedness to the proposed problem. 
Then, in summary, the literature review should make clear to the reader the extent to which 
prior research has succeeded in or fallen short of resolving the problem. The summary is like 
a summation to a jury.  You want the jury to bring in the verdict you want (a preferred 
verdict) and you must give them in a nut shell the facts that will lead them to your verdict. 
The summation of the review of literature brings the reader to the point of accepting your 
research hypothesis as one that should be pursued. 

The most common approach to a review of the literature is to group the studies that 
investigate similar topics or subtopics. Begin with the general information, older studies and 
end with the most specific, recent studies and as you analyze each study, you should look for 
relationships among ideas and group them as subtopics. 
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It is usually unacceptable to see every paragraph beginning with the name of a researcher. 
You should organize the literature review so that it presents themes or identify trends, 
including relevant theory. You are trying to list material published that you have synthesized 
and evaluated according to your problem statement (thesis or research question). Remember a 
review of the literature should not be a loose collection of citations and miscellaneous facts 
that show coverage but little understanding. You must actively think about, argue with, praise, 
and otherwise react to your reading.  Those studies closely related to the problem should 
include, in the review, a summary of the study, an analysis of the study, and a statement of 
how the study relates to the research problem. Use an overall introduction and conclusion to 
state the scope of your coverage and to formulate the question, problem, or concept that your 
chosen material illuminates.  

To further refine the literature review, grouping items into sections can help you indicate 
comparisons and relationships. Write topic sentences that introduce the focus of each section. 
Group your references within the categories you have identified in your research problem. 
Identify the major themes - these can be used as draft major headings. (Neill, 2003). When 
reviewing literature, you should also code the studies as you read them. A lengthy review 
requires structuring with major and minor headings and periodic summaries. (McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010) 

Code the studies as generally related to the research problem. Another group that could be 
coded are those with similar results. They should be grouped and their findings summarized 
as such. Show how this study fits with and “stands on the shoulders” of previous work. You 
can also code the reviews according to (a) variables, (b) treatments, (c) research designs and 
methods, (d) different results from investigations of the same problem, or (e) any 
combination of these. 

A literature review is not judged by its length or by the number of references it includes. 
Rather, it is judged in the context of the proposal or the completed study. The problem, the 
significance of the study, and the research problem all influence the type of literature review. 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Finally, remember when writing a review to ask two 
questions: Is what I am including relevant and supportive of the problem,” and “Am I being 
critical about the reference?” 

Problems Faced When Writing a Literature Review 

You are expected to review literature related to the problem of your study in order to 
accomplish three things: (a) determine whether studies already exist similar to the one you 
propose to do, (b) possibly obtain guidance for the investigation of your topic, and (c) 
establish a point of departure or a platform on which to build your research (Mertler & 
Charles, 2005).  

There are a number of mistakes commonly made in reviewing literature that both the novice 
and the professional can make: 
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1. You read and do no note taking and writing. Writing helps you to understand and find 
relationships between the reference you are reading and your problem. (Language Center 
Asian Institute of Technology, (n.d)) 

2. You do not keep bibliographic information. Always keep bibliographic information in your 
notes. You will be required to have a reference section. (Language Center Asian Institute of 
Technology, n. d.) 

3. You do not clearly relate the findings of the literature review to the researcher’s own study. 
(Muirhead, 2004; Blum & Muirhead, 2008; Randolph, 2009) 

4. You do not take sufficient time to define the best descriptors and identify the best sources 
to use when reviewing literature related to one’s topic. (Randolph 2009; Muirhead, 2004) 

5. You rely on secondary sources rather than on primary sources in reviewing the literature. 
(Blum & Muirhead, 2005; Randolph, 2009) 

6. You uncritically accept another researcher’s findings and interpretations as valid. You 
should examine critically all aspects of the research design and analysis. (Randolph 2009; 
Muirhead, 2004) 

7. You as the author do not report the search procedures that were used in the literature 
review. (Muirhead, 2004; Blum & Muirhead, 2005; Randolph, 2009) 

8. You use reference reports as isolated statistical results rather than synthesizing them by 
chi-square or meta-analytic methods. (Randolph, 2009; Fink, 2009) 

9. Your literature review does not consider contrary findings and alternative interpretations in 
synthesizing qualitative data/literature. (Fink, 2009; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008) 

One should examine the factors that discourage writers in higher education, including being 
affected by distractions and lack of time, writing blocks stemming from early experience, 
writing with grandiosity and perfectionism, writing anxiety, and establishing and maintaining 
momentum; and dealing with exclusionary policies in the editorial process. (Boice & Jones, 
1984). 

University faculty have identified the main reason for poor literature reviews as poor 
organization of the material. (Swales & Lindemann, 2002). Keys to effectively writing a 
literature are (a) systematically coding information from selected studies, (b) developing 
common measures to describe outcomes in the selected studies, and (c) evaluating research 
quality (Froese, Gantz, & Henry, 1998). There is a need for methodological strategies 
specific to the integrative review method to enhance the rigor of the process (Whittemore & 
Knafl, 2005). 

The Related Research Report Form 

The Related Research Report Form has been constructed to help you overcome the problems 
of poor organization cited by university faculty. Related Research Report Form has eight 
sections. The sections are laid out in a logical order for use in organizing a literature review. 
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The sections are: Source, Group/Heading, Problem/Scope, Methods/Procedures, 
Analysis/Findings, Conclusion(s)/Results/Discussion of Reports, Relatedness to Researcher's 
Problem, Integration, and Usefulness. The Source is where you write the reference section 
entry of the reference. The Group Heading is where you determine the topic headings that 
you will use to sort the various references you will use in the literature review. The review is 
a factual report giving the author(s) full credit for their research. The next four parts, 
Problem/Scope, Methods/Procedures, Analysis/Findings, Conclusion(s)/Results/Discussion 
of Reports, of the form are paraphrased from THE article. [NOTE: When reading various 
sources you will see an interchangeability of terms for a section and that is why the Related 
Research Report Form has several of the names you will see for the same section.] The other 
sections “Relatedness to Researcher's Problem”, Usefulness, and Integration" is where you, 
the researcher, provide your educated opinion.  

 Figure 1. Literature Review Organizer 

         Source:                                                  APA page: 

         Heading: 

         Problem/Scope:  

         Methods/Procedures:  

         Findings//Analysis/Findings//Results and Discussion:  

          Conclusion(s)//Results//Results/Discussion//Conclusions, Implications, 

                   Recommendations// Summary and Conclusions:  

           Relatedness/Significance to Researcher's Problem:  

           Integration to Researcher's Problem:  

           Usefulness to Researcher's Problem:  

Figure 1. Literature Review Organizer should be used for each source reviewed for 
incorporation into a review of related literature.                             

Source: While this section is first on the Research Report Form, it should be filled in last.  
You should ensure that all the parts of the related form can be completed prior to completing 
this section. Write the source in APA style exactly as it would be done in the reference 
section of your research paper. The rationale behind writing the citation in APA style is that 
you will not have to go back and find information for the citation later if it is not done 
correctly. In addition, if forms are arranged alphabetically by first author’s last name, the 
reference section will be completed. NOTE: To help you relocate the citation “APA page” 
has been added to the source for you to put page and number in APA publication manual 
where you found citation format. DO NOT copy this part when copying and pasting the 
source to the reference section.) 
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Group/Heading: As you read the references, you will start to see a pattern. These patterns 
will help you organize the review. Most journal articles require headings, assign a heading to 
each article, place the heading here, and then if you find other articles that are similar use that 
same heading or determine another heading. Once you have “completed” reading all of your 
references, you can organize the articles according to the heading. Then, use a one, two, or 
three with the heading, to determine the least to most important presentation order within the 
heading.  

The review should flow in such a way that the least relevant references to the problem are 
discussed first and the most relevant are discussed last. The idea is to organize and present 
your literature in such a way that it leads logically to a tentative, testable conclusion, namely 
your hypothesis.  

Problem/Scope: Problem/Scope, Methods/Procedures, Analysis/Findings, 
Conclusion(s)/Results/Discussion of Reports are where you pare down the article into a 
presentation of THE article. You do this through paraphrasing, giving full credit to the value 
of the article. If the article is in the least category then these sections will not be as robust as 
those that are most important. Remember the research paper is written in third person so fill 
the Related Literature form out in third person. The review should not contain long 
quotations or use the same wording in discussing different studies. 

Any source has a reason for being written. That reason is provided as the research problem. 
The problem is in the opening of the article. It may not be labeled as such because it is in the 
introduction the article. If you can not find the problem in the first couple of paragraphs or by 
the end of the first page, this article is not needed in your review of literature, and you should 
stop reading and find another article. The author’s problem statement helps you determine 
how related the article is to your research. The corresponding arguments and data 
summarizing should give you an idea of relatedness and a sense of confidence that the 
author(s) knew what they were doing and why. If the article is unrelated, stop reading and 
find another article. Another reason for finding the problem statement is that article titles can 
give the impression that the article is related, but you will find that in some cases, this is not 
true. 

Some key identifiers for the problem or scope of the research will include the incorporation 
of the statement of the problem or purpose of the study. The problem should be researchable. 
Therefore, it should be defined and clarified. You also want to make sure that the focus of the 
problem is the same as yours. The background information on the development and history of 
the problem should be available. A source should also reveal critical questions to answer for 
the reader including a discussion of the educational significance of the problem. The problem 
statement should indicate the variables of interest and the specific relationship between those 
variables which were investigated. The variables should be clearly defined, and the measure 
of each variable should be consistent with how the variable was defined. A source should 
define the variables either directly or indirectly, when necessary.  

Further analysis of the problem or scope of a study should allow you to pinpoint a 
comprehensive or selective statement of the scope of the problem. Determine if the article 
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uses the same operational definitions as your problem and how the article relates to previous 
work in the area.  

Finally, survey of a source of reference should include thought analysis of how the article 
relates to previous work-in the area and how the problem derived. Focus on the research 
problem, procedures, or findings should also help identify any unduly influence by the 
author(s)’ institutional affiliation, beliefs, values, or theoretical orientation. You would also 
want to determine if the author(s) expressed a positive or negative bias in describing the 
subject of the study (an instructional method, program, curriculum, person, etc.). The 
hypotheses, questions, or objectives should be explicitly stated, and if so, should be clear? 
Moreover, decide whether the author(s) make a convincing case that the research hypothesis, 
question, or objective was important to the study. 

Methods/Procedures: This section is very important for two reasons. First, if someone wants 
to replicate the research, there needs to be sufficient information for the reader to determine if 
they need to read the whole article and the supporting study. Second, this area is where you 
may find methods and procedures that you may want to use in your study. 

From whom did the authors collect data and how did they collect the data? What research 
method was used? How did the author collect information to write the article? Most articles 
are qualitative research, reporting what the authors have observed. Remember that 
methods/procedures and analysis are different. Methods/procedures describe in detail how the 
study was conducted. Description enables the reader to evaluate the appropriateness of 
research method and reliability and validity of the authors’ results. A key question might be 
“Is there enough detail provided so that the reader can replicate the author’s study?” 

Methods/Procedures frame of reference critical review questions 

Critical review questions should focus on the methods used to complete the study, in such a 
manner that the procedures are replicable. The research method should be stated within the 
methodology section. You should determine how the hypothesis and experimental design 
relate to the problem. Sources should be provided through personal observations or from 
published literature.  

The subjects of the study should be identified with a description of demographics, number of 
participants, and size of the target population. More specifically, the sample size should be 
provided and validated for statistical treatment and generalizations. In other words, you’d 
want to determine if the participant information is the same as yours in terms of geographic 
locations, grade structure, subject matter, etc. Is there a description of the materials used in 
the collection of data? 

An appropriate methods section analysis should focus on the collection instruments used to 
collect data. A determination should be made on whether the collection instruments are 
professionally made or nationally accepted, and also, if the instruments were used correctly. 
A description of the procedures (steps in the experiment) should be obvious. Each measure in 
the study should be sufficiently valid for its intended purpose. Furthermore, each measure in 
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the study should be sufficiently reliable for its intended purpose. Finally, you want to 
determine if each measure is appropriate for the sample. 

(Quantitative) Did the sampling procedures produce a sample that is representative of an  
identifiable population or of your local population? 

(Quantitative) Did the researchers form subgroups that would increase understanding of the 
phenomena being studied? 

(Qualitative) Did the sampling procedures result in a case or cases that were particularly 
interesting and from whom much could be learned about the phenomena of interest?  

A final check on the methodology utilized in a study might include a focus on if the article is 
based on a review of the literature, a comparison of previously published articles, or a 
discussion of another person’s theory. In any of these scenarios, you should determine if the 
review is comprehensive. All of the references cited should be relevant to the problem under 
investigation. Most of the sources should be primary, and only a few or no secondary sources 
should be cited. The references should have been critically analyzed and the results of various 
studies compared and contrasted. More specifically, the review should be more than a series 
of abstracts or annotations.  

You’d furthermore want to observe if the review is well organized. Does it logically flow in 
such a way that the references least related to the problem are discussed first and the most 
related references are discussed last? Finally, the review should conclude with a brief 
summary of the literature and its implications for the problem investigated.  

Findings//Analysis/Findings//Results and Discussion: Presents the research findings. A 
quantitative paper will present the data collected and a statistical analysis of the data. What did 
the author do with the information collected? What analytical process did the author use? 
This leads to a summation of the findings for each of the research questions or hypotheses. A 
qualitative paper format may vary.  

Frame of reference questions that may be used to critically review the findings, analysis, 
results, and discussion sections of a paper should center upon the following central ideas. A 
summary of the data collected and a statistical treatment should be present. Subsequently, 
there should be an interpretation and discussion of the implications of the data analysis. You 
would also want to determine if the statistical presentations are inferential or descriptive. 
These may be included as tables or figures, but should include statistically significance levels. 
Are the statistics provided sufficient, powerful, and significant?  

Additional analysis of findings and results should be used to determine whether appropriate 
statistics were used, and whether used correctly. For qualitative studies, did the report include 
a “thick” description that brought to life how the individuals responded to interview questions 
or how they behaved? Did each variable in the study emerge in a meaningful way from the 
data? Finally, did clearly stated hypotheses or questions emerge from the data that were 
collected? 
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Conclusion(s)//Results//Results/Discussion//Conclusions,Implications,Recommendations
// Summary and Conclusions: The purpose of this section is to summarize the work and 
present the researcher’s conclusions. What are the conclusions or findings of the article? What 
answer(s) does the author have for the problem? Implications and limitations of the study and 
recommendations for further study can be presented here. Recommendations are an excellent 
place to find a research problem! Recommendations might include replication of the study, 
replication with a different population, the addition of other variables, training or screening of 
subjects, or a deeper analysis of a finding (Marshall University College of Education and 
Human Services, (n.d.)). 

Critical review questions centered upon this section of a reference should focus on the 
author’s conclusion(s) of the findings of the study. A clear statement of the support or 
nonsupport of the author(s)’original hypothesis should be mentioned. Similarity or difference 
from past research and the author’s conclusions should be stated. In turn, the conclusions 
should be supported by the data, representative of the analysis of the data and should be 
direct, clear, and unambiguous. The author(s) should provide reasonable explanations of the 
findings, draw reasonable implications for practice from the findings, or identify any 
shortcomings of the study upon which the article was written? 

Relatedness/Significance to Researcher's Problem: “Relatedness to Researcher's Problem, 
Usefulness, and Integration" is where you, the researcher, provide your educated opinion. 
These sections are when you are speaking. When writing in this section or elsewhere in the 
paper use the term "researcher/the researcher" to refer to yourself. Relatedness information is 
usually found in the problem and conclusion sections of an article. 

Relatedness answers the question “How does this article relate to the researcher's problem?” 
This is where you perform a critical evaluation of the articles and explain your critical 
evaluation: This explanation is based on the answers to the questions posed about the specific 
parts of the article. Is the problem the same or close to your problem? Is the article relevant or 
is it tangential or of general significance? Does it identify the relationship of article to 
researcher’s hypothesis? What contradictions, gaps, and inconsistencies, if any, in the article 
pertaining to research methods, tools, and tool have you identified? Is the article organized? 
Are the articles integrated?  

You’d determine the significance of the researcher's problem through inference and how 
much weight the article carries. This part of the form summarizes previous investigations in 
order to inform the reader of the current state of research on the problem. This area is also 
used to suggest the next step or steps in solving the problem.  

A critical review of the relatedness or significance of the problem should be based on a 
number of factors. When selecting literature, you want to ask if the purpose of the review 
(preliminary or exhaustive) indicated. The parameters of the review should be reasonable, 
and you want to ask the following questions: a) Why were certain bodies of literature 
included in the search and others excluded from it? b) Which years were included in the 
search? Recent developments in the problem should be emphasized in the review. The 
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selected literature should be relevant to the problem, and complete bibliographic data should 
be provided for each reference. 

To critique the literature, determine if the review is organized by topics or ideas, and not by 
author. Is the review organized logically? Are major studies or theories discussed in detail 
and minor studies with similar limitations or results discussed as a group? There should be 
adequate criticism of the design and methodology of important studies so that the reader can 
draw his or her own conclusions. The studies should be compared and contrasted, and any 
conflicting or inclusive results should be noted. For the purpose of clarity, the relevance of 
each reference to the problem should be explicit. There should not be inconsistencies in the 
argument and there should be no room for any of the research assumptions to be challenged.  

In determining the relatedness or significance of a literature source, decide if the summary of 
the literature review provides an overall interpretation and understanding of our knowledge of 
the    problem. The implications of the source should provide theoretical or empirical 
justification for the specific research questions or hypotheses to follow. Furthermore, the 
methodological implications should provide a rationale for the design to follow.  

Integration to Researcher's Problem: In integration to the researcher's problem, you 
determine through inference, how much weight the article carries. You summarize previous 
investigations in order to inform the reader of the current state of research on the problem to 
include this article. Things to look for when reviewing articles that will help you determine if 
they are related to another article are relations (same population, methods, treatment of data); 
contradictions, gaps in the research; and inconsistencies, or any thing that will make 
connections between articles with your hypothesis and the literature previously reviewed. 
This part of the form summarizes previous investigations in order to inform the reader of the 
current state of research on the problem. This area is also used to suggest the next step(s) in 
solving the problem.  

NOTE: Research reports that appear in journals usually are brief in order to meet the 
journals’ space limitations. Their brevity and standardized format, however, make such 
reports less interesting to read than popular educational writing. Furthermore, you often must 
assume or guess about aspects of the study for which insufficient detail is provided. If 
important details about the study have been omitted, you can not use these references in your 
literature review useless you go to the original study.   

If several studies have similar results, they should be grouped and their findings summarized 
as such. For example: Several studies found that teachers' expectations are related to student 
achievement (Jones, 1978; Smith, 1984; Watson, 1982). 

Usefulness to Researcher's Problem: Usefulness is directed to what in the author’s methods 
and analysis you can use in your research. Is the survey used one that you can use as is, 
modify? Was the statistical treatment one that you could use in your research? (Usefulness = 
methods and analysis) 

NOTE: The form should be filled out as completely as possible. You should provide as much 
detail as possible. If you fill the form out completely you will not need to return to the 
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original article. It is easier to delete information than to go back to find more information. 
There are two types of research articles: opinion (Qualitative) and data based (Empirical).  It 
is very important that you understand that while an article may be data based the conclusions 
may not be supported by the data; and, therefore the article actually is a bastardized opinion 
article. 

Identify promising ways to study the problem: Substitute shorter, less expensive time doing 
the literature search for lengthier, more expensive research time rediscovering what is already 
known, avoiding fruitless approaches, and unintentional and unnecessary replication.  
Determine the major variables and the relationships among variables important in the 
problem. Around 20-30 references for an undergraduate degree are considered the benchmark 
(although this will vary from institution and subject topic). 

Developing the Review 

The authors believe that you have to review the literature first and then construct the review.  
Now that we have reviewed and labeled the references for the literature review it is time to 
construct the literature review. There are four parts of Related Literature review: Introductory 
Paragraph, Review of Articles, Summary of Related Literature, and Statement of Research 
Hypothesis. 

A. Introductory Paragraph 

The introduction to the related literature section is where you tell the reader how you have 
organized the review: groupings - tell the reader what the groups are and their order in which 
they are presented. This comes from the headings you developed when reading the references 
and grouping them. Organize the related literature forms by heading and then by number. The 
headings are presented in the introductory paragraph from least important to most important. 
This is how they will be presented in the actual review of literature. The numbers will help 
you organize the article within the heading from least to most in the appropriate order.  

As already stated the review is where you do the least to most important presentation of the 
references. Think of your presentation as an argument. When you argue you usually start with 
some background or history of the thing you are disputing. Then you build to the point that 
you believe will sway opinion to your point of view. Your argument is organized logically. 
So, too, is your literature review. Use topic sentences to help organize the review logically. 

B. Presentation of Sources Being Used in Review of Literature 

After the introductory paragraph you then present your articles based on the headings and 
order you have established, inserting integrated comments where appropriate. 

Most research textbooks spend a great deal of time on searching for sources and types of 
sources. Because of this treatment elsewhere only a few comments are needed here. Use your 
problem statement and hypothesis key words as initial descriptors. Limit your initial search to 
the last ten years. Use the reference section of sources that you select to review. When you 
see the same author’s name in several sources, look that name up for possible use in your 
paper. Look for seminal sources, the person(s) that came up with the original idea, theory, or 



 International Journal of Education 
ISSN 1948-5476 

2010, Vol. 2, No. 2: E2 

www.macrothink.org/ije 13

concept. Do not forget to look at thesis, dissertations, and presentations. Be sure to look for 
sources on both sides of your problem. Lastly, online searching is limiting.  

Before you do any reading of a reference, check for credibility of the author, if the journal is 
refereed, if the article is related to your problem, and contains opposing views to yours. When 
checking the credibility of author see if the study appears objective, are the conclusions 
reasonable, and was the methodology appropriate for the investigation? Check the author’s 
prior research, is the study supported by external grants or funds, and is one of the references 
reporting final results of a project or an installment on the longitudinal study. Refereed or 
juried articles should be used and you need to know if the journal is sponsored by national 
organizations and does it use a blind review process. Relatedness means the reference is 
clearly related to the research problem or provides background or a historical perspective. 
You are the decision maker as to what is important to your problem from the materials on 
your problem. You will be judged as a researcher based on these decisions. You must present 
a balanced approach to the problem. Be sure to search out and report opposing views to 
yours. 

C. Summary of Related Literature,  

This is a summation just as if you were a lawyer in front of a jury at the end of a trial. Distill 
what you found in the literature.  

The review should conclude with a brief summary of the literature and its implications. The 
length of this summary depends on the length of the review. It should be detailed enough to 
clearly show the logic chain you have followed in arriving at your implications and tentative 
conclusions. Having systematically developed and presented your rationale, you will now be 
ready to state your hypothesis.  

Your literature review should culminate in a compelling rationale paragraph. This is where 
you state the “hole” in the literature that you will address, and how your study will seek to fill 
the “hole.” 

D. Statement of Research Hypothesis  

Based on the review of literature that you have summarized declare your research hypothesis. 
This will be determined by the literature and you will decide if you will keep, revise, or 
rewrite the preliminary hypothesis as your research hypothesis. 

E. Finalize the Review 

Take the related Literature forms and look at the source. Put these in alphabetical order to 
structure your reference section. Once completed, utilize the checklist provided below. 

F. Literature Review Checklist 

Now that the review has been written, here is a checklist to be sure that you have met all the 
requirements of a literature review. A literature review is judged by three criteria: the 
selection of the sources, summary and analysis of the literature, and the relevance of the 
literature to the current study.  
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Figure 2. Checklist for Selection of Literature to be Included in Literature Review 

1. Is the purpose of the review (preliminary or exhaustive) indicated?  

2. Are the parameters of the review reasonable? Why were certain bodies of literature 
included in the search and others excluded?  

3. Is primary literature emphasized in the review and secondary literature, if cited, used 
selectively?  

4. Are most of the sources from reputable, refereed journals?  

5 .Are recent developments in the literature emphasized in the review?  

6. Is the literature relevant to the problem?  

7. Is complete bibliographic data provided for each source cited? 

Summary and Analysis of Literature  

1. Is the review organized by topics or ideas, not by author?  

2. Is the review organized logically?  

3. Are major studies discussed in detail and the actual findings cited?  

4. Are minor studies with similar results or limitations summarized as a group?  

5. Is there adequate analysis or critique of the methodologies of important studies so that the 
reader can determine the quality of previous research?  

6. Are studies compared and contrasted and conflicting or inclusive results noted?  

7. For some basic and applied studies and qualitative research, is the conceptual framework 
or theory that guides the study explained?  

Relationship to Current Study  

1. Does the summary provide an overall interpretation and understanding of prior research?  

2. Does the review of major studies relate explicitly to the research problem and methods?  

3. Do the methodological analyses provide a rationale for the design to follow?  

4. Does the review of the literature help establish the significance of the research?  

Conclusion 

An integrated literature review is organized on the basis of some similar type of 
characteristics of research articles, not just article by article. The review should be 
comprehensive. All of the references cited should be relevant to the problem under 
investigation. Most of the sources should be primary with few, if any, secondary sources. The 
references should be critically analyzed and the results of the various studies should be 
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compared and contrasted. In other words, the review should be well organized. It should flow 
logically in such a way that the references least related to the problem are discussed first and 
the most related references should be discussed last. Finally, the review should conclude with 
a brief summary of the literature and its implications for the problem investigated.  

The Related Literature form was designed to solve problems you face when writing a review 
of literature. With practice using the form, you will be able to write a review of literature in a 
more efficient way. 
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