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So	far,	we’ve	covered	three	critical	steps	to	writing	a	master’s	thesis	in	this	series:	picking	a	topic,	selecting	an	advisory	committee,	and	utilizing	your	classes.	In	this	post,	I’ll	offer	advice	for	gathering	literature	for	your	thesis.	When	starting	a	review	of	scholarly	literature,	a	comment	from	my	media	theory	professor	always	comes	to	mind:	“I	want
you	to	be	swimming	in	it.”	Of	course,	once	you	plunge	into	the	volumes	of	literature	on	a	topic,	it	becomes	easy	to	extend	the	metaphor	to	“drowning”	in	it.	If	you’re	starting	a	literature	review	for	your	master’s	thesis,	consider	this	post	to	be	a	life	preserver.	The	“literature”	refers	to	all	scholarly	articles,	books,	and	other	publications	on	a	topic.
Chances	are,	researchers	and	scholars	have	published	work	on	your	thesis	topic.	Remember,	a	good	study	builds	upon	past	research,	so	you	need	to	know	what’s	out	there	on	your	topic	before	you	conduct	your	own	research.	Wading	through	the	sea	of	articles	can	be	a	daunting	task,	so	here	are	some	tips	for	making	the	process	go	more	smoothly.
Start	With	What	You	Have	If	you’ve	managed	to	pick	a	topic	early	and	utilize	your	classes	to	develop	your	thesis,	then	you	already	have	a	body	of	literature	on	your	topic.	Look	through	past	papers	to	see	what’s	still	relevant	and	useful.	Avoid	the	temptation	to	simply	plug	in	big	sections	of	old	papers	unless	they	truly	fit,	but	at	the	very	least,	you	have
partial	sections	written	and	a	firm	grasp	of	theories	and	concepts	that	relate	to	your	topic.	Talk	to	Your	Advisory	Committee	These	individuals	should	know	a	lot	about	your	topic.	If	you	ever	feel	awash	in	information,	ask	them	to	help	you	sort	through	it.	They	are	likely	familiar	with	scholars	in	your	field	whose	work	you	should	read,	if	you	haven’t
already.	For	example,	my	outside	committee	member	in	natural	resources	recommended	a	study	that	has	become	crucial	for	my	research.	Since	my	topic	is	often	buried	in	seemingly	irrelevant	articles,	I	may	not	have	found	this	critical	study	if	not	for	her	knowledge	of	the	literature.	Utilize	Library	Resources	As	an	online	or	distance	student,	you	have
access	to	CSU	Libraries.	Check	out	the	homepage	for	distance	users	and	don’t	be	afraid	to	contact	the	librarians	for	help.	They	are	masters	at	searching	databases	and	can	save	you	from	wasting	hours	–	even	days	–	sifting	through	articles	and	books.	Refer	to	Reference	Sections	A	professor	once	told	me	that	pilfering	the	reference	sections	of	scholarly
articles	is	a	“dirty	little	secret”	of	academic	research.	In	other	words,	let	others	do	the	work	for	you.	While	you	can’t	rely	on	reference	sections	to	reveal	all	of	the	relevant	literature	on	your	topic,	they	can	be	handy	resources	for	guiding	you	toward	useful	articles	or	the	names	of	other	scholars.	Besides,	reading	the	work	that	spawned	studies	that
inform	your	own	only	helps	you	understand	and	build	upon	past	research.	But	you	must	always,	always	take	the	time	to	find	and	read	articles	cited	by	others	and	then	cite	sources	appropriately	in	your	own	work.	Know	When	to	Say	When	This	is	much	easier	said	than	done.	At	a	certain	point,	you	have	to	be	satisfied	with	the	literature	you	have	and
make	peace	with	what	you	don’t.	With	your	thesis,	you’re	joining	a	conversation	among	scholars	about	your	topic,	and	there	can	be	only	so	many	voices	in	the	room.	When	to	call	it	good	is	up	to	you	…	and	hopefully	this	post	helps	you	get	to	that	point	more	quickly.	If	you’d	like	to	read	more	about	gathering	literature,	many	universities	and	colleges
have	posted	guides	for	this.	After	a	review	of	literature	reviews,	I’d	start	with	these	two	resources:	If	you	have	tips	for	gathering	literature,	leave	a	comment	below.	Good	luck	on	your	review!	What	is	a	Literature	Review?	A	literature	review	is	a	survey	and	discussion	of	the	literature	in	a	given	area	of	study.	It	is	a	concise	overview	of	what	has	been
studied,	argued,	and	established	about	a	topic,	and	it	is	usually	organized	chronologically	or	thematically.	A	literature	review	is	written	in	essay	format.	It	is	not	an	annotated	bibliography,	because	it	groups	related	works	together	and	discusses	trends	and	developments	rather	than	focusing	on	one	item	at	a	time.	It	is	not	a	summary;	rather,	it
evaluates	previous	and	current	research	in	regard	to	how	relevant	and/or	useful	it	is	and	how	it	relates	to	your	own	research.	A	Literature	Review	is	more	than	an	Annotated	Bibliography	or	a	summary,	because	you	are	organizing	and	presenting	your	sources	in	terms	of	their	overall	relationship	to	your	own	project.	Purpose	A	literature	review	is
written	to	highlight	specific	arguments	and	ideas	in	a	field	of	study.	By	highlighting	these	arguments,	the	writer	attempts	to	show	what	has	been	studied	in	the	field,	and	also	where	the	weaknesses,	gaps,	or	areas	needing	further	study	are.	The	review	should	therefore	also	demonstrate	to	the	reader	why	the	writer’s	research	is	useful,	necessary,
important,	and	valid.	Audience	Literature	reviews	can	have	different	types	of	audiences,	so	consider	why	and	for	whom	you	are	writing	your	review.	For	example,	a	lot	of	literature	reviews	are	written	as	a	chapter	for	a	thesis	or	dissertation,	so	the	audience	will	want	to	know	in	what	way	your	research	is	important	and	original.	Highlighting	the	gap	in
knowledge	which	your	research	aims	to	fill	is	particularly	important	in	this	instance	because	you	need	to	convince	the	reader	that	there	is	an	opening	in	the	area	of	study.	A	literature	review	in	a	proposal	will	similarly	try	to	convince	the	audience	of	the	significance	and	worthiness	of	the	proposed	project.	In	contrast,	when	you	are	writing	a	literature
review	for	a	course,	your	professor	may	want	you	to	show	that	you	understand	what	research	has	been	done,	giving	you	a	base	of	knowledge.	In	this	case,	you	may	not	need	to	focus	as	much	on	proving	where	the	gaps	in	knowledge	lie,	but	rather,	that	you	know	what	the	major	areas	of	study	and	key	ideas	are.	Questions	a	Literature	Review	Should
Answer:	Asking	questions	such	as	the	following	will	help	you	sift	through	your	sources	and	organize	your	literature	review.	Remember,	the	literature	review	organizes	the	previous	research	in	the	light	of	what	you	are	planning	to	do	in	your	own	project.	What's	been	done	in	this	topic	area	to	date?	What	are	the	significant	discoveries,	key	concepts,
arguments,	and/or	theories	that	scholars	have	put	forward?	Which	are	the	important	works?	On	which	particular	areas	of	the	topic	has	previous	research	concentrated?	Have	there	been	developments	over	time?	What	methodologies	have	been	used?	Are	there	any	gaps	in	the	research?	Are	there	areas	that	haven't	been	looked	at	closely	yet,	but	which
should	be?	Are	there	new	ways	of	looking	at	the	topic?	Are	there	improved	methodologies	for	researching	this	subject?	What	future	directions	should	research	in	this	subject	take?	How	will	your	research	build	on	or	depart	from	current	and	previous	research	on	the	topic?	What	contribution	will	your	research	make	to	the	field?	Length	The	length	of	a
literature	review	varies	depending	on	its	purpose	and	audience.	In	a	thesis	or	dissertation,	the	review	is	usually	a	full	chapter	(at	least	20	pages),	but	for	an	assignment	it	may	only	be	a	few	pages.	Structure	There	are	several	ways	to	organize	and	structure	a	literature	review.	Two	common	ways	are	chronologically	and	thematically.	Chronological:		In
a	chronological	review,	you	will	group	and	discuss	your	sources	in	order	of	their	appearance	(usually	publication),	highlighting	the	changes	in	research	in	the	field	and	your	specific	topic	over	time.	This	method	is	useful	for	papers	focusing	on	research	methodology,	historiographical	papers,	and	other	writing	where	time	becomes	an	important
element.	For	example,	a	literature	review	on	theories	of	mental	illness	might	present	how	the	understanding	of	mental	illness	has	changed	through	the	centuries,	by	giving	a	series	of	examples	of	key	developments	and	ending	with	current	theories	and	the	direction	your	research	will	take.	Thematic:		In	a	thematic	review,	you	will	group	and	discuss
your	sources	in	terms	of	the	themes	or	topics	they	cover.	This	method	is	often	a	stronger	one	organizationally,	and	it	can	help	you	resist	the	urge	to	summarize	your	sources.	By	grouping	themes	or	topics	of	research	together,	you	will	be	able	to	demonstrate	the	types	of	topics	that	are	important	to	your	research.	For	example,	if	the	topic	of	the
literature	review	is	changes	in	popular	music,	then	there	might	be	separate	sections	on	research	involving	the	production	of	music,	research	on	the	dissemination	of	music,	research	on	the	interpretation	of	music,	and	historical	studies	of	popular	music.	No	matter	which	method	you	choose,	remember:		Within	each	section	of	a	literature	review,	it	is
important	to	discuss	how	the	research	relates	to	other	studies	(how	is	it	similar	or	different,	what	other	studies	have	been	done,	etc.)	as	well	as	to	demonstrate	how	it	relates	to	your	own	work.	This	is	what	the	review	is	for:	don’t	leave	this	connection	out!
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