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The Literature Review

You are not an island. Your work must occur in the
context of what is already known. What have other
people done about this or similar questions? In doing
the literature review you find out, and in finding out
you can focus and sharpen up your original research
ideas. This chapter considers:

• that the literature is not all the same quality: there
are different kinds of sources, each with strengths
and weaknesses;

• keeping records of your searches;
• telling a coherent story – not writing a list;
• using the library, remembering it’s the twenty-first

century! Find out online through: Google, Web of
Science, Amazon and others;

• beginning a storyboard;
• being critically aware.

Once you have outlined the problem or issue that you wish to examine
and you are happy with the expression of this in the form of an initial
question or questions, you will need to find out about what other peo-
ple have accomplished in researching this topic. Assuming that you have
done your work properly in making sure that your research question is
precise and doable, this review of the literature should lead you down
some paths that will help you to define more exactly what you wish to
do. Ultimately, you will be able to refine your research questions.
In thinking about a literature review, you first need to establish what’s

meant by ‘literature’. Literature can be almost anything that represents
the results of research or scholarship on a subject. It is written material
that may appear in books, articles, conference proceedings, dissertations,
websites, and so on. The shorthand for these kinds of information is
sources.
Just running through these sources, you will see, even at first glance,

that they are of different kinds, and they will be viewed differently by
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your tutors. Some have more credibility than others and you must be
careful not to be taken in by something – or to present it to others – just
because it is in print. Just because it is in written form doesn’t mean that
it is of unimpeachable quality as a piece of information. You will need
to be clear about the status of the evidence that you are drawing on
when you cite literature. You should ask yourself what kind of literature
it is. Let’s look at a few sources as shown in Table 3.1.

Primary and secondary sources

In Table 3.1, you’ll notice that mention is made of primary and second-
ary sources, and I note that secondary sources are not usually as highly
thought of as primary sources. It is worth spending some time looking
at this distinction between primary and secondary, since tutors may
place stress on using one (usually primary) rather than the other. Most
of the sources mentioned in Table 3.1 will usually be primary (though
textbooks are always secondary). Let’s look at some others.

Examples of primary sources:

• autobiographies 
• diaries 
• government documents and statistics
• letters and correspondence (including
electronic kinds such as email)

• original documents (such as birth
certificates) 

• photographs and audio or video recordings
• reports from commercially produced
surveys or other research (e.g. using
focus groups) 

• speeches 
• technical reports.

Examples of secondary sources:

• biographies
• dictionaries and encyclopaedias 
• review articles 
• textbooks.

The main difference between a primary source and a secondary source is
in the directness of the data or evidence being presented. Think of the
primary source representing a first presentation or first analysis of the
data, and the secondary source representing a second look, usually by
someone other than the author of the primary source. In practice, it is
difficult sometimes to distinguish between a primary and a secondary

A primary source is ‘straight
from the horse’s mouth’ –
in other words, no other
person has subsequently
analysed or summarised it.
A secondary source is a
reworking of usually many
primary sources, either in
analysis or summary. The
most common form of sec-
ondary source is a textbook.
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32 HOW TO DO YOUR RESEARCH PROJECT

Table 3.1 Sources of information

Kind of What is it? ☺ Good things ! Not so good things 
source about this source about this source

Article in a This has been offered Only the best This material is published 
peer review by the author to the articles get for the author’s peers
journal journal to be judged. published. You in the academic 

The peer reviewers (i.e. can therefore be community, and may be
other academics in the sure of quality difficult for anyone else 
same field) will ask (in theory). to understand. Also, it
themselves if it is good will usually be on esoteric 
enough for publication. or cutting-edge matters 
Only the best articles and not necessarily 
will be accepted, and straightforward issues.
for this reason the peer It may give little attention 
review journal is seen to explaining the wider 
as the ‘gold standard’ context, or explaining in 
for quality. simple terms.

Article in a A professional journal Likely to be of May be simply the view 
professional is similar to a peer practical of the author. The work
journal review journal, and relevance. will not have been 

may be reviewed by subject to such stringent
peers. However, criteria scrutiny of research 
for judgement will be design, method, analysis,
rather different. It will etc. It is difficult to assess 
be judged principally the difference between a 
on its practical professional journal and
usefulness to the a peer review journal, 
professional rather than since both have elements 
on the satisfactoriness of peer review. If in 
of the design of the doubt, try to make an 
study or the methods assessment of the article 
used. itself. Does it just seem to

be a personal view? Is it 
well referenced? How 
thoroughly does it seem 
to have been done?

Authored Books vary in their Books written by Tend to be personal 
book ‘scholarliness’. They a single author representations of a topic, 

will usually have been represent an unmoderated by the 
written as a major extended comments or views of 
presentation of the academic others. So be cautious: 
author’s work – research treatment of a this may be a very 
work or academic particular topic. particular ‘take’ on a 
study – but they may Because they are subject, or a personal 
be explanations of by one person view.
other people’s work they have 
(see ‘Textbook’). integrity: they 

tend to ‘hang 
together’.

Thomas (Research) Ch-03:Thomas (Research) Ch-03 4/17/2009 3:04 PM Page 32



THE LITERATURE REVIEW  33

Table 3.1 (Continued)

Kind of What is it? ☺ Good things ! Not so good things 
source about this source about this source

Chapter in Edited compilations are Edited books are Can be ‘bitty’, with some
an edited books all on one theme a good way very weak chapters 
book brought together by an of gathering interspersed with good

editor. These are like related material ones. The multiple
journals, but without the on a topic. The authorial ‘voice’ may be
same degree of peer editor will be an confusing. 
review. expert in the field,

often taking an
interesting slant.

Textbook A textbook is a bringing Saves a lot of Because an author is 
together of much work time searching reporting on others’ work
on one theme. This is sources. It may, it is susceptible to 
not original work by the if the textbook is distortion or 
author, but work that good, provide a misunderstanding (think
she or he has very effective of ‘Chinese Whispers’). 
summarised for the summary. It is referred to as 
particular purpose of a ‘secondary source’
meeting students’ for this reason. When
course needs. other people’s work is

brought together in this 
way by a textbook author
it has to be summarised,
perhaps not very well. 
Can become out of date
quickly. For all these 
reasons a textbook is not 
valued highly as a source.

Conference A paper that has been Usually right up Conferences vary in their
proceeding presented at an to date, and status, and papers are 

academic conference often reporting often subject to only a 
and that has then been on work that is minor form of peer 
printed in a collection still in progress. review, if they are peer
of papers (called the reviewed at all.
‘proceedings’ of the Conference proceedings 
conference). are therefore of very 

variable quality. 
Thesis or The theses and May be on a May be very weak. Do
dissertation dissertations that you topic very not use one as a model 

will be able to gain similar to your for your own. It may have
access to are written by own. May be  only have scraped a pass.
students who have very good (but 
written Master’s may not – see 
degrees or PhDs. the next 

column).

(Continued)

Thomas (Research) Ch-03:Thomas (Research) Ch-03 4/17/2009 3:04 PM Page 33



source, so you should not get too worried about strictly delineating one
from another. However, you should be aware that an examiner may
mark you down for using a textbook (definitely a secondary source) as
your source of information. 
You’ll notice that I include review articles in secondary sources, and

these are worth a special mention since they are taken to be rather more
authoritative reviews of the literature than those that exist in ency-
clopaedias and textbooks. There are two kinds of review article: the sys-
tematic review and the narrative review. The systematic review uses
particular methods to search for research on a topic in a wide range of
peer review sources. Only studies of a predetermined type and/or qual-
ity are included in the ultimate review. A narrative review, by contrast,
discusses and summarises the literature on a particular topic without
conforming to a particular search formula. Narrative reviews often do
not report on how they searched for literature or how they decided
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Table 3.1 (Continued)

Kind of What is it? ☺ Good things ! Not so good things 
source about this source about this source

Magazine or Like other forms of Right up to date, Most of these 
newspaper publication, newspapers and can be used publications depend on
article and magazines as a starting good sales and may be 

(periodicals) take various point which willing, even the ‘high
forms, though the leads you to a quality’ ones, to distort
differences are more more reliable material to make it more
marked. Some source. interesting. Reporters are 
periodicals and subject to none of the 
newspapers are as peer review checking 
‘respectable’ as some used in academic 
journals. Others are not. journals. It is not unheard

of for reporters simply to
make up stories.

Website These are as varied as Most websites Some websites, even
the sources of carry reliable quite well known ones,
information above. A information, carry misleading 
website is really just a some, for information. Be 
medium for carrying example, taking particularly wary of
a range of sources and you directly to a those offering off-the-
has no inherent publisher’s site, shelf answers to essay
strengths or weaknesses. where you can questions. Wikipedia can
It’s up to you to judge. download peer be helpful for giving you

reviewed articles. an impression of the 
breadth of the area, but
is unreliable. Always 
verify from another 
source.
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which studies were relevant to include. There are also meta-analyses.
These are studies which use particular techniques for selecting and sum-
marising the findings of many pieces of research.
Review articles and meta-analyses can be very valuable as sources, if you

can find up-to-date ones which are relevant to your topic. While they appear
in general academic journals, you can look especially for journal titles that
begin with ‘Review of …’ such as the Review of Educational Research.
A relatively new and increasingly important resource is the ‘collabora-

tion’ that brings together high-quality evidence and then synthesises and
summarises it for the reader. The most important of these for the social sci-
ences is the Campbell Collaboration (www.campbellcollaboration.org/)
This gives as its general purpose ‘Improving decision-making through sys-
tematic reviews on the effects of interventions within the areas of educa-
tion, crime and justice, and social welfare’. This is an example of one of its
summaries on the impact of street lighting in the reduction of crime:

This review of 13 studies of street lighting interventions in the United
Kingdom and United States, spanning four decades, finds that crime
decreased by 21% in areas that experienced street lighting improvements
compared to similar areas that did not. The review also notes that street
lighting appears more effective at reducing crime in the United Kingdom
compared to the United States – a 38% reduction compared to 7%. In gen-
eral, the American studies were older and several reported just nighttime
crime, rather than both nighttime and daytime crime. 

A similar resource is the EPPI-Centre (i.e. the Evidence for Policy and Practice
Information and Co-ordinating Centre) at http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/.
Another of these banks of summaries is at the Cochrane Collaboration

(www.cochrane.org/). This is a library of systematic reviews in healthcare.
Also see the Educational Evidence Portal www.eep.ac.uk/DNN2.

Quality of sources

Aside from your judgement about the source that is being used, make a
more general assessment of the work that you are referencing. Ask the
following questions of it:

• Is this literature written following a piece
of research? If so, what kind of research
was being undertaken? Was it a large-
scale or small-scale study? What was
being claimed of the research? Usually
research authors are ‘up-front’ about the
limitations and weaknesses of their
research, and work that is published in
a good journal should not have been

THE LITERATURE REVIEW  35

Not all sources are equal.
Think about the quality of
the source. Is it primary 
or secondary? Is it based 
on research evidence? Has
there been a peer review
process?
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36 HOW TO DO YOUR RESEARCH PROJECT

accepted if it makes unrealistic claims. This is not to say that small-scale
research is in any way inferior to large-scale research: each has its
strengths and weaknesses. The main thing is to be aware of these and to
show that you understand the limitations of any kind of research – to
show that you are critically aware (see ‘critical awareness’ below).

• Or, if it is not a piece of research appearing in a journal, is it, by con-
trast, someone’s opinion? Who is the person? What authority do they
have? Do they have any vested interests that may have caused them
to give the opinion or advice that they have given?

Your literature review should tell
a story – it should not be a list

Your aim is to examine the literature for material that is relevant to your
research topic. What have other people done that is relevant to your
research question? You don’t after all want to be reinventing the wheel.
Your search will take you up against some disparate ideas and some
interesting information, but your principal aim here isn’t simply to
make a list of everything that has been written on a topic. Such sum-
marising and listing is necessary but is by no means enough. To conduct
a good literature review, you also need to synthesise and analyse. 
Summary is not too difficult, and this is perhaps why it tends to

dominate student literature reviews. Analysis and synthesis are more
difficult … 
When you analyse, you see what is

going on; you see how one part relates to
another; you see the wood for the trees.
For example, political journalists don’t
simply write down everything that is said
in Parliament: they analyse how one
statement relates to another; they remem-
ber what was said last month and note
whether it is consistent with this; they look for the vested interests that
might be held by those making a statement.
When you synthesise, you bring things together, relating one to the

other to form something new. When chemists synthesise a new mole-
cule from two existing molecules, they don’t simply glue one molecule to
the next one. Rather, they put the molecules through some process that
creates something entirely new and different, with different qualities
from the two original molecules. This is what happens in the best litera-
ture reviews: there is an intelligent appraisal of a range of sources that in
some way extracts the key messages and accounts for them in the context
of an overarching statement or idea.
In the end, your literature review should make sense as a story with a

beginning, a middle and an end, with lots of connections between one

Your literature review should
be a story with a beginning,
a middle and an end. It is a
synthesis that links ideas
and finds differences. It is
not a list.
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part and another. You outline the issues at the beginning; you provide
the analysis and synthesis in the middle (always linking one bit with
another: ‘Sikes found more fluff in men’s trouser pockets, while Cratchett
discovered more in women’s. The reasons for this may be found in …’);
and you tie it up at the end by summarising the issues, differences, para-
doxes, dilemmas and questions yet to be resolved.

Thinking around your question: 
drawing a storyboard 

Now you can draw a storyboard. The aim is to find themes – or, by
contrast, discontinuities, breaks, disagreements – that run through
the literature: you are looking for a story or stories. When you have
done a reasonable amount of searching you will be able to see these
emerging and it is useful at this stage to draw a storyboard – a plan
that sums up and brings together the ideas that are emerging from
your literature review.
Let’s look at the storyboard in Figure 3.1. The original question that

has been posed is ‘How do head teachers cope with difficult people?’
This might be the sort of question posed by a head teacher or deputy
head teacher undertaking a Master’s degree in education. To draw
your storyboard you will need to have done some reading already, and
it will have helped if you have thought about or brainstormed on this
reading.
Think of this process of combining summary, analysis and synthesis as

telling a story or a series of stories. A story makes sense: it is not simply
a list. A story has a beginning a middle and an end, and you can make
your literature review take this structure. Try to build an interest in the
area, rather like a novelist does. Start by establishing what the great
educator Jerome Bruner (1997: 142) calls the ‘trouble’ in the story – not
literally ‘trouble’, of course, but rather the issue, question or uncertainty.
A good novelist begins a story by capturing the reader’s interest with this
‘trouble’, and this is what you should do when you begin your literature
review. You could begin by saying, for example, that although your area
of interest is clearly a matter of national concern, researchers have
tended not to focus on it, or have focused on an aspect of it that is not
relevant to the teacher in the classroom. Or you could establish some
‘trouble’ by pointing out a major area of controversy, which still exists
even after decades of research. You then need the ‘middle’ of the story –
the establishment of what people are actually saying, and how they are
disagreeing or agreeing. The end will come with a summing up and a
moving on to the reasons for doing your own thesis. 
Do authors concentrate on a particular theme? Do they disagree? Are

there areas of controversy? Are there surprising areas of agreement or
similar findings? Are there gaps that no one seems to be looking at? 
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When writing your literature review, try to make links between differ-
ent areas of work and make those links explicit with the words that you
use at the beginning of sentences or paragraphs. For example, if Smith
has found something different from Brown, don’t simply list one after
the other. Instead, show that you recognise the difference in their opin-
ions by simply inserting a ‘however’, and relating one with the other:
‘Smith (2006) found that boys in Year 9 were significantly below the
level of girls in reading ability. However, Brown (2007) found no such
difference.’ Useful linking words are given in Table 3.2.
In Figure 3.2 I give a few paragraphs from the literature review of

my own PhD thesis, which was about additional adults in the classroom –
people such as classroom assistants and parents. In this particular bit,
I was looking at how difficult it seems to be for adults to work
together there and was making connections with similar kinds of sit-
uations that had occurred earlier, during the 1960s and 1970s, in team
teaching. This excerpt is useful, I think, since it shows how different
ideas can be linked.
In this excerpt you can see that I was trying to do two things as far as

telling a story is concerned. I was trying to link the work of the
researchers (Geen and Cohen) that I had located, and I did this by using
words and phrases such as ‘similar’ and ‘like Geen’. I was also linking the
ideas that seemed to be coming through from the literature, ideas that
were linked with the kinds of observations I had made myself and which
had made this an area I wanted to research. I had noticed that working
together in classrooms seemed to be difficult, and here were researchers
saying exactly the same, and proffering reasons for the difficulties. So
those difficulties were a thread I could pull out of the review. It wasn’t
simply a question of summarising what was found by the researchers,
but rather a question of finding a theme or themes. For me, the theme
was about teams being much more difficult to operate in classrooms
than anybody seemed to be assuming.
And this is where your own research fits into the review. Would you

be aiming to add some weight to one view or another? It is here that

Table 3.2 Useful linking words

When there is a When there is When one idea 
difference agreement leads to another

however; but; moreover; further; hence; because of this;
notwithstanding this; furthermore; additionally; thus; as a result; 
although; yet; conversely; likewise; also; similarly; consequently; therefore;
in spite of this; equally; and; what is accordingly; so; for this
nevertheless; on the more reason; this is why
other hand; despite; 
then again
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40 HOW TO DO YOUR RESEARCH PROJECT

your research will be beginning to take shape, since you may now see
that original research question you posed in a different light as you start
to uncover what other people have already discovered. 
Being in a research area is a bit like being told to go into a room in

which pieces of a jigsaw puzzle have been scattered around the furniture,

…

In team teaching, relationships are found which raise

many of the issues already outlined: there may be clashes in

educational ideology among participants, and/or interpersonal

tensions. However, there will also be managerial issues in

determining where sets of responsibilities begin and end, and

who defines them, as well as practical issues concerning time for

negotiation and planning.

Geen (1985), in tracing the history of team teaching in

England and Wales, found that there are serious difficulties

encountered when teachers are expected to work together in one

class. He found, from sending letters to Chief Education Officers

of the 104 LEAs of England and Wales, that despite the

enthusiasm for team teaching in the 1960s and 1970s, ‘it has

failed to establish itself as a permanent strategy in many

schools’. Out of 49 schools that pioneered team teaching in the

1960s only 7 retained it by 1984.

Among the reasons Geen identifies for schools

abandoning team teaching are the time and energy consumed in

planning, the reluctance of some teachers to teach before

colleagues, and differences between team members. These

relate to the constructs already identified: time and energy in

planning is a practical issue; reluctance before colleagues an

interpersonal one; differences between team members may be

due to clashes in ideology or personality.

Interestingly, very similar results were found in the United

States. Cohen (1976) longitudinally analysed questionnaire data

from 469 teachers, with data taken at two points: in 1968 and

1975. She notes, like Geen, that the amount of teaming has

dropped substantially over the period: in 1968, teams of five or

six teachers were common but by 1975 the most common team

size was only two. Suggested reasons for the decline were to do

with the amount of coordination and communication needed for

the effective functioning of the larger group; teachers do not have

the time for it. Associated with successful teaming are attention to

team dynamics and the support of school management; teaming

was ‘not unconditionally associated with teacher satisfaction’.

Satisfaction rested in part on the balance achieved in the teaming

process with balance in turn being determined by the enabling of

participation in all team members. Analysis of respondents’

replies led to …a growing understanding of the fact that when

team participation was good it was very good, and when it was

bad it was awful’ (Cohen 1976: 58). She concludes ‘that team

arrangements are extremely fragile … Teaming appears to be an

organizational innovation trying to survive without effective

preparation or support’ (ibid.: 61).

Synthesis/

analysis

Summary

Summary

Link text
Linking ideas

Figure 3.2 Telling a story
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with half of the pieces missing: not only do you have to find the pieces
you have been given and how they fit together; you also have to under-

stand what is missing. Doing the litera-
ture review is like being at that first
stage; doing your own research is the
second – filling in the bits that are miss-
ing. In the first stage you have to dis-
cover what is already there and how one
bit of the puzzle relates (or doesn’t
relate) to another. But when you embark
on a literature review you are not only
looking for pieces, you are also seeing
how they fit together and interrelate.
Does this piece go here, or there? What

can we tell from these several pieces that seem to fit together? What do
they tell us about the gaps that are in the area that is missing?
You will not find a stock of books and articles that are on the precise

subject of your project. You will, however, find literature that is related
and you must do what you can to see the relevance of this.
When you are reading, try to develop a skill of speed reading, ‘gutting’

an article or book for the material that you need. Keep an eye out for key
words or phrases and ignore what is irrelevant. You cannot read an aca-
demic book in the same way that you read a novel or even a newspaper.
Academics write in strange prose that is sometimes meaningful only to
the limited group of people who work professionally in that area, and if
you spend your time trying to decipher it all you will go mad. 
So, as you are speed reading, keep a Word file of notes from your read-

ing. Call it ‘My project notes’ (or something more imaginative). To this
file you can add downloaded material from online copy or from web-
sites. The Internet material is easy to copy by cutting and pasting, so
paste straight into your ‘My project notes’ file. Then create a new folder
into which you can put this file. If you don’t know how to create a
folder … click Start (bottom left of screen), click My Documents, click
File, click New, click Folder, then name the folder ‘Lucy’s project folder’
(only if your name is Lucy, obviously), and your folder is made – and it
didn’t cost you a penny. Now drag ‘My project notes’ into ‘Lucy’s proj-
ect folder’. Now, into this folder you can add all of the files that you
download. Your main file in this folder will be ‘My project notes’ but it
will also comprise all of the files of articles and webpages that you have
downloaded. It’s worth noting that when you download a file from the
Internet, it will be directed straight to ‘My Documents’, so drag all of
these downloads from My Documents into ‘Lucy’s project folder’.

Critical awareness: be your own Jeremy Paxman

Critical awareness is a key phrase that will come up again and again in
your university work, and despite the efforts of tutors to instil it in their
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42 HOW TO DO YOUR RESEARCH PROJECT

students, it remains a rare commodity. You will get good marks for having
it, and you will be marked down for not demonstrating it. 
What, then, is critical awareness? The key thing about study in higher

education is your attitude to knowledge rather than the amount of knowl-
edge that you can show you possess. While at school the key thing
seems to be to learn as many facts as possible and then reproduce them
in a more or less logical form for an assignment, the attitude at univer-
sity is rather different. Certainly there may be issues and knowledge with
which you will be expected to be familiar, but it is your attitude to such
knowledge that is more important: your approach should always be of
scepticism – of suspicion and doubt. You will be expected to be aware
there will always be different ways of interpreting some observation, dif-
ferent ways of arguing a case, different interests at play in any argument.
In short you’ll be expected to recognise, and to demonstrate that you
recognise, that truth is hard to come by. 

Why is this lying bastard lying to me?

You will usually be marked more for your approach to facts than for your
knowledge of them. You should understand how someone comes to a
decision, judgement or conclusion, and understand that there will
always be other kinds of decision, judgement or conclusion that could
have been drawn from data that have been gathered. As the great biolo-
gist J. B. S. Haldane put it, this is really about ‘the duty of doubt’. Or as
René Descartes (1647/1996) put it: ‘Doubt is the origin of wisdom.’
Or as Jeremy Paxman put it, less elegantly though perhaps more

straightforwardly, it is ‘Why is this lying bastard lying to me?’ Actually
Jeremy Paxman claims that he never said this. He says of his reported use
of this phrase: 

Do I think that everybody you talk to is lying? No I do not. Only a moron
would think that. But do I think you should approach any spokesman for
a vested interest with a degree of scepticism, asking ‘why are they saying
this’ and ‘is it likely to be true’? Yes of course I do. (Wells, 2005) 

What Jeremy Paxman says is just about the best way of summing up crit-
ical awareness, and it applies not just to politicians and spokespersons.
It applies to anyone who reports a finding or expresses an opinion,
because everyone reports those findings and expresses those opinions in
the context of their own experience. And this experience may be more
or less valid, more or less loaded, more or less interested (where ‘inter-
ested’ means ‘having a stake in’). You have to put out of your mind the
idea that all researchers, indeed all people who write anything any-
where, are fair-minded, neutral observers. There may be any one of a
thousand reasons why someone takes a particular slant on a research
question, so they will go out and look for data in a particular way or
analyse that data in particular ways to suit their purposes and end up
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with the sort of findings that they expect. They may simply start off with
an involvement or personal investment in a particular area, or they may
be sponsored by a particular company or government department which
may have an interest in a particular finding being made. So, start with
Paxman’s axiom of ‘Why are they saying this?’
Critical awareness, however, is not just about spotting bias or personal

involvement of this kind. It is about an awareness that knowledge is
frail, not fixed, and that you should approach everything you read and
hear with a questioning mind, always asking yourself whether some-
thing could have been done differently.
For example, in August 2007 the respected survey research organisa-

tion ICM undertook a poll for the Daily Mail on the topic of the royal
family (ICM, 2007). One of the questions asked: ‘As far as you are aware,
do you think that Camilla is carrying out too many royal duties, too few
royal duties or about the right number?’ The responses were: too many
10 per cent; about the right number 55 per cent; too few 12 per cent;
refused to answer 1 per cent; don’t know 22 per cent. With an uncritical
eye, this all looks pretty straightforward: most people thought Camilla
was carrying out about the right number of royal duties. 
But how could you approach these findings more critically? You might

first ask whether the political or commercial interests of the newspaper
in question might have had an unspoken effect on the polling organisa-
tion. Both newspaper and polling organisation would of course strenu-
ously deny any such connection (their reputation after all rests on their
being honest purveyors of the truth) but there is a symbiotic connection
between them and neither will want to alienate the other if it can be
avoided. The polling organisation will know what kind of response the
newspaper wants.
Then look at the categories that people have to fit their opinion

into – too many, about right, too few, don’t know. What about ‘don’t
care’? Why isn’t that there? This is a serious omission: the categories
chosen imply that everyone has an opinion on the topic of Camilla’s
royal duties – even ‘don’t know’ implies that respondents have care-
fully weighed up the alternatives and have come down on the side of
‘insufficient evidence’ or abstention. 
The reality may be very different. It may be that the substantial pro-

portion of people who are neutral or hostile to Camilla say ‘about right’
or ‘don’t know’ simply to provide an answer. ‘Too many’, to a republi-
can or a Camilla-hater, might be seen as too strong an opinion, or it
might be taken to imply ‘She should have fewer to give her more of a
chance to settle into her role – she should be eased in gently’. No per-
son who thinks that the country would be better off without a royal
family would have wanted to give this impression, because it might be
taken to imply some kind of generous endorsement of Camilla or the
royal family. 
So, however respectable the source, be questioning, be critical. Also, be

tentative about any conclusions that you yourself feel you are able to
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make: avoid phrases such as ‘this proves’
and ‘this shows’ and instead use words
such as ‘this indicates’ or ‘the evidence
suggests’ or ‘points towards’ or ‘implies’.
Try to use moderating phrases such as
‘tends to’ or ‘one might conclude that’
instead of bolder ones. Academic writing
is an area where it pays to be tentative: no
one will give you high marks for making
unwarranted claims about your own
research, or for gullibly believing the reports of others. Doubt everyone’s
findings, even your own. Remember again ‘The duty of doubt’.
That duty of doubt, of critical thinking, has a long and illustrious intel-

lectual tradition. Perhaps the most important philosopher of education
of the twentieth century, John Dewey, put it this way:

Men thought the world was flat until Columbus thought it to be round.
The earlier thought was a belief held because men had not the energy or
the courage to question what those about them accepted and taught,
especially as it was suggested and seemingly confirmed by obvious sen-
sible facts. The thought of Columbus was a reasoned conclusion. It marked
the close study into facts, of scrutiny and revision of evidence, of work-
ing out the implications of various hypotheses, and of comparing these
theoretical results with one another and with known facts. Because
Columbus did not accept unhesitatingly the current traditional theory,
because he doubted and inquired, he arrived at his thought. Skeptical of
what, from long habit, seemed most certain, and credulous of what
seemed impossible, he went on thinking until he could produce evi-
dence for both his confidence and his disbelief. Even if his conclusion
had finally turned out wrong, it would have been a different sort of belief
from those it antagonized, because it was reached by a different method.
Active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of
knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the further conclu-
sions to which it tends, constitutes reflective thought. (Dewey, 1920/2004:
6, original emphasis) 

Click ‘Search’: finding information

Finding information is one of the areas that has changed most dramati-
cally over the past few years. Before the mid-1990s, researchers had to
rely on printed articles in paper journals and on abstracts and indices cat-
alogued on paper, microfiches and cards. They had to go to the library to
find these resources. Then at the end of the 1990s came the widespread
use of the Internet, and researchers came to depend on big library data-
bases using keywords to search them.
But then came Google. I’ll say this very quietly so not too many of

my colleagues hear (and I’m hoping you won’t tell them) but when I
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Demonstrating critical
awareness, critical thinking,
reflective thought is as
important as anything else
in your work. It’s about
being instinctively sceptical
about claims to knowledge
and truth.
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am doing my own research I rarely use any other means of starting my
searches. There is no point being snobby about Google. It works. Not
only does it work but it works better than all of the posh library data-
bases. Somehow (and it remains a total mystery to me how it does it) it
seems to know what I am thinking and what I am wanting. It is free,
reliable and quick. Not only is there Google, but there are also Google
Scholar and Google Books. If you don’t already know how they work,
here’s how …

Google 

Unless you have been on Mars for
the last ten years you will know
how to use Google. Just a few hints: 

• Type in as much or as little as you
wish into Google’s search box.
For example, if you are interested
in whether the Head Start pro-
gramme produces beneficial con-
sequences for primary school
children, you could either type in
the whole sentence (that is to say,
just like this: Does the Head Start
programme produce beneficial con-
sequences for primary school chil-
dren?) and click ‘Search’ or you
can pick out the key words (pri-
mary Head Start benefits). Try it
different ways and see what emerges.

• Google searches for the words in your search in any order; it doesn’t
keep the words you type in as phrases. If you want to keep the words
in the same order – as phrases – then put them in double quotation
marks. So, for example if you wanted Google to search for the phrase
‘Head Start’ among the other words, you would type in primary “Head
Start” benefits. It will then search just for the phrase ‘head start’ leav-
ing out all other occurrences of ‘head’ and ‘start’.

• If you want to search for something and you want the search to
become narrower, so that it leaves out references to certain subjects or
areas, you can put in a minus sign before a word or term that you wish
to omit. So, if I wanted to find out about primary Head Start benefits,
but I wanted only to look at children above reception age, I could type
in primary “Head Start” benefits − reception. It’s good to practise with
many different ways of phrasing a Google query.
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Accessing material from home

You need access to a computer and
the Internet to use resources such as
this, and if you don’t have them you
will have to rely on your university or
college computer terminals. It is
much better to have your own
though, so that you can work at
home at odd times.

If you use your computer from home
you’ll probably have restricted access
to the range of facilities that your uni-
versity library provides. There are
clever ways around this if you want to
be bothered with them. Ask your
librarian about setting up a ‘proxy
service’ on your home computer,
which in effect makes your home
computer browser into a monitor for
your university system.
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Athens 

Some of the sources that you access on using Google will be journal
articles. You will emerge with a publisher’s journal page which provides an
abstract and an invitation to buy a full download of the article. Don’t be
tempted to buy it, because you will probably have access to the journal
through your university library and something called ‘Athens’. If, on your
introductory tour of the library you haven’t been told about Athens, go
along to one of the librarians and ask to be introduced to it. Don’t be fright-
ened to do this: in an information age this is what librarians are expected
to do – to help you gain access to all kinds of information sources. It’s what
they get paid for. Remind them of this (that’s a joke). Actually most librar-
ians I know don’t conform to the frosty stereotype at all; they are friendly
and helpful. And Athens is easy to use: just be prepared to invest an hour
or two playing with it and seeing what it can do for you. 
You will be given a username and a password for Athens. Usually this

is from your library or e-library access. Once you have entered your user-
name and password details you will have access to an array of databases
that carry the journal. Figure 3.3 shows the sort of page that emerges
when you have done this. Figure 3.3 is from my own university library,
and yours will be similar. 
Type in the name of the journal that came up from your Google

inquiry and press ‘Go’ (or whatever in your library’s system) and you
will come up with a page like the one in Figure 3.4. My library’s system
here gives you information about which databases hold access to the
journal, and when I press ‘Find It!’ at the bottom of the page it gives me
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the choice of locating the article I want in one of several databases. It
doesn’t matter which one you use, but just check that the particular
database (such as SwetsWise, which is the one I prefer) carries the jour-
nal for the year that you want.
If I now request the article I want from SwetsWise, the SwetsWise page

asks me to log in via Athens at the top right of the page. 
I can hear you saying, ‘But shouldn’t I already be in Athens?’ Well, the

answer of course is yes, but that would be too easy! It would be too easy
to take you into Athens immediately you are in the e-library, silly!
Maybe libraries and publishers will eventually get round to making their
inquiry systems easier and producing something which is as easy to use
as Google, but sadly it hasn’t happened yet. In fact, because of these
charming idiosyncrasies in ‘information systems’ you may have to
devote a day to going to the library to familiarise yourself with these
systems and asking a librarian to help you if you get stuck.
Because every university system is different, giving you more exact

information from this point on in the process will not be of much use
to you. So the next step is to make that library visit. Before you start
asking librarians lists of questions, though, ask for the library’s vari-
ous leaflets and sheets on electronic access and try to make sense of
them. Play around for a while on the computer and find what you
can and can’t do – what you can and can’t access. Make a list of your
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questions and when you have done this go to the librarian with a list
of more targeted questions.

Google Scholar 

Google Scholar works in much the same way as Google, but it is more
targeted at the kinds of things you will be looking for in university
life. You can access it either from a link on the main page of Google
or from http://scholar.google.com/. Once you have accessed the
Google Scholar main page you use it in the same way that you would
have used Google. That is to say, you can type in a question or a more
targeted inquiry based on a particular article that you have already
identified. 
For example, try typing in the same question that I used above for test-

ing Google: Does the Head Start programme produce beneficial consequences
for primary school children?. When you do this and click on ‘Search’ you
will get many thousands of responses, as you do on ordinary Google.
However, these responses, rather than being general, will only be to
books and articles. The ‘best’ ones will usually be at the beginning, but
you will also find good ones lower down (though they will become pro-
gressively less relevant as you proceed downwards).
Figure 3.5 shows the first ‘answer’ I got when I typed that question

into Google Scholar. The figure shows the various elements of the
Google Scholar ‘answer’ page. As with all forms of electronic resource,
the key is to keep playing with it: click on links to see what happens.

Google Book Search 

As if Google Scholar weren’t miraculous enough, there is also Google
Book Search, which will find relevant books, point you to the page(s)
relevant to your search inquiry, and even show you the page(s) them-
selves. Type http://books.google.com into the address line and you
will arrive at the familiar Google front page, but orientated to a book
search. 
Typing a general inquiry is less likely to be successful with the book

search than with a general Google search, so when I type Does the Head
Start programme produce beneficial consequences for primary school children?
as I did with Google and Google Scholar, it comes up with a dead end.
So I have to open up the search by using fewer words. Remember that
when you are asking Google just to look for books it is searching a far
narrower range of resources, so keep your options open by reducing the
number of words in your search.
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First, it tells you that it is referring to a

book. If you then click on the main

title itself you will (if you are lucky,

and I am in this case) be directed

straight to the ‘book’ itself, which in

this case turns out not actually to be

a book but a research report.

(You are bound to find ‘mistakes’ of

this sort, in electronic resources.) It’s

an excellent report and gives a huge

amount of information and further

references on the topic of interest.

Underneath the main answer are the

report’s authors, and then some text from

the report itself. This is usually the first

words of the article/book/report. Usually

they give a rough indication of what

might be in the document.

This tells you how much the work

has been cited, which is a good

indication of how well regarded the

work is in the academic community.

It’s certainly not a watertight

indication of quality, and is not an

indicator that you would want to

quote in your own dissertation or

thesis, but it is a pretty reasonable

indicator of how much it is used and

relied on by academic peers. If you

click on this it will take you to all the

works that have cited (referred to)

this work, enabling you to ‘jump

forward’ in time from the work itself. 

The next

takes you

to related

articles.

The next

does a

web

search

for key

terms in

the

answer

found by

Google

Scholar.

This lets you

read in HTML,

which is a

simplified text

that avoids

Acrobat

readers, etc.

This

shows

which

libraries

hold

copies of

the book.

This gives access to

British Library Direct, a

service that allows you

to search their journals

and order a full text

using your credit card.

OK if you are

desperate, but

remember that you may

have free access via

Athens. 

Figure 3.5 Google Scholar – the important bits
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The Web of Knowledge 

Your library should give you access
to the Web of Knowledge (also
called the Web of Science). Type
http://portal.isiknowledge.com/
portal.cgi. At the homepage click
‘Social Sciences Citation Index’ and follow the instructions on what to
do. You can search by topic or author or a range of other criteria. I’ve
given this only one ‘thumbs up’ since I find it clunky to use: it will obsti-
nately refuse to find things where I know I have put the details in cor-
rectly. However, for those who are snobby about Google (and they are
fortunately getting fewer in number) Web of Science provides the gold
standard on citation information.

Zetoc 

Your university library will provide a way for you to use to Zetoc, which
gives access to the British Library’s 20,000 journals and 16,000 confer-
ence proceedings published every year. Type http://zetoc.mimas.ac.uk/.
Zetoc is particularly useful as it includes an email alerting service to help
you to keep up-to-date with relevant new articles and papers – in other
words, Zetoc will automatically send you an email when a new article
appears that ‘hits the button’ as far as certain criteria that you specify are
concerned. You could, for example, tell it to send you all articles by a cer-
tain author, or all articles with certain keywords in the title, or all arti-
cles in each new issue of a certain journal. 
Zetoc will give you:

• a search facility, for citations of journal articles and conference proceedings –
a bit like Google Scholar;

• the alert facility, to give you email alerts of new articles that may be
of interest to you;

• facilitated access to full texts of articles and papers – Zetoc itself pro-
vides access to the table of contents rather than the full text. However,
once you have found an article of interest, the full record page pro-
vides links to help you access the full text;

• feeds (also called RSS feeds – RSS stands for Really Simple Syndication),
which help you to keep automatically up to date with what is happen-
ing in a journal. A feed is frequently updated content published by a
website. Click ‘Zetoc RSS’ in Zetoc, and then click the feed you want to
see. In the example in Figure 3.6 I’ve clicked on the feed for the American
Educational Research Journal. When you subscribe to the feed, it will be
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Citation: A reference to a particular
piece of work, usually by using the
Harvard system (e.g. ‘Smith, 2002’).
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added to your ‘Favorites Center’ in Internet Explorer (yellow star at top
left of screen), which will automatically check the website and download
new content so you can see what is new since you last visited the feed.

Amazon

The Amazon website is a useful resource for seeking out related informa-
tion about books (but not articles). Type www.amazon.co.uk (or
www.amazon.com for the US version). It’s not as good as Google Book
Search but it does have some useful features such as ‘Search Inside!’™
which allows you to look at the contents pages and to read the first chap-
ter, the index and some other information about the book. Also, it gives
you information about what other customers who have bought this book
have also bought – surprisingly useful, since many will, inexplicably,
seem to be on much the same train of thought as you. There will also be
a publisher’s synopsis of the book and if you are lucky some reasonably
informative reviews (but often also some spectacularly uninformative
ones). Clearly, this is not data disinterestedly given by Amazon out of the
love of knowledge – they want to sell you books, so be wary.
Something that the Amazon website is particularly useful for is when

you are compiling your reference list. Unless you are absolutely perfect,
you will have lost certain references, or you will have somehow missed off
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a key bit of the reference when making your notes. The Amazon website
has co-authors, the publisher, the date of publication and dates of various
editions, and this is often all you need to enable you to plug the holes.

Inter-library loan 

I’ve been at pains to point out that you should be very wary about click-
ing on any link that asks you to part with money for a download of the
article. This is partly because there is a very good chance that you will be
able to access the article or book completely free through your univer-
sity Athens account. Or you will be able to see enough of it to gain a suf-
ficient impression of what it is about. If the worse comes to the worst
and you decide that you simply must have a copy of the article and you
are not able to access it by one of the means already explained here you
can get the article via inter-library loan, either electronically or as a pho-
tocopy. Ask your librarian about this. There will probably be a charge,
but it won’t be as much as it would be from a publisher’s website.

Hints on searching – separating the wheat
from the chaff

Two common problems students come up with on doing a literature
review are (1) that they can find no information, and (2) that there is just
too much information.
Let’s look at the first one: you can find absolutely no information at all

on your topic of interest. The thing is, it is most unlikely to be the case in
reality that there is no information to find
on your topic, so if you are finding noth-
ing on your various searches you should
examine where you may be going wrong.
It may be the case that you are not using
enough search facilities, or, more likely,
that you are making your search too nar-
row. You are pinpointing your search terms
too finely, or throwing away related information that is not on the precise
subject of your interest, but is connected and therefore useful. Remember
that your literature review ultimately will not be on the exact topic of your
research, but rather it will be on the more general subject surrounding your
research. So, if you wanted to look, for example, at how head teachers
cope with difficult people and you are coming up with nothing, it may be
that you are searching too specifically. Your searches may need to concen-
trate on something broader, such as teacher stress, and you may wish to
think about what ‘difficult people’ means. This will in turn suggest that
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Think like a search engine.
Find alternative ways of for-
mulating ideas connected
to your research question.
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you think about the ‘people’ with whom head teachers come into contact:
there are the other teachers in the school, other head teachers in the area,
parents, pupils, teaching assistants, administrators, support staff, etc. Were
you thinking of all of these when you posed your question, or just certain
categories? So, think about the broader ways that your question may be
framed. Think about alternative search terms.
You’ll see in Figure 3.7 that the original question about how head teach-

ers cope with difficult people has been reformulated into a range of terms
that you might not have thought of originally, and you might, for exam-
ple, ask why ‘drugs’ and ‘suicide’ are included as alternatives to ‘coping’.
The key is to try to think like a search engine. The search engine is sorting
through words and phrases in an unimaginably large set of websites, a tiny
fraction of which will contain, in some sense or other, ‘stories’ about head
teachers and difficult people. But these ‘stories’ are hardly likely to be framed
in these exact terms. They are more likely to contain words that are asso-
ciated with the words you have identified. What are difficult people likely
to do to a head teacher? To cause stress. What does stress lead to? Possibly
drinking excess alcohol, taking drugs or even suicide. These may not be
the coping strategies you were thinking of, but they will lead into stories
that address the topic, perhaps comparing these routes out of stress with
more positive ones. So the key is, if you don’t at first succeed, try thinking
like the search engine and formulating your question in a number of dif-
ferent ways using a range of related words. 
And remember that your literature review is a general contextualisa-

tion. So stress in teachers as a general group is likely to be of relevance
when you are thinking about stress in head teachers. Don’t limit your
search by a very precise word when you may find some very interesting
information that relates to broader issues.
Now the second one: you are swamped with information on the

topic. Suppose you are interested in the attainment of black boys and
you enter black boys attainment. The search emerges with three quarters
of a million ‘answers’. If you now put in a term that is related to your
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Coping

Difficult people

Alternative search terms:

teacher, staff, human

resources, personnel

Alternative search terms: stress, cope, interpersonal, alcohol,

drugs, strategies, managing, leaving the profession, suicide

Alternative search terms: awkward, uncooperative,

parents, pupils, teaching assistants, administrators,

support staff

Figure 3.7 Turning your question into alternative search terms
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interests – say 14–19 – it will reduce the number dramatically. Or you
can put in a name of a key academic or a key commentator to delimit
the search. Ask your tutor for key names. For example, if I put in the
name of someone who I know is an expert here – “Gus John” – (in dou-
ble quote marks because I want Google to find only references to Gus
John, not to all the Johns and all the Guses in the world), it reduces the
three quarters of a million to 155. 
So, the key is to imagine that in your literature review the process is

like sieving: with too coarse a mesh you let
through too much; with too fine a mesh you don’t
get enough. Or imagine that you are trying to sep-
arate the wheat from the chaff. If you blow too
hard you get rid of the wheat as well as the chaff.
If you don’t blow hard enough you don’t get rid of
the chaff. 

Understanding how sources are cited: the Harvard
referencing system

You need to understand the Harvard referencing system for two reasons.
First, when you are reading, you need to understand the way that sources
are referenced by authors in books and journal articles. Second, when you
are writing, you need to know how to provide references yourself when
you write up your literature review – in other words, how to give the full
details of where others can find the work when you refer to a book or arti-
cle. There are various ways in which referencing can be done, but the over-
whelmingly preferred method in the social sciences is the Harvard system.
This is how it works. You find a source – let’s say an article written by

Jane Brown. If you then want to refer to the article you do so by using
the author’s surname, followed by the year of the publication in brackets –
for example, by saying ‘In a large study, Brown (2004) discovered that 
little bits of fluff accumulate in people’s pockets.’ You will then give the
full details of Brown’s publication in a list headed ‘References’ at the end
of your report (not ‘Bibliography’, incidentally, which has the meaning
of ‘here are some interesting books that are related to my thesis’ – by con-
trast, ‘References’ applies only to the works you have actually referred to
in your text). We’ll come on to how to compile the list in a moment, but
first let’s look at how you make reference to various kinds of sources in
the text, since these will take a variety of forms.
How you make reference in the text:

• For a single author of a book or a journal article, use the author’s
name followed by the date of the publication in brackets, e.g. ‘…
Sweedlepipe (2005) found that the fluff referred to by Brown (2004) is
composed mainly of cotton fibre and dead skin …’
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• Where a work is by two authors, use both authors’ names followed by
the date in brackets: ‘… Sweedlepipe and Sikes (2007), in later work,
showed that the ratio of cotton fibre to dead skin (by weight) is
between 3:1 and 5:1 …’

• For more authors, use the first author’s name, followed just by et al.
(et al. means ‘and others’), e.g. ‘… Sweedlepipe et al. (2008) illustrated
the mechanism by which cotton fibre bonds to dead skin …’

• If you actually quote from the author, you must give the page num-
ber from which the quotation comes, with the page number given
after a colon after the publication date: ‘Sweedlepipe (2005: 134) sums
up the importance of the topic this way: “The precise mechanism
involved in the accumulation of fluff in the pockets is one of the
greatest mysteries remaining for science to solve”.’

• In the unlikely case of an author having two outputs in 2005 that
you are referencing in the text, this is indicated by ‘a’, ‘b’, ‘c’, etc.
after the date: ‘Sikes (2005a) found that trouser pockets of male stu-
dents contained significantly more fluff than those of female stu-
dents, and in later work (2005b) hypothesised that lower amounts
of fluff in female pockets were due to a higher frequency of personal
hygiene measures (principally by washing and clothes laundering)
among in the latter.’

• A book that has been republished long after the original publication
may be cited with the author’s name as usual, but followed by both
the first publication and republication dates, e.g. Ryle (1949/1990). 

And this is how you go on to reference the material in the reference sec-
tion at the end of your thesis: 

For a book:

Name(s) and initial(s) of author(s) followed by year in brackets, followed
by book title in italics, followed by place of publication and publisher.
For example …

Sweedlepipe, P. (2005) The Fluff in People’s Pockets. London: Sage.

For a journal article:

Name and initial(s) of author(s) followed by year in brackets, followed
by article title, followed by name of journal in italics, followed by vol-
ume number, issue number and page numbers. For example ...

Sweedlepipe, P. and Sikes, B. (2007) Ratios of cotton fibres to exfoliated
skin in trouser pockets of US males. International Journal of Fluff and
Allied Detritus, 31, 1, 252–7.

For a downloadable Internet source:

Name and initial(s) of author(s) followed by year in brackets, followed
by article title, followed by the words ‘Available at’ and the Internet
source, followed by the date you accessed it. For example ...
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Wells, M. (2005) Paxman answers the questions. Guardian Unlimited.
Available at http://politics.guardian.co.uk/media/story/0,12123,140232
4,00.html. Accessed 26 August 2007.

Formatting the reference list:

It looks good if each reference has a hanging indent – in other words,
the first line is formatted to the left, as normal, and the subsequent
lines are indented. You can produce the hanging indent in Word by
putting the cursor anywhere in the reference and pressing ‘Ctrl T’. Or
do the whole lot together by selecting all the references (with your
mouse, left click at the beginning and drag down to the end) and then
pressing ‘Ctrl T’.
The list should be in alphabetical order. To alphabetise a list automat-

ically in Word, select the whole list with your mouse, then click on
‘Table’, then click on ‘Sort’, and click ‘OK’. The list will miraculously
appear in order. (If it doesn’t, the settings on your copy of Word may
have been changed and you will need to look at the particular instruc-
tions under ‘Sort’ more carefully.)
There are now several software systems for organising your references

automatically, such as EndNote, Reference Manager and RefWorks, and
your library will almost certainly offer support in using these through
leaflets, courses and email query and will provide a weblink on this and
related issues. My own library’s (open to everybody), which also offers
detailed advice on the use of the Harvard method, is at www.i-cite.
bham.ac.uk/.

Taking notes and quotes

There used to be a time when people had to take careful notes of every
source they consulted on small cards that would be filed alphabetically.
(For people like me, who suffer from a mild variant of Asperger’s syn-
drome, this was enormously satisfying.) Researchers had to be meticu-
lous about everything that they did, punctiliously keeping records of
references – because if you lost one or forgot to record it, it would take
hours or even days to track it down again. Things aren’t like that any
more: you can now find a lost reference on the Internet in seconds. And
note-taking is different too: you can now be a lot more creative and
idiosyncratic in the way that you keep notes on your word processor.
The problem with the old card index file systems was that they almost
encouraged you to think of the literature review as a collection of
names and notes. Now, though, if you take notes more fluidly – as I sug-
gest in the next section – you can add observations, make connections
and link one source with another through the notes that you take as
you are reading. 
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Schön, D.A. (1991) The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals
Think in Action. Aldershot: Avebury.
When someone does something … ‘He does not separate
thinking from doing, ratiocinating his way to a decision
which he must later convert to action.’ (Schön, 1991: 68)

Wright Mills, C. (1970) The Sociological Imagination.
London: Pelican.
Wright Mills (1970) quotes a number of Nobel-Prize-
winning physicists on the nature of ‘scientific method’;
Bridgman, for example, says that ‘There is no scientific
method as such, but the vital feature of the scientist’s proce-
dure has been merely to do his utmost with his mind, no
holds barred’ [original emphasis]. (Wright Mills, 1970: 69)

Harré, R (1998) The Singular Self. London: Sage.
‘Muddles are endemic in psychology largely because of the
urge to find occurrent psychological properties of persons to
explain what they think and do. But there are none.’ (p. 16)

Foucault, M. (1989) Résumé des Cours, 1970–1982 (pp.
13–14). Paris: Juillard. 
‘Knowledge … is produced not as a result of the harmony
or happy equilibrium of these elements, but rather as the
result of their antagonism, of their dubious and provisional
compromise, of a fragile truce that they are always prepared
to betray. Knowledge is not a permanent faculty, it is an
event, or perhaps a series of events.’

Illich, I. (1979) Deschooling Society. London: Pelican Books.
‘Some words become so flexible that they cease to be useful
… Like an amoeba they fit into almost any interstice of the
language.’ (Illich, 1979: 32)

Crews, F. (1997) The Memory Wars: Freud’s Legacy in
Dispute. London: Granta.
‘Algorithms for making something happen with maximum
complication … [the] theory is a display of ingenuity unen-
cumbered by recalcitrant data.’ (p. 12)

Friedrich Nietzsche, Die Fröhliche Wissenschaft, Bk IV. 
‘Believe me! The secret of reaping the greatest fruitfulness
and the greatest enjoyment from life is to live dangerously!’ 

Ignatieff, M. (1998) Isaiah Berlin: A Life. London: Chatto &
Windus.
‘In a dark century he [Isaiah Berlin] showed what a life of
the mind should be: sceptical, ironical, dispassionate and
free.’ (p. 301)

Oscar Wilde: The Portrait of Dorian Gray. (2) (In relation to
Ryle.)
‘It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances.’  

Andreski, S. (1972) Social Sciences as Sorcery. London:
André Deutsch.
‘…an excessive preoccupation with methodology pro-
vides an alibi for timorous quietism.’ (p. 116)

A notes file in Word

The software packages I
have just mentioned
(EndNote, etc.) seem to
work for some people.
However, I find a simpler
system is just to paste
everything that would
conceivably be of interest
into a Word file which I
can then search for the
keywords that I want.
When I say ‘keywords’ I
don’t mean anything
very technical. I just
mean that I use Word’s
search facility to look for
a word or part of a word
that will find the topic I
am looking for. So, for
example, if I were inter-
ested in finding anything
mentioning science or sci-
entists I would ask the
programme to find ‘scie’.
You can see in the box
what this search locates
in this small sample of
my notes.
You can, of course,

make your note-keeping
file more sophisticated
by adding specific key-
words to each entry. I
might, for example, have
added the word ‘theory’
to the Schön reference.
So, as I am reading I

copy quotations (and,
importantly, the refer-
ences from which they
come) willy nilly into 
the file, as indicated in
the excerpt from my 
own (considerably tidied)

THE LITERATURE REVIEW  57

scie
scie

scie

Box 3.1

Thomas (Research) Ch-03:Thomas (Research) Ch-03 4/17/2009 3:04 PM Page 57



reference file in the box. I always make a point of recording the reference
as exactly as possible, and then the notes as I see fit at the time. I make
it clear with the use of quotation marks which are my own words and
which are the author’s. This may not have the satisfying tidiness of the
old card index, but the question arises how far that alphabetical imper-
ative is still necessary. When you can now simply find what you need to
find in a file such as the one in the box, why does it need to be in alpha-
betical order? You simply need to type a search word or phrase into the
‘Find’ box and the machine will do the rest. When you can easily fillet
and sort a list alphabetically (see p. 56), why bother putting them in
alphabetical order at the outset?
Many of the notes I take are copied directly from the Internet through

using cut-and-paste. Cut-and-paste is particularly useful in copying refer-
ence details. However, you should always be very clear in your recording
which are the author’s words and which are your own. Under copyright
law you are permitted to copy around 400 words from an author as long
as you make full and clear attribution to the author in question.
Occasionally students are tempted to try to pass off the work and the

words of others as their own. Your university will almost certainly have
a policy on plagiarism, how it is defined, why you should not do it, how
you can avoid it and the penalties for doing it. My own university
defines plagiarism as:

… the submission for formal assessment of an assignment that incorporates,
without proper citation or acknowledgement by means of an accepted ref-
erencing standard, the intellectual property or work of a third party.

Its policy, which is fairly typical of all, is given at www.as.bham.ac.uk/
study/support/sca/plagiarism.shtml.
Having had the sense to read my book, you are not of course the sort of

person who plagiarises. However, just speaking generally for a moment,
plagiarism is a pity for a number of reasons. First, it is against the spirit of
the thing: the aim is to learn, develop and improve – not just to get a cer-
tificate. So why pretend? Second, there is a real risk of being caught, and
the likelihood of being found out is increasing as plagiarism software
improves, and the penalties at any university are serious for those who are
found plagiarising. Third, there is no penalty for drawing from others or
using their ideas and words, as long as these are acknowledged. In fact,
your marker will be pleased to see evidence of wide reading and the intel-
ligent synthesis of this. 
Although I have said that a marker will be pleased to see evidence of wide

reading in quotations, you should avoid overdoing quotations. Generally,
one short quotation per page would be the maximum I would want to see,
with perhaps the occasional extended quotation. The aim in a literature
review is to outline and demonstrate interconnections, not to present a list
of other people’s verbatim words. The key is analysis and synthesis, and
quotations do not really play a role in either, unless with it you are pro-
viding an excellent illustration of a point that an authority is making.
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Overview

Your literature review is not an add-on: it should be a major contributor
to the development of your project. It should help you to shape your
questions by enabling you to find out what has already been done. The
literature exists in many shapes and forms and you should be discrimi-
nating in what you choose to include – even seemingly unimpeachable
sources can be wrong. This is where critical awareness begins: show that
you understand that there is always room for interpretation in the read-
ing of any piece of work. Interpret and understand what others have done,
and weave their contributions into a narrative. The literature review
should be a narrative – a story – not a list.

Further Reading

Fink, A. (2005) Conducting research literature reviews: from the internet to paper.
London: SAGE.

Systematic, with good examples on searching in health, education and business domains.
Not just the process, but also good on evaluating the articles you select to review.

Ridley, D. (2008) The literature review: a step-by-step guide for students. London: SAGE.

Campbell Collaboration http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/ contains systematic
reviews in education, crime and justice, and social welfare. Useful not just for the
analysis and synthesis of studies, but also for examples of the way that evidence is
balanced.

The Cochrane Collaboration http://www.cochrane.org/. This is a library of systematic
reviews in healthcare.

The EPPI-Centre (i.e. The Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating
Centre) at http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/ is similar to Campbell, but tends to focus
more on education.
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