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1. What is a literature review?

A lit review is…

Analytical: think of the texts as your data

Informative: it lets the reader know what researchers already know about a topic 

Strategic: it places your question in the larger body of research to help you make an argument about what your contribution is

A lit review is not…

A book review: you are not assessing the work of others (it’s OK to mention strengths and weaknesses as a way to place your contribution in a context)

A simple summary: you should not think of it as writing 1 paragraph about each source and copying and pasting them together

Scope: 

Substantive: Include work that asks similar research questions as your own, but you need to narrow it down—you can’t write a lit review on “immigration” or “education.” You can write one on “immigrant parents’ involvement in education.”

Theoretical: Include potential theoretical frameworks or mechanisms that others have investigated—are you testing or extending something?

Length: 15-25 pages

2. Sources
Sociology journals: The Annual Review of Sociology is a good place to start—it is a journal that only publishes literature reviews on sociological topics. Search through it on jstor to see if they’ve covered your topic

The American Journal of Sociology (AJS) and American Sociological Review (ASR) are top journals in Sociology. There are also many specialty journals like City & Community, Sociology of Education, Demography, Health and Society, etc. It’s OK to bring in other related disciplines, depending on your topic, but you should try to keep your framework sociological—other disciplines also have likely produced research on your topic, so you want to make sure that your work is in our discipline.

Electronic resources: jstor and Google scholar are handy tools

Syllabi: To figure out what the key works are in a field, you can search online for syllabi from Harvard or any respectable university and see what is on the syllabus

References from key sources: as you read, make note if a certain author or reference keeps appearing—if so, check it out!

Ask your advisor or grad students who do work in that field.

3. How to read and take notes
a. Take notes as you go: have a word document open or paper with you

b. Read the abstract—write down your first few bullet points from the abstract

c. Skim the rest of the article carefully

d. In the beginning of the process, the lit review of articles and/or books can provide you with a good overview of the field—are there certain competing theories that seem to come up a lot? Key sources?

e. Read 1 section of the paper at a time and then write notes on it

f. Make note of the source’s main finding, the data used, the key theory/past work they built on, what they couldn’t do/their call for future research (can your work answer this call? ) and what other sources they are similar to/different from

4. Outlining: Before starting to read or after reading a few key sources, you can begin to create an outline that will provide you with a roadmap of your task. It will help you organize your reading list and stay focused. Start with the literature most similar to your research question, read through all works in that section, and then move out from there. Keep your notes from articles on similar topics together and writing that section of the lit review will be easy!

