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Caveats & Disclaimers

• Very general advice being given here
• Not all literature reviews look the same

• This presentation is geared more towards a chapter-long literature review 
that’s part of your thesis or dissertation

• Listen to your advisor



What is a literature review anyways?

Not
• List
• Annotated bibliography
• Just a summary

Is a(n)
• Examination of extant research 

on a defined topic
• Synthesis
• Critique
• Analysis
• Argument 



Why do I have to do 
one?
• Shows that you have a firm grasp of the 

topic, surrounding issues/controversies

• Places your research within the larger 
academic narrative.

• Demonstrates the importance of your 
research

• Proves that there are knowledge gaps in 
your field that merit investigation

• Shows that you are adding new 
knowledge to your field 

• Creates an intellectual, historical, and 
theoretical framework for your 
thesis/dissertation



Where can I 
find examples?

http://library.nau.edu/


Okay.  So how do I start?

• Brainstorm your topic and sketch out what questions you want to 
answer or find answers to

• Strategies:
• Talk out loud
• Write it down as a list
• Mind Mapping
• Spider diagrams



Mind Mapping
From: http://val-defines.blogspot.com/2012/08/drm-studio-design-
issue-and-hypothesis.html

http://val-defines.blogspot.com/2012/08/drm-studio-design-issue-and-hypothesis.html


Spider Diagram

From Dr. Inger Mewburn 
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-spider-diagram-to-
make-research-questions

https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-spider-diagram-to-make-research-questions


Look at what you’ve created, now you can…

• Ask yourself
• If this information exists where would I find it?

• What fields/subjects would that topic fall under?
• Is this information that would be in data sets?
• Not everything will be in a journal article

• Which questions/sections are more important?

• Piecemeal approach
• Create keywords & search strings



First check:

• Has someone done some of the work for you?
• Other dissertations/theses
• Review articles
• Systematic review

• Big Names/Studies
• Talk to your advisor, people in your field
• Who is everyone else citing?

• Broad search, assess, narrow



Different information, different searches 

• Quick Search
• Multiple databases & library’s catalog (great way to find books)
• Lots of noise

• Individual Library Databases
• Subject specific – reduces noise

• Not all article databases (tests/measurements, legal, business information, etc.)
• Can filter/manipulate better – advanced techniques like truncation & w/in 

searching (varies by database)
• Need to be thoughtful on what you are searching



Different information, different searches

• Web searches
• Grey literature (Conference materials/presentation, white papers 
• pre-prints
• Policies, data sets, etc.

• Google Scholar
• Not comprehensive
• More natural searching, less structured
• Lots of noise, more difficult to target specific disciplines
• Try Google Books or Worldcat.org to find books

• Citation searches
• Backwards
• Forwards: “cited by” in Google Scholar,  “cited reference search” in Web of Science 



Get to know where your searching

• Does it have a way to save your searches?
• Does it use controlled vocabulary (subject terms) & is there a 

thesaurus or way to look up vocab?
• How fancy can you get with your searches? Are you able to use 

truncation, wildcards, near searching, etc?
• Is there a way to set up alerts?
• How can you get the information into your citation manager (Zotero, 

Mendeley)?



You + Your 
Librarian 



You + Your 
Librarian 



Easier than ever to connect with your 
librarian



Other Tips

• Before you start:
• Off-campus?  Login to the VPN
• Using Google Scholar?  Link to NAU’s library

• Adapt your strategy as you go
• This is an iterative process that will take time, don’t expect to get it right the 

first go around
• Keep track of where/when/what you are searching so you don’t repeat 

yourself

• Library doesn’t have something?  Document Delivery Services can get 
it for you



Staying organized



Pause, 
Skim, 
Weed, 

Reevaluate



Take notes & label as you go

• Keep track of what you’ve searched & when
• Bibliographic management tools

• Zotero (free to anyone)
• Mendeley (available through Cline, free basic version)

• Save, save, save
• If you like to write things down, take pictures

• Synthesis Matrix



“We can better understand problems 
like attrition if we know why people 
choose to undertake a PhD in the first 
place, however scholars do not pay 
attention to the reasons why students 
are motivated to enroll in a PhD. Two 
notable exceptions are Humbug et al 
(2009) and Mewburn (2012). Humbug 
et al noted that different disciplines 
report very different reasons for 
beginning a PhD. Mewburn further 
developed this work in her studies of 
older students, claiming that gender 
further complicated the picture of 
motivation.”

Mewburn, Inger “Using a matrix to organize your notes” 
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-matrix-to-
organise-your-notes-for-faster-writing

https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-matrix-to-organise-your-notes-for-faster-writing
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-matrix-to-organise-your-notes-for-faster-writing


Konradsen, H. , Nielsen, H. , Larsen, M. and Hansen, C. (2012) Patient participation in relation to life style changes—A literature review. Open Journal of Nursing, 2, 27-33. doi: 
10.4236/ojn.2012.22005



Why use a bibliographic management tool?

• Keeps track of your citations
• Can attach pdfs & edit them (usually)
• Share your citations with others & work collaboratively
• Start early



Okay, but…

• How do I know when I’m finished?
• Did you answer your questions adequately?
• Did you run it by your advisor?
• Do you have a good understanding of the research landscape and did you 

properly capture that for your audience?

• What if I can’t find anything?
• Take a step back from your question

• How have the changes to Louie the Lumberjack over the years impacted alumni 
attendance at football games? Find similar populations or break-up the question and 
then make the connections yourself.  

• Citations are your friend.



Writing it up

Look back at your matrix/think about your readings
• Are there any themes that appear?
• What are the major agreements/disagreements?
• Are there any controversies? 

Structure it by…
• Topic/question that needs to be answered
• Chronologically 
• Methodology/theory



Sources:

• Keller, Emily “Dissertation Boot Camp” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O8S3v9xfjlQ

• Hastings, Candace “Get Lit: The Literature Review” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9la5ytz9MmM

• Machi, Lawrence A. and Brenda T. McEvoy. 2012. The Literature Review –
Six Steps to Success. 

• Mewburn, Inger “Using a Spider Diagram to Make Research Questions” 
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-spider-diagram-
to-make-research-questions

• Mewburn, Inger “Using a matrix to organize your notes” 
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-matrix-to-
organise-your-notes-for-faster-writing

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O8S3v9xfjlQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9la5ytz9MmM
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-spider-diagram-to-make-research-questions
https://sites.google.com/site/twblacklinemasters/using-a-matrix-to-organise-your-notes-for-faster-writing


October 2, 2019

LITERATURE REVIEW & 
WRITERS’ PANEL

@naugradcollege @NAUGradCollege @naugraduatecollege



Welcome Remarks

Dr. Karina Collentine
Associate Dean of the Graduate College, NAU



Literature Review

Brittany Blanchard
Research Librarian at Cline Library, NAU



Writers’ Panel:
Introduction of Panelists

Dr. Karina Collentine
Associate Dean of the Graduate College, NAU



QUESTIONS

1. In what physical space did you write your 
dissertation, e.g., your office, a favorite café, the 
library, your research laboratory? Briefly, what 
were the advantages and disadvantages of that 
space for you?



QUESTIONS

2. What resources (e.g., writing assistance, research librarians, 
professional editors, counseling & wellness services) did you 
use, if any, while you were writing your dissertation (or thesis, if 
you wish to comment on that earlier document)? 

Some of these resources at NAU include:
• NAU’s University Writing Commons works with graduate students 

too
• NAU’s research librarians are organized by department 
• NAU’s Campus Health Services has expanded services

https://in.nau.edu/university-writing-commons/
https://nau.edu/library/contact-your-subject-librarian/
https://in.nau.edu/campus-health-services/nau-counseling-services/


QUESTIONS

3. Please comment on the strategy of Writing 
1000 words/day. Substrategies can include: 
know what you’re going to write in advance, 
setting up a protected time for writing (e.g., 
time allocation, writing retreat, writing 
bootcamp), and feeling enthusiastic about 
what you’re going to write. Did you try to 
write 1000 words/day? Did you use any of 
these other strategies? Others?



QUESTIONS

4. To use the substrategy of Know what you’re going to write in advance, one 
blog suggested that the writer create a Thesis/Dissertation map. Did you use 
a thesis/dissertation map, or something similar? Was it helpful? If yes, how so? 
If not, why not?

The basic idea behind a Thesis/Dissertation map is to plan the writing:
Try to capture an overview of the dissertation by completing the following:

• This dissertation contributes to knowledge by…
• This dissertation is important because…
• The key research question is….
• The sub-questions are….
• Under the conclusion heading write a rough list of points you think will go in there (hint: these should be 

answers to the research questions you have posed). Study these closely – have you got data, theories, 
evidence and arguments to support these conclusions? These concluding points, singularly or in combination, 
will form the ‘key learnings’ of the dissertation – the knowledge and ideas you want your readers to absorb.

• Each chapter should have at least one key learning in it, maybe more. Under each chapter heading note the 
key learnings in the form of a brief synopsis of up to 300 words. This synopsis is like a mini abstract 
that explains what the rest of the chapter will be about.

• Then make a list of the material you will include in the chapter as dot points. These should be short 
sentences that will act as subheadings.

https://thesiswhisperer.com/2015/01/16/how-to-write-10000-words-a-day/


QUESTIONS

5. Graduate students tend to be very 
successful in a structured academic 
environment (i.e., when they take classes), 
but suddenly they face a lack of external 
structure, and the writing of the thesis or 
dissertation must come from within. Did the 
lack of an external structure affect you? If so, 
how did you overcome it?



QUESTIONS

6. Many students are asked to make “minor 
revisions” after the defense, but sometimes 
they turn out to be more like “major 
revisions” than “minor” ones. What advice 
can you give about how to get through this 
final step?



QUESTIONS

7. Please comment on the curve of 
diminishing returns, i.e., the idea that One’s 
dissertation is never going to be perfect (and 
it’s not supposed to be), and that, at some 
point, you just have to finish.



QUESTIONS

8. Did your relationship with your faculty 
advisor(s)/committee chair(s) change during 
writing? If so, how?



QUESTIONS

Questions from the audience 



RESOURCES

• https://in.nau.edu/university-writing-commons/
• https://nau.edu/library/contact-your-subject-librarian/
• https://in.nau.edu/campus-health-services/nau-counseling-

services/
• https://thesiswhisperer.com/2015/01/16/how-to-write-10000-

words-a-day/
• https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CgJmHc2hFhPkZUyGzDEPQ1J3y

feLn7iO/view

Just one more slide…

https://in.nau.edu/university-writing-commons/
https://nau.edu/library/contact-your-subject-librarian/
https://in.nau.edu/campus-health-services/nau-counseling-services/
https://thesiswhisperer.com/2015/01/16/how-to-write-10000-words-a-day/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CgJmHc2hFhPkZUyGzDEPQ1J3yfeLn7iO/view


DO YOU KNOW THE ANSWER TO THESE QUESTIONS? IF
NOT, THIS 3-PART WORKSHOP IS FOR YOU

• I’ve finished my coursework and I have attended commencement. I’ve 
graduated, right?
• What do I submit with my graduation application?
• Do I need to obtain permission to use works in the public domain or just those 
that are copyrighted?
• What uses qualify as “fair use”?
• I’ve successfully defended my dissertation/thesis, what happens now?
• When will I see my 699 and 799 grades post (when does my IP switch to P)?

Graduation Workshop 3:00-3:30 
Copyright & Embargo Workshop 3:30-4:30 
Dissertation/Thesis Workshop 4:30-5:00

Tuesday, Oct 22nd

Havasupai ABC (Union)
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