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What can the Departmental Writing Fellow do for
you?

• Meet with you to give feedback on your writing for your
thesis or Gov 94 paper

• Office hours Fridays from 2-5pm
• sgrossm@fas.harvard.edu
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What is the purpose of a literature review

• Concisely summarize key conclusions from existing research

• Come to some conclusion about the accuracy or
completeness of these conclusions
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Attributes of a strong literature review

• “Impose some intellectual order on the material” –Knopf
2006

• Has a thesis statement of its own
• Group studies into schools of thoughts
• Discuss what studies agree on
• Discuss what studies disagree on
• Discuss what studies miss
• Weigh in on an existing debate
• Challenge assumptions in existing research
• Challenge the logic of existing research
• Keeps your voice front and center
• When writing, signpost! Have subheadings!
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Attributes of a weak literature review

• Only summarizes

• No synthesis
• List of paragraphs that summarize and then provide one

sentence of synthesis
• Focuses only on your “proper noun” topic
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Example

Immigrant Exclusion and Insecurity in Africa: Coethnic
Strangers (2014) by Claire Adida

Research question: Why do some immigrant groups in West
Africa integrate seamlessly, while others face exclusion and
violence?

Focus on section “South - South Anti-Immigrant Politics Defies
the Clash of Civilizations” (page 10 - top of 12)
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What is the thesis statement of this literature review?

There are three sections of the literature review. What is
happening in the second section?

What is the contribution Adida is making to the ‘clash of
civilizations” argument?

How is order imposed on the summaries?
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Tricks for finding articles!

• Once you find a relevant article, read its literature review!

Then read its main sources! “Snowball strategy”
• Focus on articles in top journals (e.g. American Political

Science Review, American Journal of Political Science)
• Focus on articles in top journals in your subfield or

sub-subfield (Google “top security studies journals”)
• Look for undergraduate or graduate syllabi on your topic
• Use JSTOR and Google Scholar in conjunction
• Attend Library Resources workshop: Thursday, Oct. 29th

5:00pm-6:00pm CGIS South 050
• LibX: http://library.harvard.edu/harvard-libx
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General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant
• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading
• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not

relevant, stop reading
• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether

its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.
• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future

research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant

• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading
• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not

relevant, stop reading
• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether

its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.
• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future

research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant
• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading

• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not
relevant, stop reading

• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether
its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.

• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future
research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant
• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading
• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not

relevant, stop reading

• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether
its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.

• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future
research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant
• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading
• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not

relevant, stop reading
• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether

its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.

• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future
research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant
• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading
• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not

relevant, stop reading
• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether

its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.
• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future

research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

General Tricks!

• You can’t always know your literature review framing in
advance

• Don’t waste time reading articles that aren’t relevant
• Read abstract first, if not relevant, stop reading
• If it’s possibly relevant, read conclusion, if conclusion not

relevant, stop reading
• If it looks relevant, decide how relevant. Decide whether

its worthy of a careful skim or a careful reading.
• The end of articles usually discuss topics for future

research, can be useful if article is somewhat recent

9 / 11



Dept. Writing
Fellow

Overview of lit
review

Example

Finding
articles

General tricks

Overcoming
procrastina-
tion

Overcoming literature review procrastination
Task 1: Figure out a strategy for organizing your notes

• Excel sheet

• Note cards (organize in different ways)
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Overcoming literature review procrastination

• Task 2: Figure out your key words for searches

• Task 3: Start searching; aim to read the most relevant
articles first

• Keep JSTOR open on your browser
• When you have 20 minutes to spare, see if you can find

and skim two articles
• This work (at least in the beginning) can be fit into small

chunks of time
• Spend as much time evaluating as reading
• Slot literature review work into your schedule

11 / 11
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