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Once you have chosen the topic for your seminar paper, a first and important step is to draft a review of the existing literature on the topic.  The literature review assignment is designed to help you situate your specific research question, and your answer to that question, within a well-delineated body of academic research.  The literature review should answer four questions:

1. What other research has been conducted on your topic?

2. What are the main arguments about the topic?  What outcomes do other researchers seek to explain, and what alternative explanations of that outcome do they offer?

3. What do we still NOT know about the topic even though this other research has been conducted?  That is, what are the theoretical, empirical, and/or methodological gaps in the literature?

4. How will your paper contribute to our knowledge about the topic?

The literature review typically forms about 10-20% of the total length of the paper, so for a 25-30 page research paper, your literature review should be between 2.5 and 6 pages.  The literature review can include, but must not be limited to, readings that we cover in the seminar.  The comments you receive on your literature review should be incorporated into the final draft of your seminar paper.

How to Write a Literature Review

The following offers some more specific guidance on writing a literature review.

Where Do I Start?

A good strategy for starting your literature review assignment would be to search academic journals for research articles on or related to your topic.  The Swem Library website has links to a number of good electronic databases of journals, including JSTOR and Project Muse, which can help you identify a preliminary set of articles.  Remember, however, that JSTOR often does not contain recent articles, so a search of the library catalog is necessary as well.  Once your search of electronic journal databases is complete, you should search the book catalog at the library.  Find the books that most closely address your topic and go browse the shelves around those call numbers.

Which Journals Should I Be Searching?

We will discuss in class the best journals for you to use in the fields of comparative politics, political science, and sociology.  Journals that you should not miss include Comparative Politics, Comparative Political Studies, World Politics, Perspectives on Politics, and the Journal of Democracy.  Beyond those and other disciplinary journals, you should search journals that are specific to your topic (if for example you are studying AIDS in Africa, look at journals devoted to AIDS).  You should also search area studies journals, such as the Latin American Research Review, Journal of African Studies, etc.

What Do I Do Next?

Once you have identified and collected a first set of articles on your topic, you might read through them and take notes with the same questions in mind that guide your weekly reading assignments for class:

1. What is the research question that this author is trying to answer?

2. What is the author’s main argument?

3. What are some of the author’s secondary arguments?

4. What type of evidence, if any, does the author present to support his or her arguments, and/or call others into question?

5. Are you convinced?  Why or why not?

6. How does the reading compare and relate to others assigned in the course?

Once you have done this for several articles, you should be able to identify some theoretical, empirical, and methodological gaps in the literature.  We will also discuss these research gaps extensively in class as the due date for the literature review approaches.  As always, you are welcome to consult with me in office hours about your progress along the way.

Once My Reading Is Done, How Do I Write a Good Literature Review?

An excellent literature review will do the following things:

· Introduce the reader to the general topic area of the research paper;

· Review a solid range of academic sources (i.e. published research) on the topic;

· Classify those sources into analytical categories based on outcomes and explanations; and

· Explain how your research will contribute to this body of research,

· All in a well-written, well-structured paper.

The following comments will explain each of these criteria in turn.

1. Introducing the reader to the topic.  The introduction should tell the reader what the topic is, frame it in terms of a research puzzle if possible (we will discuss research puzzles in class as the semester progresses), and convince the reader that the research is interesting, timely, or otherwise important.  Try to tell the reader what the topic is in as specific terms as possible.  You might even state or list specific research questions in the introduction (“…Specifically, this paper seeks to answer two questions: X and Y” rather than “This paper is about...”).  For the literature review I suggest an introduction of one paragraph, or two at the most; you can make the overall introduction to the complete paper longer when you write your rough draft.

2. Reviewing a solid range of academic sources, and 
3. Classifying those sources into categories.  The review of existing research should do three things: (a) present the most important studies on the research topic already in existence; (b) assess those studies, in terms of their arguments and/or evidence; and (c) compare those studies to one another in the form of a set of categories or a typology into which the studies logically fall.  Often the way this is done is to identify the various outcomes that others have studied, and then to identify the various explanations of those outcomes that others have proposed.  The categories are then based on those alternative outcomes and explanations.  We will practice constructing these typologies in class before the assignment is due.

The purpose of doing this is to convey to the reader what research gaps exist in the literature.  These can be theoretical gaps (e.g. explanations or theories of an outcome that others have not proposed); empirical gaps (e.g. places, periods, events, or other “cases” that others have not studied); or methodological gaps (e.g. ways of studying a problem that others have not attempted).  By identifying what others have done and what still remains to be done, you set yourself up to make your own original research contribution. 

A “solid” range of academic sources means that you have undertaken a serious effort to consult multiple sources on your topic.  A literature review should cover an absolute minimum of 5-6 sources to begin with, though 10-12 sources would more likely give you the base you need to write a good review.  If you are having trouble finding a sufficient number of suitable sources, come see me.  “Academic” sources mean academic journals (such as the ones discussed above), books, and other forms of published academic research – NOT websites, flyers, pamphlets, news articles, and so on.  If you have any doubts about your sources, come see me.  Your selection of studies to include is also important; you should be sure to include the seminal works on your topic, if there are any, and you can omit less important or less relevant studies.  Read 15 or 20 sources total, and choose the best ones.  If you need help with selection, come see me.

4. Explaining the contribution of your research.  If you have done a good job on 3 and 4, then articulating the contribution of your research should be easy: to fill one of those gaps that you have identified.  This section of your literature review can be fairly short (one paragraph is fine); you can make it longer in your rough draft of the research paper.

5. Writing good papers.  Below are a few pointers on good writing.

· Structure.  Papers that are well structured are more convincing to the reader.  Outlining the paper before you start writing is usually a helpful way to come up with a good structure.  Other ways to make sure that you structure your paper well are as follows:

· Use headings to guide the reader through the text.  Headings are very useful for introducing sections and sub-sections so that the reader understands the overall structure of the paper and the logical flow of the various paragraphs.  Making the headings match the categories of studies that you identify is a particularly effective way to organize a literature review.

· Write topic sentences that present the issue(s) addressed in each paragraph.  The remainder of the paragraph should support that topic sentence.  A paragraph that is 3/4 of a page or more is too long, and should be trimmed or split into two.

· Make sure that each paragraph plays a clear role in the overall structure of the paper.  Again, the topic sentence should make it clear to the reader how the paragraph relates to the rest of the paper.

· Format.  Please follow these general guidelines for formatting.

· 12-point Times and Times New Roman are acceptable fonts.  When you use Courier, I know that you are trying to fill up space.  When you make the text 8 point, I know that you are trying to hide the fact that your paper is too long.

· Please double-space and use reasonable (1” or 1.25”) margins.  Do not leave extra line spaces in between paragraphs.

· Please put page numbers at the bottom of every page.

· Style.  Try to avoid excessively long sentences and excessively vague language.  Avoid sweeping phrases like “throughout history” and meaningless words and phrases like “many” and “almost always.”  Make sure your paper is free of grammatical and typographical errors before turning it in.  Make sure that your sentences are clear and precise.  Having your roommate or a friend read through your paper can be a very useful way to avoid errors and improve the quality of your writing.

· Common editorial mistakes.  Please study and implement the following rules.

· “U.S.” is appropriate when used as an adjective, as in “U.S. Congress.”

· “United States” is appropriate when used as a noun or object, as in “in the United States.”

· Always spell out contractions in a formal paper.

· Make sure that you select appropriate referents.  For instance, when you use the word “government,” refer to the government as “it,” NOT “they.”

· “Its” = possessive; “it’s” = “it is.”

· Citations.  Although you may use MLA documentation if that is what you are used to, I prefer the author-date system used in the APSR (American Political Science Review).  Since the APSR is available on-line at JSTOR, it should be easy for you to pull up an article to see how to use proper documentation.  You can also consult the Chicago Manual of Style, 14th edition, pp. 640-645 for further guidance (feel free to come by my office if you want to look something up; the Chicago Manual is on the shelf).  The following is a one-sentence example of the author-date system from the Dec. 2002 issue of the APSR:

Democratic political institutions are often evaluated by the gender, ethnicity, and race of elected representatives (e.g., Guinier 1994; Paolino 1995).


Here are some of the basic elements of this system:

· Citations are provided in the text, enclosed in parentheses.  Citations include the author’s last name and the year of publication.

· No punctuation is used between the author’s name and the date.

· A page number should be cited when referring to a specific passage, idea, or quote.  The year of publication and page number can be separated by a colon or a comma (e.g., Paolino 1995: 1 or Paolino 1995, 1).  Whichever you choose, be consistent throughout the paper.

· The citation should be placed “where it will offer the least resistance to the flow of thought,” typically before a mark of punctuation (University of Chicago 1993: 644).

· If you have any questions about documentation, ask me during office hours or consult an APSR article for examples.

How Will the Assignment Be Graded?

The grading breakdown is as follows:

· Substance: 80%.  This includes the quality of your introduction; your selection and range of sources; your assessment of those sources; your classification of those sources into categories and your comparison of them to one another; your identification of a research gap; and your statement of the contribution to the literature that your own paper will make.  See above.

· Structure: 10%.  See above.

· Format, Style, and Documentation: 10%.  See above.

Good luck and have fun!

