
A Brief Guide to Writing Well: 
What Your History Teacher Should Have Taught You 
Literature Review Edition 
 
In a professional academic article, the literature review serves as the justification for the research described in 
the article. The author briefly summarizes what has been written on the subject, notes areas of agreement and 
disagreement, and identifies shortcomings of the research that has already been done (which the author 
presumably intends to correct). You will not be conducting any original research, nor will you be expected to 
identify methodological shortcomings in the literature.  However, you will otherwise mimic the academic 
literature review format.  
 
1. Read the assigned articles. There is a lot of literature out there. Rest assured that the articles you have 

been assigned have been selected by the professor because they are the most relevant and important to 
the question at hand. That means you should read, and anticipate writing about, all of them.  

 
2. Identify the question. The articles you have been assigned will all somehow address the same question. 

Be mindful that a theme is not a question: for example, the articles are not just about “democracy” but 
specifically answer the question, “Does democracy increase growth?”  

 
3. Identify how each article answers the question. Some of the articles will be entirely focused on the 

question at hand. In this case, you should very precisely summarize the argument and the key evidence. 
Other articles will answer the question in passing or provide evidence for another argument that is 
nevertheless relevant here; note down these details for adding depth to your essay. 

 
4. Sort the articles. Most likely, the articles will frame some sort of debate. Figure out which arguments and 

evidence are on which side. It might help to note why each article/detail got placed where it did. If you were 
confused in Step 3 about which of an article’s details were relevant, sorting in this way may help you pick 
out the pertinent information.  

 
5. Pick a thesis. Does one side of the debate seem to have more clearly articulated logic and better 

evidence? Is everyone in agreement on some things but not on others? It is perfectly okay to have a thesis 
that claims we don’t yet have an answer, but in that case, be prepared to demonstrate the both sides of the 
debate are of equal strength/weakness. For the sake of this essay, take all arguments and evidence at face 
value unless you have information that the articles are flawed; as an undergraduate you are not expected 
to assess the validity of professional academic research.  

 
6. Outline and write. Since you have already sorted your articles and picked a thesis, writing and organizing 

the essay should be a piece of cake. Present your thesis and then present the two sides, noting what about 
the available arguments and evidence led you to your conclusion. 

 
General considerations:  
1) This is a literature review: stick to the readings. Do not spend much time discussing notes from section 

or things you learned in other classes.  
2) No article summary should exceed one paragraph and should ideally be less. If you have gone beyond 

this, you have lost focus. 
3) Be as precise as possible with everything you say about an article. It is impossible to meaningfully 

compare vague statements, and precision will make it clear you read carefully. 
4) Put all jargon from the article into normal English. Otherwise it looks like you are parroting the article 

and don’t really understand it. 
5) Your personal feelings on the topic are irrelevant. Make your point about the strength of various 

arguments by contrasting them to other findings in the literature, not by simply noting that you don’t 
agree.  

6) Be direct about what you are trying to demonstrate. If you want to show that evidence on Side B is not 
very strong, begin by writing, “The evidence on Side B is not very strong.” 

 


