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Remember – what works for one person may not work for another. Find the approach that suits you and your workflow.

Think about your storage systems and organise for synthesis and not storage
· Choose a system that helps you see relationships between sources.
· Spreadsheets can be useful with columns for themes/key points.
· Reference manager with consistent tags and categories.
· Concept maps that help you visualise relationships e.g. Obsidian.
! Don’t overcomplicate your system and spend more time setting up your system than actually using it.

Read for synthesis and not summary
· Ask yourself ‘what are the key tensions and debates in my field?’
· You may begin with broad reading to get a feel for the subject before moving to more focused reading to analyse the topic.
· Question, not summarise 
· What is being said and by whom? 
· What is not being said and potentially why? 
· In what contexts are these being talked about? 
· Are there any gaps we can identify?
· Is there anything contested or controversial in what I’m reading?
· These will shape your research questions and your argument
· Write reflective memos after each reading session, these become the foundation of your critical analysis


Building your argument through your literature
· Avoid the shopping list approach ‘Jones (2024) said xyz, Bruce (2023) said abc’
· Instead consider where authors are in agreement or disagreement as well as where there are gaps that can be identified.
· Organise your literature review by themes/concepts/debates. 
· Think about how your sources relate to each other and position your research within those conversations.
· Ask yourself questions as you move through the literature
· "So what?" - Why does this source matter to my research?
· "Says who?" - Whose voices are present/absent in this literature?
· "What gap am I filling?" - How will my research contribute something new and in what way?

Some practical tips
· Write immediately after reading, reflective memos are a great way to develop your thinking around the topic you are reading.
· Look for patterns as you move through the reading and write them down.
· Remember to return to your earlier memos as your thinking evolves.
· Backwards and forwards citation tracing can be helpful strategies to help you identify literature.
· Not all literature will be relevant, be comfortable with that and avoid trying to shoehorn sources in because you have read them.
· Read widely and when you start to see the same ideas continually repeated and the same authors mentioned then you may have reached the point of literature saturation.


Example excerpt from literature spreadsheet
[image: ]
Example reflective memo
The reflective memo below relates to the spreadsheet example above. What is included below is a before and after version of the initial thoughts I wrote immediately after reading Stier (2004). I then reviewed this as I progressed through my literature review journey as Stier’s work was key to my argument and I then rewrote the memo as my thinking developed, and I began to question the source more.

Original memo (capturing initial thoughts immediately after reading)
Interesting points, bit dated so is it still valuable today? 3 ways of looking at internationalisation but what about devolved areas with specific identities? This isn’t mentioned and why? Can we see all these 3 ideal-types in Wales and from whose perspective are we seeing them?
Final memo (refined as my literature review progressed)
The role of modern society is complex. Universities play a significant role in supporting anchorage of an identity and achievement within a complex societal structure where identities can be fluid and cosmopolitan in nature. Stier deliberately excludes political ideologies within his discussion, yet for devolved nations, regional identities are entwined with how such nations construct policy. Within his narrative, Stier offers a number of recommendations for the future including not allowing others to influence academia's ideologies and calls for emancipation to this effect (Stier, 2004). He also outlines how there is a need to find an appropriate balance between an economistic and an idealistic outlook on education. Whilst this is indeed can be seen as a significant ambition, in a devolved nation such as Wales where there is a significant dependency on higher education as a key employer within the region, is this even possible?
! This memo helped me identify how regional/national context was missing from existing debates and became central to developing my research questions.
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