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Literature reviews
Handout:

· Readings in Medawar (1981).  Medawar discusses some of what it means to be a scientist and the benefits of doing and practicing.

Literature Review

1) Build a roadmap for just getting into the field – what are the basics I need to know, what are the train wrecks I need to avoid?

1) What methods work and what should be avoided?

2) What ground has already been plowed?

3) How do I avoid major conceptual and methodological mistakes?

4) How can I make sure I haven't missed some important, critical paper?

 2) Read what Medawar has to say

You may learn more by doing than reading.

3)  Have a position when you search the literature – but be prepared to change it.

A position enables you to weigh methods and results, and provides a roadmap for assessing and evaluating literature.  Reread Ford, page 30 on the inherent weaknesses in scientific literature to arm you to be skeptical.

What papers support your axioms?  Postulates?  Data statements?

4)  Have an objective and a criterion for knowing when you’ve reached it. 

An objective enables you to set bounds on your search and helps you avoid continually searching and searching for that one paper that has already described your proposal.  If you find you’re getting bogged down and spending too much time reviewing papers, set an objective, which could be short term (“today I’ll review 2 papers”) or long term (“by the end of this month I want to review the papers that describe insect/fire interactions”).  

5)  Develop a method of keeping track of what you find.  Stay organized!
Notes, literature database, filing system, technology.
 6) Experiment.

Try deep and shallow searches – what do you gain?  Deep searches can be all-encompassing yet exhausting.  Do you find what you want by starting with highly cited papers or reviews?
7) Develop different ways of reading a paper.
Read for conclusions, or methods, or reviews of other papers.

8)  Do a review paper!

If you have a good position and objective, do a review paper.  Reviews are important and much needed in ecology—especially if one asks a good question.  There is no better way to learn a topic in depth, gain credibility in your field, and be well cited.  Highly recommended!  Every PhD student should aim for doing a review paper as part of their thesis.

Homework  - For the next two classes, we will be discussing your problem and your conceptual and propositional analysis.  Here’s how it will work:  

· We’ll divide into two groups – group 1 proposals will be discussed 2/15, group 2 proposals on 2/25.

· If desired, hone the definition of the research problem you have selected, and axioms and postulates, and data statements. 

· Send your final work to the entire section and to me by Sunday evening (2/12 for group 1 and 2/19 for group 2).

· You will be assigned one other proposal to lead the discussion in class.  Your written comments, prepared ahead of time, are due in class to me and the student whose proposal you are reviewing.  We (Mike and Jeff) will assign reviewers by the Sunday before class.
· Because we don’t have much time, it is critical for you to get you homework to me and the class on time, for the class to read these and develop comments, and for the ‘rapporteurs’ and the rest of class to be well prepared to discuss in class.

