How to Prepare a Source Grid for the Literature Review:
An Example Project regarding Support for Graduate Dissertation Writers
Now that you have read and annotated your sources, you are in a position to determine your core issues
. Core issues are those that recur as you cull articles, books, and other resources, and these will become the body sections of your manuscript, in which you synthesize information from any of the authors who address each issue. To say that issues recur is not to say that they are addressed every source. Instead it means that when taken together your source set seems to indicate a series of ideas that address the question your manuscript seeks to answer. In some cases, you will find emergent issues, perhaps raised by only one source. If you find these issues important to your discussion, you may include them, too.
What follows is an overview of my current research project for which I have created a source grid, too. Please examine it as you get ready to create your own.

PROJECT CONTEXT
: For the last several years, I have worked with graduate student dissertation writers. Some have struggled even though they were smart, hard-working scholars. After interviewing several graduate student clients, I formulated my initial question: What institutional barriers currently confront graduate students as they try to complete and defend their dissertation proposals, particularly as they write the literature review?

RESEARCH PROCESS:  When I first conducted an exhaustive review, looking for literature that identified these challenges, I was disappointed. Few if any sources directly responded to my question. A few sources tangentially addressed my question, but most of them were not peer reviewed. Of those that broached my topic, most were of the self-help genre, directed to the dissertation writer him/herself. Unfortunately, this is not the person who is in the best position to redress institutional barriers. 
In light of the dearth of sources, my first manuscript called attention to gaps both in the existing literature regarding substantial coverage of the issue and in institutional resources for graduate writers. In this case, then, my literature review helped researchers see that they have not adequately addressed an important issue or that they need to examine an emerging one. Your task as a researcher is to decide upon an appropriate search strategy, one that you can justify to your readers, and to examine and classify what you find.  The source grid aids in this process.
In this document, I share points/silences in the limited literature that I discovered for the first manuscript. (I am happy to report that the scholarly landscape has changed since then, but it has done so more in the UK and Australia than in the U.S.)

THE LITERATURE REVIEW: While literature reviews vary in form and approach, they generally serve to demonstrate a significant trend, problem or gap via the available scholarly perspectives.  The focus of the literature review as a whole or in part could be to define problem causation, to probe different approaches to solve it, to overview different theories of how to view the problem, etc. Please see Dissertation 101 and my annotated literature review assignment for more information.
INITIAL TALKING POINTS: The following issues were raised by one or more of the sources I read. This is not an exhaustive list of the issues I could include in the literature review, nor should it be.
 One article or one chapter cannot address every issue.  Listed here are some promising issues. I have included a quote or a paraphrase from one or more of the sources to support each one. I can easily transfer this information into my source grid.
· Graduate committee members—those who supervise the dissertation and deem it acceptable—have little formal training in advising the dissertation writing process beyond having written a dissertation themselves: “. . . since few professors have been trained in writing themselves, sometimes a professor finds a student’s writing unsatisfactory but cannot pin down why or teach a [sic] alternative” (Garbus, 2005). 
· Graduate course assignments do not necessarily prepare students for the dissertation: “Graduate work in the social sciences—at least in political science, sociology, and anthropology—does not provide students with much if any experience in writing proposals. The possible exception is the dissertation proposal, but even in that case students seldom learn how to prepare an effective proposal” (Wasby, 2001, p. 309).
· The audience of publications designed to overview the dissertation process is often the graduate student writer (Garbus, 2005), but those charged with providing institutional support are the program chairs, directors, and dissertation supervisors:  As a result, one could infer that failure to complete a dissertation is an individual failure rather than an institutional failure. 
· Existing institutional resources, such as writing centers, are not always well equipped to serve the specific needs of graduate student writers. Writing center scholarship largely ignores the situation of the graduate student writer unless that writer is ESL. If graduate students are mentioned, it is to talk about their role as consultants rather than as clients. Of the two I identified, “Helping the graduate thesis writer through faculty and writing center collaboration” (Powers 1993) was too quick to accept the thesis that writing consultants could not understand the work of advanced degree candidates in other fields. Written from the perspective of the tutor, it suggested that writing center consultants were ill equipped to help people from other disciplines. On a hopeful note, Powers invented the trialogue, a conference that involves the graduate student, the writing consultant, and the dissertation adviser (Garbus, 2005; Powers, 1993). Unfortunately, this ERIC document is not peer reviewed, and it is 15 years old. The other article, “Tutoring graduate student in the writing center” (Garbus, 2005) examined the issue of resistance. When graduate student writers were observed interacting with a consultant from another major, they were found to “second guess” the advice. 
· Conventions, style, methodology, etc. vary significantly by discipline and within disciplines. As a result, committee members with different backgrounds, theoretical orientations, etc. may offer the student writer conflicting advice or hold him/her to incongruous standards. 
No one source is likely to address every issue about any topic.  Over the course of my reading, however, I was able to determine that the above-mentioned issues were addressed frequently enough to deserve attention in my paper.  From there, I decided to address four themes. Each researcher needs to determine which issues, problems, and sub-topics must be treated within his or her manuscript/chapter to help the reader understand her/his proposal for change or critique of current practice. 
SOURCE GRID ORGANIZATION: Your source grid should be presented in table form, with your authors occupying the vertical axis and your issues occupying the horizontal axis (see example).  I suggest that you devote columns to the following:
· Full Citation, complete with doi or hyperlink when available: This saves you from trying to reconstruct later and provides easy access to the article while you are filling in column details. 

· Summary: While you will not insert a full summary into your literature review, it is helpful to compose a brief summary of the source, which you can revisit long after you have read the article. If it is an empirical study, include info about research design, etc., which you can use the first time you introduce information from that article in your literature review.
· Context/history: Why is this issue relevant today? How has it been treated over time?
· Talking point number one: What recurrent issue is discussed within the literature that you reviewed? How does it answer your research question? This might turn out to be a position, such as “pharmaceuticals are an unreliable and dangerous way to treat schizophrenia.”
· Talking points number two through _? 
After you have created your table, use the following guidelines to insert information from each individual source (as it applies to each issue):

· Record enough information (summary, paraphrase, or quote) to characterize the idea, so you won’t have to reread the article to recall what was important.

· Record page numbers/paragraph numbers, even for non-quotes, so that you can quickly retrieve relevant information.

· If a source does not address one of the talking points, move to the next.  If not, move to the next column. Repeat this process for every source.
When you have completed this process, you will have a map of your literature review/argument. From there, you can start composing the paper piecemeal, one issue at a time.
EXAMPLE SOURCE GRID: On the next page, Figure 1 provides an excerpt from my source grid. Because space is limited, I included only a few citations and the talking points.
	Source Citation
	The Dissertation is not like any other academic assignment.
	Committee members have little or no formal education in composition. The department often offers little writing specific assistance. 
	Publication Gaps: Resources designed to aid in the process are targeted at writers, not at those who control the process. 
	Writing Center support for graduate students is potentially compromised by the following features. 
	Potential Interventions

	Garbus, J.  (2005, fall). Tutoring graduate students in the writing center. Academic Exchange Quarterly
	“When students begin the master’s thesis or PhD dissertation, new challenges emerge. The form is new. How do you write a literature review in your particular field? How do you synthesize and organize so much complicated information” (2).
	“Graduate and professional students must learn new ways of writing, yet many of their programs offer little assistance” (1).

“Also, since few professors have been trained in writing themselves, sometimes a professor finds a student’s writing unsatisfactory but cannot pin down why or teach a [sic] alternative” (2).
	“Although a handful of articles and book chapters offer personal anecdotes about working with graduate students and tips of effective tutoring, only a few actual studies exist on graduate student tutees.
	
	She cites J. Powers: “The center established initial contact with a student’s thesis or dissertation advisor prior to conferencing with on drafts. The tutor and advisor discussed where the student was in the writing process and what the advisor hoped the conferences with the student would accomplish” (3).

“By asking challenging questions about the content and organization of students’ writing projects yet treating them like professional, tutors can sharpen students’ craftsmanship and boost their confidence” (3).

	Powers, J.K. (1993, April). Helping the graduate thesis writer through faculty and writing center collaboration. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Conference on College Composition and Communication (44th), San Diego, CA. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED358466)
	“In this sense, graduate writers may be literally cast adrift by the system, expected to know how to complete a task that they have never faced before. This is particularly true for the increasing number of international graduate students our Writing Center sees, who bring the complication of other cultural and rhetorical assumption to an already difficult writing context” (7).
	Faculty, often competent writers in their field, did not anticipate the shift required by students to write a dissertation. They too often see their students as experienced writers when in actuality they are novices in a new context, now trying to write for an audience of five, all with competing interests, rather than an individual faculty member (7).
	
	The consultant may lack disciplinary knowledge and familiarity with conventions (4).

Consultations are time and staff intensive (4).

Writing Consultants struggled to make sense of faculty comments (4-5).
	Trialogue: Create a dialogue about the emerging draft among the writing consultant, client, and the dissertation director. The writing center then serves as a liaison, drawing the disciplinary faculty member’s attention to the complexities of the task (9-10).

	Wasby, S.L. (2001, June). Proposal writing: A remedy for a missing part of graduate training. Political Science & Politics, 34(2), 309-13.
	
	
	
	
	Disciplinary seminar courses designed to help graduate student writers complete a proposal on a deadline.


Figure 1.  An excerpt from a source grid that addresses institutional barriers for graduate writers
�Otherwise known as talking points or main points.


�Here I share what motivated my question. One important task of the literature review is to demonstrate that you have identified an important and timely question.


�Sometimes the initial question is not the one that your sources will address in the literature review. Often the reviewed literature encourages the author to redefine the question.


�Feel free to include more column in your source grid than you might actually address in your literature review. Once you have filled it in, ask yourself which issues will offer the most compelling response to the research question.





