how to write a literature review mla

how to write a literature review mla effectively is a crucial skill for any academic
endeavor, particularly when crafting research papers, theses, or dissertations. A well-
constructed literature review serves as the foundational cornerstone of scholarly work,
demonstrating a thorough understanding of existing research while simultaneously
identifying gaps for further investigation. This comprehensive guide will illuminate the
intricate process of creating an MLA-compliant literature review, covering everything from
the initial research phase to the final polish. We will explore the nuances of source
evaluation, the art of synthesis over mere summarization, and the precise application of
MLA citation guidelines to ensure academic integrity and clarity. By adhering to the
principles outlined herein, researchers can produce a professional, insightful literature
review that not only meets rigorous academic standards but also strengthens the overall
impact of their scholarly contribution. Understanding the systematic approach to a
literature review in MLA format is essential for establishing credibility and setting the stage
for original research.
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Understanding the Literature Review: Purpose
and Scope

A literature review is more than just a summary of books, articles, and other scholarly
sources; it's a critical analysis of the existing body of knowledge related to your specific
research topic. Its primary function is to provide context for your research, demonstrating
to your readers that you are well-versed in the academic discourse surrounding your
subject. This foundational understanding is pivotal for establishing the credibility of your
own work and highlighting its unique contribution to the field.



What is a Literature Review?

At its core, a literature review is an exhaustive and analytical overview of published
scholarly works on a particular topic. It involves identifying, locating, analyzing, and
synthesizing relevant research to present a coherent and critical perspective. Unlike an
annotated bibliography, which focuses on summarizing individual sources, a literature
review integrates multiple sources to develop an argument or narrative about the state of
research in a given area. It's an argumentative essay itself, albeit one built upon the
arguments of others, leading towards the justification of your own research.

The Purpose of a Literature Review

The objectives of writing a literature review are multifaceted. Firstly, it allows researchers
to demonstrate their knowledge of the field, showcasing familiarity with key theories,
methodologies, and debates. Secondly, it helps to identify any gaps in the existing
literature, highlighting areas where further research is needed or where current findings are
contradictory or inconclusive. Thirdly, it establishes a theoretical framework for your own
study, situating it within the broader academic conversation. Finally, a well-executed
literature review can inform your research methodology, drawing lessons from previous
studies and helping to refine your own approach to data collection and analysis. It acts as a
critical backdrop, enabling you to build upon established knowledge while also carving out
your unique contribution.

Mastering MLA Style for Literature Reviews

Adhering to a specific citation style like MLA (Modern Language Association) is non-
negotiable in academic writing, especially when presenting a literature review. MLA style
primarily governs how you cite sources within your text and how you format your Works
Cited page. Consistent application of MLA ensures clarity, academic integrity, and allows
readers to easily locate the sources you've referenced.

Key Principles of MLA Citation

MLA style relies on a simple, parenthetical citation system in the body of your paper, which
directs readers to a more complete entry on your Works Cited page. In-text citations
typically include the author's last name and a page number, for example, (Smith 45). If the
author's name is mentioned in the prose, only the page number is needed, (45). For
sources without a known author, a shortened title is used. The Works Cited page, appearing
at the end of your literature review, provides full bibliographic information for every source
cited in the text, allowing readers to find and consult them independently. Each entry
follows a specific format (e.g., Author. "Title of Source." Title of Container, Other
Contributors, Version, Number, Publisher, Publication Date, Location.).



Formatting Considerations for MLA Literature Reviews

While the core of MLA focuses on citations, there are broader formatting guidelines that
apply to the overall presentation of your literature review. Your paper should be double-
spaced throughout, written in a readable font (like 12-point Times New Roman), and have
one-inch margins on all sides. A header with your last name and page number should
appear in the upper right-hand corner of every page. Unless otherwise specified by your
instructor, an MLA literature review typically doesn't require a separate title page; instead,
your name, instructor's name, course, and date are listed on the first page, followed by the
paper's title centered on the next line. Headings within the literature review itself, like
those for specific themes or categories of research, should follow MLA's hierarchical
heading structure to organize your content effectively, ensuring a professional and
navigable document.

Phase 1: Preparation and Research

The success of any literature review hinges on thorough preparation and systematic
research. This initial phase sets the stage for a compelling and comprehensive analysis,
ensuring that your review is grounded in relevant and credible scholarly work.

Defining Your Research Question and Scope

Before diving into source material, it's paramount to clearly define your research question
or the specific area your literature review will address. A focused question helps narrow
your search and prevents you from becoming overwhelmed by the vast amount of available
information. Consider the scope: will your review cover a specific time period, a particular
demographic, or a certain methodological approach? Identifying key terms and concepts
related to your question will be invaluable for your search strategy.

Effective Literature Search Strategies

Once your scope is defined, employ effective search strategies across various academic
databases (e.g., JSTOR, PubMed, Google Scholar), library catalogs, and specialized subject-
specific repositories. Use combinations of keywords, Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT),
and advanced search filters to refine your results. Explore the bibliographies of highly
relevant articles you find; often, these lead to other seminal works. Prioritize peer-reviewed
journal articles, scholarly books, and reputable research reports to ensure the credibility
and academic rigor of your sources.

Organizing Your Research Materials

As you collect sources, establish a robust system for organization. This might involve
creating a spreadsheet to track authors, titles, publication dates, and key findings.
Annotation is a powerful tool: briefly summarize each source's main argument,
methodology, and relevance to your topic immediately after reading. Consider using
citation management software (like Zotero or Mendeley) to store your sources, generate



citations, and organize notes. This systematic approach saves significant time during the
writing phase and helps maintain accuracy in your MLA Works Cited page.

Phase 2: Analysis and Synthesis

Moving beyond simply gathering information, the analysis and synthesis phase is where
you critically engage with your sources, identify patterns, and begin to weave them into a
cohesive narrative. This is the intellectual heart of the literature review process.

Critically Reading and Evaluating Sources

Critical reading means more than just understanding what an author says; it involves
questioning how they say it and why. Evaluate each source's argument, methodology,
evidence, and conclusions. Consider the author's credibility, potential biases, and the
publication date. Ask yourself: What is the main argument? What evidence is presented?
Are there any limitations or alternative interpretations? How does this source relate to
others you've found? Identifying strengths and weaknesses in each piece of research is
crucial for a nuanced literature review.

Identifying Themes, Debates, and Gaps

As you analyze your sources, look for recurring themes, common findings, and contrasting
viewpoints. Group similar arguments together and identify areas where researchers
disagree or where different studies yield conflicting results. Equally important is recognizing
the "gaps"—areas that have been under-researched, questions that remain unanswered, or
limitations in existing methodologies. These gaps are often where your own research will
eventually find its justification and contribution. The ability to discern these patterns and
omissions is a hallmark of a strong critical analysis.

Synthesizing Information, Not Just Summarizing

The most common pitfall in writing a literature review is merely summarizing each source
one by one. True synthesis involves combining information from multiple sources to create
a new, coherent argument or understanding. Instead of saying, "Smith (2020) found X, and
Jones (2021) found Y," you would synthesize by saying, "While Smith (2020) suggests X,
Jones (2021) offers a contrasting perspective by arguing Y, highlighting a debate
regarding..." This demonstrates your ability to connect ideas, compare findings, and build a
cohesive intellectual landscape, rather than simply presenting a list of discrete
observations. It's about showing the relationship between sources and how they collectively
inform your understanding of the topic.

Phase 3: Structuring Your MLA Literature Review

A well-structured literature review guides the reader logically through the existing research,



making complex information accessible and demonstrating a clear organizational
framework. The structure should reflect the themes and arguments you've identified during
your analysis phase.

Common Organizational Approaches

There are several effective ways to organize the body of your literature review, each suited
to different types of topics and research goals:

e Chronological: Tracing the development of research over time, ideal for historical
topics or fields with significant theoretical evolution.

e Thematic: Grouping sources by recurring themes, concepts, or theories, allowing for
a deeper exploration of specific aspects of the research.

* Methodological: Focusing on the different research methods used in the literature,
which is useful for fields where methodology is a key differentiator.

e Theoretical: Organizing by different theoretical frameworks or models applied to the
topic, suitable for reviews exploring competing perspectives.

Choose the approach that best helps you present your synthesis of the literature in a clear,
logical, and compelling manner, always with your own research question in mind.

Essential Components of an MLA Literature Review
Structure

Regardless of the specific organizational approach you choose for the body, a literature
review typically adheres to a standard academic essay structure: an introduction, several
body paragraphs, and a conclusion. Each of these components plays a distinct role in
building your overall argument and presenting your analysis. Here is a typical sequence of
components:

1. Introduction: This section sets the stage, introduces your topic, defines the scope of
your review, and often presents your thesis statement—your main argument about
the literature.

2. Body Paragraphs: These form the core of your review, organized by your chosen
approach (e.g., themes, chronology, methodology). Each paragraph or section should
focus on a specific aspect, integrating and analyzing multiple sources, and using
strong topic sentences and transitions.

3. Conclusion: This section summarizes the main findings of your review, reiterates the
most significant insights, highlights identified gaps, and often leads into the rationale
for your own research or suggests directions for future study.



Ensuring each section flows seamlessly into the next is vital for reader comprehension and
the overall coherence of your literature review.

Phase 4: Drafting and Refining Your Literature
Review

Once you have a solid structure, the drafting phase involves translating your analytical
insights into well-written prose. The refining stage then polishes this draft, ensuring clarity,
accuracy, and full MLA compliance.

Writing a Compelling Introduction

Your introduction should hook the reader, provide necessary background information on
your topic, and clearly state the purpose and scope of your literature review. It should
articulate what the review will cover and why it is important. Crucially, the introduction
often includes a thesis statement, which, in the context of a literature review, is your main
argument about the existing body of research. This thesis might highlight a major debate, a
significant gap, or a prevailing trend within the literature, setting the direction for the rest
of your review.

Developing Cohesive Body Paragraphs

Each body paragraph should begin with a clear topic sentence that introduces the main
point or theme of that section. Following the topic sentence, you will integrate evidence
from your sources, using summaries, paraphrases, and occasional direct quotations.
Remember to synthesize, showing how sources relate to each other rather than just listing
them. Use strong transitional words and phrases to connect ideas between sentences and
paragraphs, ensuring a smooth and logical flow. Every claim you make should be supported
by evidence from your scholarly sources, properly cited in MLA style.

Crafting a Concluding Section

The conclusion of your literature review should not introduce new information but rather
synthesize what has already been discussed. Summarize the major findings, reiterate the
key themes or debates you've identified, and emphasize the significant gaps or limitations
in the existing research. This is often where you transition to justifying your own research,
explaining how your study will address the identified gaps or contribute to the ongoing
scholarly conversation. A strong conclusion provides a sense of closure while also pointing
towards future directions, leaving the reader with a clear understanding of the literature's
current state.



Integrating MLA Citations Seamlessly

Proper integration of MLA citations is vital for maintaining academic integrity and allowing
readers to trace your sources. Use parenthetical citations after paraphrases or direct
quotes, placing the author's last name and page number (if applicable) before the closing
punctuation of the sentence. Incorporate signal phrases (e.g., "According to Smith," "As
Jones argues") to introduce your sources smoothly, making it clear whose ideas you are
presenting. Vary your sentence structure and citation methods to avoid repetitive prose
while consistently adhering to MLA guidelines.

Preparing Your Works Cited Page

The Works Cited page is an essential component of any MLA-formatted literature review. It
lists all the sources you have cited in your review, allowing readers to locate them. This
page should begin on a new page at the end of your document, be titled "Works Cited"
(centered), and maintain the same double-spacing as the rest of your paper. Entries should
be listed alphabetically by the author's last name (or by title if no author is available) and
use a hanging indent, where the first line of each entry is flush with the left margin and
subsequent lines are indented half an inch. Ensure absolute accuracy in formatting each
entry according to the latest MLA guidelines, paying close attention to punctuation,
capitalization, and the order of elements for different source types.

Best Practices for a Strong MLA Literature Review

Beyond the structural and citation requirements, several best practices can elevate your
literature review from merely competent to truly exceptional.

Maintaining Academic Voice and Objectivity

A literature review demands a formal, objective, and scholarly tone. Avoid informal
language, contractions, and personal opinions not backed by evidence. Your role is to
critically assess and synthesize existing research, presenting the findings and arguments of
others in a balanced and unbiased manner. Even when critiquing a study, maintain a
respectful and analytical voice, focusing on methodological flaws or gaps in argumentation
rather than emotional responses.

Revising and Proofreading for Clarity and Accuracy

The revision process is as crucial as the drafting itself. After completing your initial draft,
take time away from it before returning with fresh eyes. Focus on clarity: Is your argument
easy to follow? Are your connections between sources clear? Check for logical flow,
paragraph coherence, and the effectiveness of your topic sentences and transitions. Finally,
meticulous proofreading is essential to catch any grammatical errors, spelling mistakes,
punctuation issues, and, critically, any errors in your MLA citations and Works Cited entries.
A polished, error-free review reflects professionalism and attention to detail, reinforcing the
credibility of your scholarship.



Writing an MLA literature review is a demanding yet rewarding process that hones critical
thinking, research, and writing skills. By systematically following the steps from initial
preparation and research to sophisticated analysis, structured drafting, and meticulous
refinement, scholars can construct a comprehensive, insightful, and academically sound
review. Embracing the iterative nature of this process—researching, analyzing,
synthesizing, writing, and revising—ensures that the final product not only adheres to MLA
standards but also makes a meaningful contribution to scholarly discourse. A strong
literature review effectively positions your own research within its broader academic
context, demonstrating mastery of your subject and readiness to advance knowledge in
your field.

Q: What is the primary purpose of writing a literature
review in MLA style?

A: The primary purpose of writing a literature review in MLA style is to demonstrate a
comprehensive understanding of the existing scholarly research on a specific topic, identify
gaps or debates within that research, and provide a contextual background for one's own
study. Using MLA ensures consistent citation and formatting, allowing readers to easily
locate and verify sources while maintaining academic integrity.

Q: How does a literature review differ from an
annotated bibliography?

A: While both involve reviewing sources, a literature review synthesizes and critically
analyzes multiple sources to present a coherent argument about the state of research in a
field. It builds a narrative. An annotated bibliography, on the other hand, is a list of
citations, each followed by a brief descriptive and evaluative summary (annotation) of that
individual source. The annotated bibliography focuses on individual source descriptions,
while the literature review focuses on the relationships and themes across sources.

Q: What are the common organizational patterns for an
MLA literature review?

A: Common organizational patterns for an MLA literature review include chronological
(tracing development over time), thematic (grouping by recurring themes or concepts),
methodological (focusing on different research methods), and theoretical (organizing by
various theoretical frameworks). The choice of pattern depends on the specific topic and
the argument the review aims to present.

Q: What information should be included in an in-text
citation in MLA style?

A: In MLA style, an in-text citation typically includes the author's last name and the page
number(s) from which the information was taken, enclosed in parentheses, for example,



(Smith 45). If the author's name is mentioned in the sentence, only the page number is
needed (45). For sources without a known author, a shortened title of the work is used.

Q: What are "gaps" in literature, and why are they
important to identify in a literature review?

A: "Gaps" in literature refer to areas where research is missing, incomplete, contradictory,
or where specific questions remain unanswered. Identifying these gaps is crucial in a
literature review because it highlights the need for further investigation and often serves as
the justification for your own research project, demonstrating how your study will contribute
new knowledge or address existing deficiencies.

Q: Should I use direct quotes frequently in my literature
review?

A: While direct quotes can be effective when a source's exact wording is crucial or
exceptionally eloquent, it's generally recommended to primarily paraphrase and summarize
sources in a literature review. Over-reliance on direct quotes can make your writing seem
choppy and reduce your own analytical voice. The goal is to synthesize information,
showing your understanding and interpretation, rather than simply reproducing others'
words.

Q: How do | ensure my literature review adheres to MLA
formatting for the Works Cited page?

A: To ensure MLA formatting for your Works Cited page, it should start on a new page titled
"Works Cited" (centered). All entries must be double-spaced and listed alphabetically by the
author's last name (or by title if no author is present). Each entry requires a hanging indent,
meaning the first line of the entry is flush with the left margin, and subsequent lines are
indented by half an inch. Carefully follow the prescribed format for each type of source
(e.g., book, journal article, website) as outlined in the MLA Handbook.

Q: What is the difference between summarizing and
synthesizing in a literature review?

A: Summarizing involves briefly restating the main points of a single source. Synthesizing,
on the other hand, involves combining information from multiple sources, identifying
relationships, patterns, and differences between them, and using these connections to build
a new, coherent argument or understanding that goes beyond what any single source says
individually. Synthesis is critical for demonstrating higher-level analytical thinking.
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