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Starting Out
• Most students start with either little detailed
understanding of their project topic, or a narrow
understanding based on (limited) experience
• It is important that you develop your understanding of the
state of the art in your field as early as possible
– Your understanding will provide a basis for your project
proposal.
– It enables you to ask well-informed questions of your
supervisor, increasing their confidence in your ability to
undertake the project successfully.
– It may help to make additional resources available – it
definitely helps you to identify the resources you will need
– The better (and broader) your understanding, the better the
chances are that you will develop a sound project proposal
and plan.

What is a Literature Review?
• The literature review is the first step in any successful
research effort.
• The purpose of the literature review is to establish the
state of the art in the area that you are working in.
– For investigative research, this will mean reviewing the
academic literature.
– For design projects, this will mean identifying current
approaches to solving the problem of interest (or similar
problems)
– For industrial projects, this will entail reviewing standards
and current operating practices.

Every statement and conclusion
in a professional report must be
supported by accepted literature
or your results and deductions

Building a Foundation

Basic Tools
• Internet search engines have greatly simplified the
process of identifying information sources.
• Google, Wikipedia and Media sites can and should be
used to provide a quick overview of a field
– Use to identify relevant publications and experts.
– Can help with basic definitions or even formulae.

• However, it must be remembered that it is generally
UNACCEPTABLE to reference these sources in a thesis
– The reviewing and control of posted data ranges from
inconsistent to non-existent.
– It can be difficult to assess the expertise (or motives) of
the poster.

Expert Materials
• A research report should rely on peer reviewed and/or
edited materials such as
– Books
– Scientific Journal Articles
– Scientific Conference Proceedings

• The UWA library is an excellent research library
– In addition to the materials in the stacks, there is a wide
range of journals available electronically
– If a particular paper or book is not available, the library
can generally locate a copy via inter-library loan relatively
quickly. This service (GETIT) is free to students enrolled
in final year project

Expert Search Tools
• The library website makes available a variety of webbased search engines/databases that can be used to
search for scientific publications and books
– These tools are much more powerful than the likes of the
Google, as they are focused solely on quality scientific
publications.
– They are relatively simple and intuitive to use – you may
search by keywords, words in the title, author (essentially
the same as when using the library catalogue)

• These may be accessed via the “Supersearch” link on the
UWA library’s main web page.
– Use the “Find Resources” Tab to find specific indexes

Engineering Databases
• For engineering, two of the major indexes are “Compendex”
and the “Web of Knowledge”.
• Compendex provides a list of papers matching your specified
search terms.
– Access via “Supersearch” link and the “Physical Sciences
Option”.
– Compendex finds both journal papers and conference
proceedings (Web of Knowledge focuses on journal papers)

• The “Web of Knowledge” provides a similar capability but can
be more powerful because it also provides a Citation Index.
– The number of citations tells you how influential a paper is.
– You can follow a “citation trail” from an important paper to
research the current state of knowledge in a field.
– Access via “Supersearch” link and the “Find Resources” tab
(Look under “W”).

Initiating a Web of Knowledge Search
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Getting the Paper

Approach
• Remember that the word “review” is important – it is not
a literature “survey”
• It is essential to read the material you find carefully and
critically.
– Does the material apply directly to your work?
– What are the limitations of the published material?

• A good paper or book will usually be well referenced –
the reference lists can help you find older, more
fundamental work in a field
– A good literature review will evolve and expand from each
paper you review.
– Fundamental papers can often make it easier to
understand the topic you are researching

Approach
• IMPORTANTLY - do not limit your consideration of
literature to recent works.
– Fundamental papers and texts can often make it
easier to understand a particular technique or
approach.
– In seminal papers, the jargon of the field has usually
not yet developed – so the text is often more
comprehensible
– The basis and limits of a particular approach can also
often be more clearly identified in the original papers.
So don’t ignore the dusty old journals! In
many fields, the basis of current thinking was
laid out a long time ago.

