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Picture of Dr. Judy Maxwell
Hi. I’m Judy Maxwell from the Study and Learning Centre at RMIT University. Welcome to the 3rd part of the module on structuring a thesis literature review. Part 2 of this module showed many possible structures for the body of the literature review, but we didn’t discuss the issues involved in deciding on the order of the sections and sub-sections within the structure. The objective of this session is to understand the kind of questioning and reasoning that could lead to a clear and logical structure. To do this, I’m going to take you through the process that I used, outlining some of the many issues I had to resolve. Of course, you’ll have to make your own decisions about how you’ll order your literature review, but this resource should indicate the type of reasoning that can be useful in this process. Remember that you can pause the video at any time to help you think through the process.

List of 11 themes from Dr Maxwell’s thesis is displayed in no apparent order
My PhD analysed the culture of the doctoral degree and doctoral candidates’ experiences, and I felt that a thematic structure would be the most effective way to tell the story of the research around my topic. After a long, iterative process of reading the literature and identifying and adjusting themes, I decided that these themes were relevant to the study. But this order doesn’t tell the story of the literature in a logical order. What’s needed is to show some sense of hierarchy. The process of developing a hierarchy begins by looking for connections. In this case, it seemed that some of these themes were more distantly related to the study and, following the general to specific idea, these needed to go first. Pause the video and have a go at identifying these.

Diagram showing list of five themes in one box and six themes in another box. Red marker highlights the five themes that need to go first

Red arrow points to recent innovation in doctoral degrees
Red arrow points to the development of the doctoral degree in Australia


The themes are numbered as Dr. Maxwell is discussing them

How did you go? It’s not always as easy as it looks. I started by realising that these five themes helped to contextualise the study and needed to go first. 

But there’s an obvious problem here with having recent innovations first, and the more general development of the doctoral degree last. The themes needed to be reordered to show the context more logically.

The development of the doctoral degree has a historical focus so it seemed logical to discuss this first. 

Definitions are usually also discussed at the beginning, and maybe this could have gone before the development, but in this case I placed it after it because the definition is complex - there are many types of doctoral degrees. And because this research is based on three different doctoral degrees, this theme is clearly more specific to the research topic than the general history of the doctoral degree in Australia. 

I decided to put the value of the doctoral degree right after defining it, because it’s contested in a similar way to the definition.

Recent innovations were discussed next because they’re more closely related to the study topic. 

And only then could I discuss the tensions and contradictions in these recent innovations.

The box with six themes is highlighted
Now let’s have a look at the themes that are more closely related to the study topic.

The six themes are grouped into three groups in a diagram 
I realised that the themes seemed to fit into three logical groups.

The supervisor group is circled
One is to do with supervisors – these themes both relate to this.

The candidate experience group is circled
Another is more directly related to candidates’ experiences.

The issues in doctoral studies group is circled
And the third group relates to other issues in doctoral study.

The groups are numbered as Dr. Maxwell is describing them
Now I at least had some rough organisation, but then I needed to check the order of these three groups. These are more general issues in doctoral practice so, following the general to specific idea, I put them before the more closely related issue of candidates and supervisors.
Because the main focus of the study is candidates’ experiences, these needed to go last.
Then I needed to review the order within these three groups.

The first group, issues in doctoral studies ,is zoomed in on
In the first group it didn’t seem to matter which order these were put in (and sometimes, there really is no logical way of ordering themes). However, the literature around these themes showed that the factors impacting on successful completion relied on an understanding of student diversity. Writing issues is a little more specific to the research and seemed to work best at the end of this group.

The second group on supervision is zoomed in on.
In the themes related to supervision, again, at first there didn’t seem to be any reason for any particular order. However, the literature revealed a strong argument that the practice of supervision is under-theorised, so it worked better this way around.  

The final group on candidates experience is zoomed in on
Now we come to the last group and, this time, there was no particular reason for changing this order other than my preference for discussing the positives before the negatives. 

Themes are color coded and listed in order


Headings are added



The words “introduction” and “conclusion” are added at the beginning and end 
The words “situating the current study within the literature” are added


The themes around Issues in Doctoral practice are indented and it’s sub themes are indented
So now I had a list of themes in a clear and logical order. But there’s another issue I had to think about. Although I had created three groups of themes, there was nothing to hold the groups together, so I needed to create headings for them.  And then I needed to show the hierarchy between the headings and the subheadings by indenting the latter.

And then, of course, I needed to have an introduction at the beginning and a conclusion or summary at the end.

And in this case, I decided on a section explicitly relating the literature to the study.

In a final check, though, I realised that all the themes and sub-themes from ‘Issues in doctoral practice’ to the end are all issues in doctoral practice, but the hierarchy doesn’t show this. I needed to show all of the remaining themes as a sub-set of ‘Issues in doctoral practice’ by indenting them.


Representation of final hierarchical structure of lit review is displayed
Now here’s the final version in the Table of Contents. Because I had many sections and sub-sections, I decided to show the hierarchy by numbering the sections. Of course, you don’t have to use a numbering system, but if you do, as in this case, don’t use any more than 4 positions. Remember in Part 2 we said that as we move from the general to the specific, the lit. review often becomes more conceptually dense, with a greater intensity of focus. You can see this in the number of sub-sections and sub-sub-sections towards the last half. There’s usually a greater amount of critique and analysis in these themes that are closer to your own study. And just a final comment. As we said earlier, you’ll make decisions based on your own themes or logical divisions. The process I’ve modelled here has aimed to show you the many questions you have to ask and the complexity involved in the task of getting a logical order to your lit. review using a thematic structure. For more information, check out the list of other resources at the end of Part 4.




