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Conducting a Research Literature Review

Planning the review 1. Clarifying why you need to conduct a review
2. Craft your main research question 
3. Creating a plan for how you will conduct the review 

Conducting the review a. Finding relevant studies
b. Deciding what the primary/core studies
c. Evaluating what the quality of these studies
d. Pulling out key findings from these studies
e. Bringing these findings together

Reporting the review i. Deciding how to communicate findings
ii. Writing & organizing the final report

 How much do we 
implicitly or explicitly 
know about each of 
these tasks? 

 How capable or 
willing are we to teach 
all of these tasks to our 
students?

 When is the 
struggle that comes 
with teaching oneself 
these tasks important 
for learning?

Source: Dukic (2026)



Who might be using these tools

Just need a few 
citations to make 
it through a paper 
for a class

Casual 
Researchers

Trying to get a grip 
on a new topic 
having never 
done so before

Thesis & Grad 
Students

Trying to get a grip 
on a new topic 
having done so 
before

Experienced 
researchers

Trying to get a grip 
on a field quickly

Workplace



Spectrum of lit review tools
• Quick Search: Simple query that returns ranked list of sources. 

Think of scanning results in a library catalog/database (e.g., 
Google Scholar). No generation.

• Quick RAG: Search + a brief, generated summary. Think of a 
research assistant offering a quick synthesis of a few relevant 
texts. Short generative Answers.

• Deep Search: Iterative process that refines and re-ranks sources 
over time. Think of a researcher revisiting archives to surface the 
most relevant materials. Iterative search, but no generation.

• Deep Research: Deep Search + a written report. Think of a 
research assistant who gathers sources and drafts a structured 
overview. Iterative search, long generative report.

Source: Tay (Dec 2025), Zhao (2026)

Source: https://asterzhao.github.io/ai-research-tools-snapshot/ 
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Evaluation of these tools
• Where do these tools look for sources (“source base”)?

• How do they decide what sources to bring to you?

• How relevant are these sources to the topic you had in mind?

• How do they summarize/synthesize information about these sources?

• How accurate are these summaries and syntheses?

• Can you bring your own sources into these tools?

• How open are these tools their source base, environmental impact, specific 
LLMs that they use, etc.?

Sources: Caulfield (2025), Tay (Dec 2025)

RETRIEVAL      

RANKING      

GENERATION      



Stanford’s 
STORM

https://storm.genie.stanford.edu/



What is STORM?

• Is free

• Oval Lab @ Stanford

• Writes Wikipedia-style articles intended for users in the “pre-writing” stage

• Stands for Synthesis of Topic Outlines through Retrieval and Multi-perspective Question Asking



How STORM Works

• Identifies diverse views by analyzing 
Wikipedia articles (FreshWiki)

• Gives the LLM different personalities from 
which to ask additional questions 

Source: Shao (2024)



How STORM Works

• Identifies diverse views by analyzing 
Wikipedia articles (FreshWiki)

• Gives the LLM different personalities from 
which to ask additional questions 

• Simulates conversations and then answers 
those questions with internet sources

• Creates outline and easily expandable 
sections based on the responses generated

Source: Shao (2024)



Thoughts on STORM

• Aligns with what some already tell students to do 
(“Wikipedia is a good starting place”)

• Writers (you, students) get a 30,000-foot view on a topic 
(structure, possible viewpoints, etc.) that then drives 
subsequence research queries and long-form writing

What if we asked students to do the STORM review 
and submit it along with their final paper, which 
must build on it but also be substantially different?



Elicit

h t t p s : / /e l i c i t . c o m /



From the literature on AI lit review tools
• Tools like Elicit and SciSpace are far safer than general chatbots for 

locating academic resources. The latter hallucinate the existence of 
sources. The former rarely do.

• Tools like Elicit and SciSpace have:
• High precision. Most of what they return is useful.
• Low recall. They miss many relevant studies that actually exist.

• For a casual research project low recall is not necessarily a big deal. 
But for a serious thesis or systematic review, it's a problem.

• Once you have the results of a search, AI tools can help with 
screening, e.g. sorting through them quickly and flag what's worth 
reading. 

• These tools update constantly. What’s true today may not be true 
tomorrow.

Both Elicit and SciSpace allow you 
to upload sources you've already 
collected in Endnote or Zotero. 

This is especially useful for 
researchers outside STEM fields, 
where these tools tend to miss 
more of the relevant literature.

Studies 
available on your 

topic

ChatGPT
Elicit



Elicit – Find papers

• You ask a research question using nature language (not 
Boolean, but a semantic search)

• Elicit searches across millions of academic papers 
housed in Semantic Scholar, OpenAlex, PubMed, 
ClinicalTrials.gov 

• It surfaces relevant papers and summarizes the key 
findings from these papers

• It then puts that information in an interactive table format 
to which you can add custom fields

• It links back to each source for the researcher to validate



https://bit.ly/ElicitPaperTable 

https://bit.ly/ElicitPaperTable
https://bit.ly/ElicitPaperTable


Elicit – Report

• You ask a research question using nature language (not 
Boolean, but a semantic search)

• Elicit searches across millions of academic papers 
housed in Semantic Scholar, OpenAlex, PubMed, 
ClinicalTrials.gov 

• It pulls the findings together into a research summary, with 
links back to the original sources

• You can see steps along the way:  which papers were 
selected and how the synthesis was created, etc.

• You can chat with the report itself to ask follow-up 
questions, explore specific claims in more detail, etc.



https://bit.ly/ElicitReport 

https://bit.ly/ElicitReport




Elicit – other features

• Chat with papers

• Connect to your own libraries in Zotero, etc.



Thoughts on Elicit

• The results table is a potential tool for teaching 
students about the structure of empirical pieces in 
STEM and the social sciences

• Grounding: the links back to the actual articles and 
specific text in those articles is crucial (re: validation)

What if the Elicit table replaces the annotated 
bibliography? Students create a table that they 
submit along with reflection on how the literature 
reshaped their understanding of the topic…



SciSpace

https://scispace.com/



SciSpace – Literature Review
This particular feature offers 3 options:

• Standard Review (~50 papers): Quick scan, best for getting a surface-level view.

• High-Quality Review (~150 papers): Curated for credibility, useful when you need 
reliable foundations.

• Deep Review (700-1000+ papers): Exhaustive and recursive. Ideal for advanced or 
niche research questions.

Databases searched include OpenAlex, Semantic Scholar, Google Scholar 
and others not listed.

LLM: GPT 3.5 for standard searches and GPT 4o for premium users (this might 
be old info…)

Source: SciSpace (March 2025)







SciSpace – On Steroids

A ton of resources (some of which are  still scary), but 
right now we are interested in its “literature review” 
feature

• Standard Review (~50 papers): Quick scan, best for 
getting a surface-level view. 

• High-Quality Review (~150 papers): Curated for 
credibility, useful when you need reliable foundations. 

• Deep Review (700-1000+ papers): Exhaustive and 
recursive. Ideal for advanced or niche research 
questions. 

Three reports to compare:

• Deep Review: Quickly synthesizes literature to identify 
themes, gaps, trends, and major debates across 
papers.

• Deep Research: More analytical and investigative. 
Explores research questions, connects evidence, and 
builds structured syntheses.

• Systematic Research/PRISMA: Most rigorous and 
method-driven. Best for formal systematic reviews with 
transparent searches, screening, and reproducible 
methods. 

Preferred 
Reporting Items 
for Systematic 
Reviews and 

Meta-Analyses



SciSpace – On Steroids

Three reports to compare:

• Deep Review: Quickly synthesizes literature to identify 
themes, gaps, trends, and major debates across 
papers.

• Deep Research: More analytical and investigative. 
Explores research questions, connects evidence, and 
builds structured syntheses.

• Systematic Research/PRISMA: Most rigorous and 
method-driven. Best for formal systematic reviews with 
transparent searches, screening, and reproducible 
methods. 



https://bit.ly/SciSpaceDeepResearch 

https://bit.ly/SciSpaceDeepResearch


Conducting a Research Literature 
Review
Planning the 
review

1. Clarifying why you need to conduct a review
2. Craft your main research question
3. Creating a plan for how you will conduct the review

Conducting 
the review

1. Finding relevant studies
2. Deciding what the primary/core studies
3. Evaluating what the quality of these studies
4. Pulling out key findings from these studies
5. Bringing these findings together

Reporting the 
review

1. Deciding how to communicate findings
2. Writing & organizing the final report

Writing a paper for publication

Conducting a data analysis

Designing a slide deck that 
summaries that paper

Conducting a literature review



Conducting a Research Literature 
Review
Planning the 
review

1. Clarifying why you need to conduct a review
2. Craft your main research question
3. Creating a plan for how you will conduct the review

Conducting 
the review

1. Finding relevant studies
2. Deciding what the primary/core studies
3. Evaluating what the quality of these studies
4. Pulling out key findings from these studies
5. Bringing these findings together

Reporting the 
review

1. Deciding how to communicate findings
2. Writing & organizing the final report





Thoughts on Scispace

• SciSpace presents multiple kinds and levels of lit reviews, from 
more casual and superficial to deeper and more systematic 
(PRISMA). Even its top free report (“Deep Review”) is pretty 
extensive.

• Through it’s MadLib interface, it is also presenting itself as an all-
in-one AI research workspace. This probably makes a lot of us 
nervous.

What if faculty asked students to use SciSpace to 
make the “invisible” parts of literature reviews 
more visible and also more open to critique?

https://bit.ly/SciSpaceAssignment

https://bit.ly/SciSpaceAssignment


“When we prohibit AI without teaching 
students how to evaluate it, we guarantee that 
their first real encounter with AI-generated 
technical content will happen unsupervised, in 
a professional setting, with real 
consequences.” 

Source: Alamooti (May 2026)
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