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Exploratory Review: discovering the terrain and your purpose

A hazy,

hazardous path

Realize objectives

and priorities



Be aware of the alternatives to 
make informed choices
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Become aware of 
potential hardships.
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Ultimately, pinpoint 
where to channel your 

energy.

Ultimately, pinpoint 
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Terminology and search locations
review Panoramic articles: analysis of  area, theme, or problem, yielding a general and current 

overview (at the time of  writing).survey

https://scholar.google.com/ https://www.scopus.com/

predatory Journals and conferences unconcerned with the quality of  the work, only 

aiming to obtain publication fees from authors and institutions.

Morgado, Leonel (2018). Recomendações na escolha de revistas e conferências para iniciar revisões bibliográficas 
e publicação: bom senso e necessidade de fugir a editoras predadoras - http://hdl.handle.net/10400.2/7333

indexadas Journals and conferences listed by entities that require quality and rigor of  

their practices. However, standards vary widely, and some indexing entities 

are fraudulent.



How to access the papers?

Often, scholar.google.com provides direct links to the papers, or even to the PDFs.

For those not available in open, free access, it is necessary to use online libraries:

b-on.pt jstor.org

research.ebsco.com

This is done by entering institutional credentials (student login) directly on the publishers' 

and/or library websites, or by accessing via VPN:

https://portal.uab.pt/si/ligacao-vpn/

https://eduvpn.utad.pt/

https://scholar.google.com/
https://www.b-on.pt/
https://www.jstor.org/
https://research.ebsco.com/


What if they are not available that way?

Search for their exact title (“within quotes”) on Google; many are available somewhere:

Or using the Robin Hood of  free and open access to science:

http://www.researchgate.net/ https://www.academia.edu/

https://sci-hub-links.com/where-is-sci-hub-now/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/150621641784982/

Others can be found in repositories that aren’t fully indexed by Google:

Or asking colleagues from other institutions for copies, in social media groups, such as (and 

there are many others, on various networks):

http://www.researchgate.net/
https://www.academia.edu/
https://sci-hub-links.com/where-is-sci-hub-now/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/150621641784982/


What if none of these methods work?
You may contact the authors to request a preprint. Many authors will be happy to provide one.

Use your institutional e-mail 
(@university.domain)



The idea first unfolds (exploratory review)...

We barely know what 

the area encompasses...

We know only scant 

search alternatives…



... then it narrows down (focused review).

We found out where to 

focus our efforts…

We can now disregard 

some aspects.



A journey towards a focused topic

ConceptConcept ContextContext PerspectivePerspective

Defining the scope

Finding the evidence

“State of the art”: current knowledge and its gaps“State of the art”: current knowledge and its gaps If it needs updating…

Systematic review of the focused topicSystematic review of the focused topic



First stage: defining the scope
General area
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Example 1a – Searches in Google Scholar

Use "intitle:" to enforce terms 
in titles

Indicators of  the type of  

work: review, survey

Or keywords in the area…

Too many? Filter by dates.

Sense of content? Excerpts!

Field, type? Publication venue!

Field of  the journal or conference…

Has maximum coverage 
but includes scientific 
publications with low 

credibility.



Example 1b – Searches in Scopus

Many search options (not just “either titles or 
everything" as in Google Scholar)

More aware data filtering.

Direct access to the abstracts

Filter by actual area and other criteria.

Lower coverage: only 
indexed sources... but 
with higher credibility.

Indicators of  the type of  

work: review, survey

Or keywords in the area…



Example 2 – Generic AI Query
Freeform prompting

Critically assess which sources are being 
used. There will usually be a mix of 
generalist & academic sources... or omitted.

See what different themes emerge.
Have we considered them all?
What terminology emerges?

Use co-intelligence: discuss the results, debate 
alternatives, details, criteria...

Being generalists, they will tend to go to 
common places or to more consensual 

positions based on the training they received.

They will tend to mix primary sources 
with secondary sources (generalist 

texts) and to hallucinate or speculate.



Example 3 – Query to Specialized AIs

Each AI is different in what it does.

The references are real academic articles.

The criteria they used may not be the 
ones you assume.

They open up a wide diversity of possible perspectives.

They may not detect inconsistent 
uses of terms between the sources.



Example 3 – Using books

In books… ... authors have structured 
the information on the topic.

…and we can explore the authors' public 
curricula to see their background, experience, 
and positioning in the field.



Analysis of subsets of relevant articles

Organized notesOrganized references

Visually explore related topics and 
article suggestions.

Visually explore relationships 
of co-authorship, citation…

Import or export to Zotero or 
other tools.



Analysis of subsets of relevant articles

Realize the 'funnel' of influences of an article.

Get suggestions for articles that cite 
(or are cited by) articles in this set.

Identify highly influential 
works within your set.

Catalog
subsets.

Organized notesOrganized references



Explore readings and extract insights

Turn them into podcasts to listen while walking, 
exercising, etc. (peripatetic study).

Discuss ideas... and save them 
as notes.

Work with sets 
of documents.

Organized notesOrganized references



Reflect – Concept, Context, Perspective

Express it as…
You need to identify 

your purpose.

purpose



Reflect – Concept, Context, Perspective

Perspective

Concept

Context

This is the lens through which you intend to view 
the concept within the context. It must clarify 
your overall intention.

It is the delimitation of the area in which 
you intend to analyze the concept. Where 
the concept arises, where it is applied, 
who is involved, etc. – these and other 
ways to bind the concept.

This is the overall areas of the problem.
Its main idea, field of interest, the topic you 
plan to investigate.



Second stage: Finding the evidence
Scope: concept, 

context, perspective

Search for reviews
Academical:
search only for

review articles

Review

1
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Specialized AIs:
syntheses

Synthesis

1
Synthesis

1
Sustained
definitions
Sustained
definitions ContradictionsContradictions AlternativesAlternatives

Consensual factsConsensual facts Open problemsOpen problems Unclear aspectsUnclear aspects

“State of the art”: current knowledge 
and its gaps

“State of the art”: current knowledge 
and its gaps

Organized notesOrganized references



If necessary, move on to the third stage: systematic 
literature review (…coming up in the next episode )



How should one read and choose throughout this process?



First, choose only from the title and publication outlet!
(“Maybe” means it is of interest at this stage – we only use this criterion to exclude.)

What did we intend 
when searching for this?

Title: if we’re not looking for 
English-language learning, 

we’ll ignore this one.

Examples:

Etc.

Outlet: if we are not seeking
an Engineering perspective,

we’ll ignore this one.

Title: if we are not after
student perspectives, we’ll

ignore this one.



And then we choose only from the abstract!
(“Maybe” means it is of interest at this stage – we only use this criterion to exclude.)

What did we intend 
when searching for this?

Etc.

The significance of practical experience and visualization in the fluid power 
discipline, highly tied to students’ success, requires integrating immersive 
pedagogical tools for enhanced course delivery, offering real-life industry 
simulation. This study investigates the impact of using virtual reality (VR) 
technology as an instructional tool on the learning and engagement of 48 

mechanical engineering technology (MET) students registered in the MET: 230 
Fluid Power course at Purdue University. An interactive VR module on hydraulic 
grippers was developed utilizing the constructivist learning theory for MET: 230 

labs, enabling MET students to explore light- and heavy-duty gripper designs and 
operation through assembly, disassembly, and testing in a virtual construction 
environment. A survey consisting of a Likert scale and short-answer questions 

was designed based on the study’s objective to evaluate the students’ 
engagement and perceived attitude toward the module. Statistical and natural 

language processing (NLP) analyses were conducted on the students’ responses. 
The statistical analysis results revealed that 97% of the students expressed 

increased excitement, over 90% reported higher engagement, and 87% found the 
VR lab realistic and practical. The NLP analysis highlighted positive themes such 

as “engagement”, “valuable experience”, “hands-on learning”, and 
“understanding”, with over 80% of students endorsing these sentiments. These 

findings will contribute to future efforts aimed at improving fluid power learning 
through immersive digital reality technologies, while also exploring alternative 

approaches for individuals encountering challenges with such technologies.

By checking the abstracts, one may
quickly judge if the work falls

outside our scope.



While reading the remaining ones, use Keshav’s
three-pass method

http://hdl.handle.net/10400.2/11312

Diagram of the process in "How to Read a Paper" de S. Keshav
(2016)

Avoids dispersion and saves time, since

in each of the three stages one can 

establish:

- if the article is relevant for our scope;

- how it is relevant (why we will be

reading it).

http://hdl.handle.net/10400.2/11312


Ferfolja, T.; Burnett, L. (2002). Getting Started on Your Literature Review – A 

General Guide for Postgraduate Research Students. 

http://www.lc.unsw.edu.au/onlib/pdf/Litrev.pdf
While reading, consider (1):

Ferfolja, T.; Burnett, L. (2002). 
Getting Started on Your Literature 
Review – A General Guide for 
Postgraduate Research Students. 
http://www.lc.unsw.edu.au/onlib/p
df/Litrev.pdf



While reading, consider…(2)



While reading, consider…(3)



While reading, consider…(4)



While reading, consider… (5)



If the article is indeed of interest to you…

IMMEDIATELY note the bibliographic reference.

If you don't do this, it may be difficult to identify the 
article again later.

If you copy text, place it IMMEDIATELY within 
quotation marks.

If you don't do this, there is a high chance that you will 
forget that the text was copied, and that is plagiarism.

Organized notesOrganized references

Are your 

friends in 

this!



Note-taking is for you and your theme!
(They’re not for “proving I read it,” “just in case,” or “because it sounds important.”)

Organized notesOrganized references

When taking notes, avoid future 

misunderstandings and prevent losing 

TODAY’s effort:

• In what sense are the concepts used?

(“They use ‘immersion’ this way, not that 

way…”, “They follow the theory of…”)

• What idea or contribution caught 

your interest? (“They explain this 

well…” / “They report that something 

like this happened” / “They measured

this and got…”)

• What contextual aspects are relevant?

(People, tech., methods, locations…)



When do we stop?

What is our “event horizon”?What is our “event horizon”?



When do we stop?
Completeness (contributions start repeating... the notes 

interconnecting... the references start pointing to the same sources...)
Completeness (contributions start repeating... the notes 

interconnecting... the references start pointing to the same sources...)

...and the feeling of  having a rich 
overview of  the perspectives.

...and the feeling of  having a rich 
overview of  the perspectives.

Example from:
http://hdl.handle.net/10400.2/9799



When do we stop?

Almost certainly, there’s always something more!Almost certainly, there’s always something more!

We stop by reflecting upon our current and future efforts, 
weighing the risks and benefits.

We stop by reflecting upon our current and future efforts, 
weighing the risks and benefits.

Many hours will be spent later doing fieldwork. We want 
to do it knowledgeably, without wasting it:
- without ‘reinventing the wheel’;
- without just being able to say “seems good, trust me”;
- without ending up improvising analyses.

Many hours will be spent later doing fieldwork. We want 
to do it knowledgeably, without wasting it:
- without ‘reinventing the wheel’;
- without just being able to say “seems good, trust me”;
- without ending up improvising analyses.

Consult your supervisors for help with this decision. Consult your supervisors for help with this decision. 



What about information from other sources?

Code repositories, press releases and 
white papers, blogs, social media...

Code repositories, press releases and 
white papers, blogs, social media...



What about information from other sources?

Code repositories, press releases and 
white papers, blogs, social media...

Code repositories, press releases and 
white papers, blogs, social media...



Safe voyages! Explore, seek out knowledge, and 
boldly go into the research universe!
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