Acknowledging Sources in Academic Writing

Much of your written work at university is based on the ideas of other writers.

Whenever you have taken something from another author (that is to say, you have taken an author’s theory, opinion, idea, example, conclusion, or findings), you must say who you took it from, and where the original can be found. 

In other words, you must acknowledge and cite your sources. This is important whether or not you use the author’s own words. 

Why acknowledge your sources?

( to show that you have read and understood the research published in your area of interest; 

( to lend authority to what you are writing; 

( to strengthen your argument; 

( to support your own ideas; 

( to provide details or background

( to what you are writing; 

( to provide interest; and 

( to avoid the charge of plagiarism. 

What is plagiarism?

If you don’t acknowledge sources you may be accused of plagiarism. Plagiarism is the act of using another person’s ideas as if they are your own. It’s a very serious breach of academic etiquette. Your assignment will be given a fail mark, and in extreme cases, you may fail your course.

It doesn’t matter whether the original words or ideas are those of a published writer, or those of another student—you must not copy without giving your source.

How do you acknowledge your sources?

There is more than one way to acknowledge your sources but in Geography we use the Harvard system (for more information visit http://www2.ntu.ac.uk/llr/library/citingrefs.htm#met)

In-text References in the Harvard System

It doesn’t matter whether what you take from another source is a long direct quotation (three lines or more), a short direct quotation (two lines or less), an indirect quotation, a paraphrase, or a summary—always say where it came from.

It is important to remember that when you take something from another source, you are taking it out of its original context and putting it into a new context—your own essay. You must make sure it fits properly into this new context. This means that:

( it must be relevant to your argument; 

( it must join neatly with what comes before and after; 

( it must make logical and grammatical sense. 

In-text references are the references to the source of an idea/information made within the text (that is, not in a footnote) of an assignment. In the Author-Date style, references should contain only the following information, in this order: 1) the surname of the author; 2) the date of publication of the text; 3) the page numbers of the text (usually for direct quotations only).

Examples of in-text references:

1. Direct quotations

A direct quotation consists of the actual words used by an author, in the same order as the original. In other words, it is a copy.

1a. direct quotations of more than two lines

A direct quotation of more than two lines: 

( is separated from the rest of the paragraph 

( is indented at left and right margins 

( is put in smaller point size 

( does not use quotation marks 

( includes page number(s) as well as author and date 

( must be relevant to the passage 

( must fit well in the context of your assignment 

Here is an example of an essay paragraph which has a long direct quotation inserted into it:

[...continues from previous paragraphs]

An important question to ask about modern language has to do with changes in the way language is used. Many people believe that the Americanisation of the media, and what is called dumbing down, is having disastrous results on English. One answer to this is that language has always been subject to change, just as everything else in the world is, and we should not feel that this is a bad thing. As Aitchison (1981) puts it:

Language, then, like everything else, gradually transforms itself over the centuries. There is nothing surprising in this. In a world where humans grow old, tadpoles change into frogs, and milk turns into cheese, it would be strange if language alone remained unaltered. In spite of this, large numbers of intelligent people condemn and resent language change, regarding alterations as due to unnecessary sloppiness, laziness or ignorance (Aitchison 1981:16).

Aitchison clearly sees every change in language as neither good nor bad, but inevitable.

[essay continues...]

1b. short direct quotations

A short direct quotation: 

( is inserted directly into the text without separating it from the rest of the paragraph 

( needs opening and closing quotation marks (single or double; be consistent) 

( needs the page number. 

Here is an example of the paragraph which has a short direct quotation inserted into it:

[...continues from previous paragraphs]

An important question to ask about modern language has to do with changes in the way language is used. Many people believe that the Americanisation of the media, and what is called dumbing down, is having disastrous results on English. One answer to this is that language has always been subject to change, just as everything else in the world is, and we should not feel that this is a bad thing. Aitchison (1981), for example, points out that language is subject to change, and is not caused by ‘unnecessary sloppiness, laziness or ignorance’ (p 16). Aitchison clearly sees every change in language as neither good nor bad, but inevitable.

[essay continues...]

2. Indirect quotations

An indirect quotation makes only minor changes in the wording. Do not use quotation marks; just incorporate it into your sentence.

Here is an example of the paragraph with an indirect quotation inserted into it:

[...continues from previous paragraphs]

An important question to ask about modern language has to do with changes in the way language is used. Many people believe that the Americanisation of the media, and what is called dumbing down, is having disastrous results on English. One answer to this is that language has always been subject to change, just as everything else in the world is, and we should not feel that this is a bad thing. According to Aitchison (1981:16), for example, language is gradually transformed over the centuries, and is not caused by sloppy, lazy or ignorant thinking, and therefore change should not be resented. Aitchison clearly sees every change in language as neither good nor bad, but inevitable.

[essay continues...] 

3. Paraphrase

When you paraphrase, you use your own words. This is usually preferable to direct quotes, as the reference fits more neatly into your own style of writing. It also shows that you really do understand what the author is saying. However, you must take care that you don’t change the meaning.

Even when you use your own words, you must still acknowledge where you got the idea from.

Example:

[...continues from previous paragraphs] 

An important question to ask about modern language has to do with changes in the way language is used. Many people believe that the Americanisation of the media, and what is called dumbing down, is having disastrous results on English. One answer to this is that language change is natural, so there is no reason for people to condemn it (Aitchison 1981:16). Aitchison clearly sees every change in language as neither good nor bad, but inevitable. 

[essay continues...]

4. Summary

A summary gives an outline of the main points of a passage, chapter or book.

Example:

[...continues from previous paragraphs]

An important question to ask about modern language has to do with changes in the way language is used. Many people believe that the Americanisation of the media, and what is called dumbing down, is having disastrous results on English. However, one important study (Aitchison 1981) looks closely at the psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic processes of language change over many centuries, and argues that changes in all aspects of language are natural and inevitable.

[essay continues...]

Making changes to direct quotations

You may want to make minor changes to a direct quotation. This is possible (as long as you don’t change the meaning), but you must follow the rules.

( If you omit parts of the quotation, whether from the beginning, middle or end, use an ellipsis. An ellipsis consists of three dots (…). 

( If you want to insert your own words, or different words, into a quotation, put them in square brackets ([]). 

( If you want to draw attention to an error in a quotation, for example a spelling mistake or wrong date, don’t correct it; write [sic] in square brackets. 

( If you want to emphasise something in a quotation which is particularly relevant to your essay, put the emphasised words in italics, and state that the emphasis is your own. 

( If the original has italics, state that the italics are in the original. 

Example showing different kinds of changes:

Language changes are natural and inevitable. As Aitchison (1981:16) points out, language:

… gradually transforms itself over the centuries … In a world where [everything changes], it would be strange if language alone remained unaltered. In spite of this, large numbers of intelligent people condemn and resent language change… (Aitchison 1981:16, my italics).

Smith (1992), commenting on this, says: ‘Aitcheson [sic] appears to believe that everything changes; but this is questionable’ (Smith 1992:45, italics in original).

What to do when you find a reference to one author in the work of a different author

To acknowledge the ideas of one author which you have found in the work of another, your in-text reference must mention two names: 

a. the author of the idea you are using, and 

b. the source you have found it in. 

For example: (Wilson 1989, cited in Smith 1995:4). 

However, your bibliography should only give details of the source that you found it in (in this case, Smith 1995).

Incorporating references into your writing

There are several ways of incorporating reference sources into your paragraphs. Look at the following passage:

One inconclusive study (Shrensky 1998) suggests that smaller dogs (those weighing 9 kgs or under) can be more easily taught to sing than larger dogs. Indeed, Shrensky claims that she has taught a choir of miniature poodles to sing the Hallelujah Chorus. However, these claims have been disputed as no-one has been able to replicate the experiment (Wilson & Collins 1999). According to Wilson & Collins, ‘the whole idea is a load of rubbish’ (Wilson & Collins 1999:55). Nevertheless, as Shrensky (1995) has noted in an earlier paper, these kinds of studies are almost impossible to replicate without a highly-trained, experienced specialist teacher to perform the task..............

There are several standard phrases you can use when you want to introduce a reference (whether a quotation, a paraphrase or a summary) into your essay or report. Learn how to use them, and watch the punctuation!

If you want to show you agree with the reference, or that it has validity: 

( As Shrensky (1995) has noted in an earlier paper, poodles can be taught to sing. 

( Shrensky (1995) demonstrates that poodles can be taught to sing. 

( Miniature poodles can be taught to sing (Shrensky 1995) 

If you want to show you disagree with the reference: 

( Shrensky (1995) alleges/claims that poodles can sing. 

If you want to remain neutral you can use the work of others for balance: 

( According to Wilson & Collins (1999), Shrensky's study is nonsense. 

( Wilson & Collins (1999) say that Shrensky's study is nonsense. 

What to do if: 

Two authors

(Jones & Smith, 1989)

 

More than two authors

(Jones et al., 1990)

Author with more than one publication in same year

(Jones, 1991a)

(Jones, 1991b)

 

More than one citation in same place in text

(Jones, 1992; Smith & Jones, 1993)

The reference list/bibliography

At the end of an assignment you should give a list of all the sources you have referred to. Your reference list/bibliography must provide full and accurate details, as it is the means by which the reader can follow up your sources.

Make sure that every text reference appears in the reference list, and that every item in the reference list is mentioned at least once in the assignment.

Important standard referencing conventions:

( An entry must consist of author(s), date of publication (full date for daily or weekly publications, year only for others), title details, publisher details. 

( Entries must be in alphabetical order of surname. 

( Titles of books and journals should be in italics (or underlined where italic font is not available). 

( Titles of books and journals should be in Title Case (i.e. all important words have a capitalised initial letter). 

( Titles of articles or chapter headings should be in Sentence case (i.e. only the first word or proper nouns should have a capital). 

( Book title must include edition (other than first) and any other details given on the title page (eg series, translator, original title). 

( Journal title must include volume, number, and page numbers of article. 

Within these standard conventions, there can be style differences, for us though the following is conventional: 

The Harvard Convention of Referencing

Periodical (Journal)

Author surname, initial(s). (Year) Title of article Journal title, Volume number (issue number): pages

Hardill, I., and Raghuram, P. (1999). Diastropic connections: case studies of Asian women in business. Area 30 (3), 255-263.

Note

( The full stop after the date is optional

( Often the title of an article is in inverted single commas

( pp is usually omitted for the page number in journal article

Book

Author surname, initial(s). (Year) Title of book, Place of publication: Publisher. 

Benjamin, B. (1989). Population Statistics: A Review of UK Sources. Aldershot: Gower.

Note: 

( The full stop after the bracketed date is often omitted

( The author’s forename is sometimes included (before the surname) so as to ‘gender’ the writer (this applies in all cases)

( The author’s name is UPPER CASE and the date is not bracketed in the library booklet

Edited book

Editor surname, initial(s). (ed.) (Year) Title of book, Place of publication, Publisher. 

Chapter in edited book

Author surname, initial(s). (Year) Title of Chapter, in Editor surname, initial(s). (ed.), Title of book, Place of Publication: Publisher: pages

Phillips, D. and Sarre, P. (1995). Black middle-class formation in contemporary Britain. In Butler, T. and Savage, M., eds., Social change and the middle classes. London: UCL Press, pp.76-94.

Note

( The full stop after the date is optional

( The library booklet omits brackets around ‘eds.’

( The full stop separating (eds.) and the book title is optional

( The full stop following the book’s title is often a comma

Newspapers

The Guardian, Title of article(if possible), 1st April, 1997, pages.

OR

Author surname, initial(s), (Year) 'Title of article', The Guardian, 1st April, pages 

Fidler, S. (1998). Feeling the chill winds from Asia. Financial Times Survey, 12th  March,1.

Internet sources

Author/Editor (Year) Title [on line] (edition). Publisher : place of publication (if ascertainable). Available from: URL (Accessed date)

The Nuffield Council on Bioethics (1999). Genetically modified crops: the ethical and social issues, [on-line] UK: The Nuffield Foundation. Available at: <URL: http://www.nuffield.org/bioethics/publication/ modifiedcropsrep00081333.html.> [Accessed 28/5/99].

Note:

( The full stop after the (year) date is optional

Official Report

Organization/Company Name (Date) Report Title Place of Publication: Publisher

Department of the Environment (1991). Survey of derelict land in England 1988 Volume 2 Reference Tables. London: HMSO. 

No author

Article Title (Year) Source Title, Place of publication, Publishers 

Personal correspondence

Surname of Correspondent, Initial (Year) Personal correspondence (exact date)

No date

Author’s surname, initial [n.d.] Title of book, Place of publication, Publisher.

Multiple references for author

Author, I. (1978)

Author, I. (1979)

Author, I. (1980a)

Author, I. (1980b)

This guide was adapted from the University of Canberra Writing Guide, http://www.canberra.edu.au/studyskills/writing/sources.html

