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Effective use of Sources 

The purpose of citations 

There are several reasons why we reference, here are two of what I feel are the most important. 

Firstly, thesis writing requires we develop the ability to think critically about other people’s ideas. 

We agree with some, disagree with others. We negotiate the research territory to find a ‘gap’ in 

present knowledge that we can fill. In doing so we can take our place in the world of academic 

scholarship (which is a world built from the bricks of each person’s interlocking research). Of 

course this requires the ability to synthesize information and presents other scholar’s work in 

light of your own. These scholars must be recognized for their contributions to the field. If due 

recognition is not given then this may lead to charges of plagiarism. 

Second, in academic writing we use certain types of ‘evidence’ to strengthen our arguments and 

convince the reader of the validity of our conclusions. This evidence takes the form of data, 

statistics, and published research. Citations are important in that they point to the findings of 

previously published work in such a way as they support our contentions. 

 

 

 

 

The basic structure of referencing 

I mentioned earlier that different disciplines adopt different referencing systems and this will be 

discussed shortly. However, the basic structure for referencing applies to all and can be 

represented visually as follows: 

A note on the concept of originality 

Your originality lies in the way you develop your thinking in light of what you 

have read, in the way you respond critically to other people’s ideas, and in the way you 

structure and synthesize your argument. 



© 2017 Michael Azariadis, All Rights Reserved 

 
 

 

Example from Harvard referencing system: 

(Milton, 1996 p.21) 

Milton, K. (1996) Environmentalism and Cultural Theory, Routledge, London. 

 

An example from the MLA referencing system: 

(Bryson 17) 

Bryson, Bill. The Mother Tongue: English and How It Got That Way. New York: Avon, 1991. 

 

An example from History  

During recent years, this debate has evoked increasing interest in the role of peasants and 

artisans in the development of nineteenth-century socialist politics, particularly during the 

rise of socialism in France1. 

 

2Moss, Origins of the French Labor Movement, p. 47. 
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Moss, B., The Origins of the French Labor Movement 1830-1914: The Socialism of Skilled Workers, 

Berkeley, University of California Press, 1980. 

 

Referencing is a very precise skill, but not a particularly difficult one to develop. You don’t need t 

learn a lot of rules, nor do you even have to now the basic structure common to all referencing 

systems outlined above. Just follow the guide to the system required by your department (keep a 

copy with you when you are writing). Experienced academic writers follow referencing guides, 

rather than learning the small details of referencing systems. 

 

 

 

Quoting 

Quotations from reliable sources are good supporting details. There are two kinds of quotations; 

direct and indirect. In a direct quotation you copy another author’s exact words - either written 

or spoken - and enclose them in single quotation marks (the only exception being the case of 

block quotes which will be dealt with shortly). Direct quotations are strategically inserted into the 

body of your text. Indirect quotation, on the other hand, involves the reporting of another 

author’s ideas. This technique is called paraphrasing. Paraphrasing means putting what another 

author has said or written in your own words. Paraphrasing is a favored technique in many 

situations of writing, but one in which source materials need to be thoroughly understood if the 

paraphrase is to be effective. Again, we will examine paraphrasing in more detail momentarily. 

But for now I just want to say that good academic writing always demonstrates a good balance 

between paraphrasing and quoting. 

It is a good idea to quote a phrase directly only in the following situations: 

 When it is difficult to explain an idea succinctly in your own words. That is, the author 
expresses the idea in a way that captures its essence and you feel you cannot represent it 
better in your own words. 

 When the phrase is a technical phrase that you cannot write in other words. 
 When an author has created a phrase that has become widely used by others. 
 When you want to comment on the author’s use of language in a particular phrase. 
 When a claim you are making is such that the doubting reader will want to her exactly 

what the source said. This will often be the case when you criticize or disagree with a 
source. 
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At all other times it is better to paraphrase. Under no circumstances should you ‘over quote’ to 

the extent that your work is little more than a series of quotations glued together by a handful of 

connective phrases. 

Block quoting  

If you need to quote more than about three lines of prose – about 40-50 words – then indent the 

passage as a ‘block’ without quotation marks. Block quotes must be used sparingly and only 

when you need to analyze the language used in a text rather than just presenting the ideas. 

 

 

The basic rules for quoting blocks are: 

 Indent all lines ten spaces from the left margin and single space the text. 
 Don’t put an indented block in quotation marks 
 Tell your reader in advance who is about to speak and what to be listening for. 
 Construct your ‘lead in’ sentence with a colon (:). 
 Follow up a block quotation with commentary that reflects on it and makes clear why you 

needed to quote it. 
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Introducing direct quotations as part of your own sentence 

One of the most important things to consider in the integration of another author’s phrase is that 

there is a smooth flow within your sentence. That is, with the incorporation of the quoted your 

entire sentence is grammatically correct. You may find that you need to alter the punctuation and 

capital letters of the quoted phrases to suit their position in your sentence. This is perfectly 

acceptable, but there are some rules to consider. Remember, that your sentence controls the 

structure, not the words you quote. Below is an example: 

 

Haigh (2006, p.26) describes ‘[t]he so-called dark web’ that Google and similar search engines do 

not include in their search results. 

Integrating direct quotes into your own text – some examples in Harvard Style 

1. As Barbara Tedlock asserts, the ‘crisis of anthropology’ represented a ‘major change in 
ethnographic epistemology and methodology embodying key historical, political, ethical, 
analytic, and authorial issues’ (2003 p.174). 

 

2. It is argued in the paper that narrative can serve as a unit of discourse, or a discursive 
strategy, to create what Ricoeur terms ‘participatory belonging’ or ‘alienating 
distanciation’ (1981 p.131). 

 

3. Rather, representations of social life were recognized as being ‘refracted through the 
perspective and biases of the ethnographer’ (Snow and Morrill, 1993 p.8). 

 

4. Stockton comments that anthropological writing of the time was embedded in a ‘social 
scientific methodology that presupposes a knowing subject [the ethnographer] who is 
capable through observation of translating human practice [culture] into a rational series 
of detemporalized and abstract rules’ (2002 p.1104). 

 

5. In other words, discourse is the codification or structuring of a language for the provision 
of social meaning. Paul Ricoeur has this to add on the relationship of language to 
discourse; 

 

[T] he signs of language refer only to other signs in the interior of the 

same system so that language no more has a world than it has a time and 

subject, whereas discourse is always about something. Discourse refers to 

a world which it claims to describe, express or represent (Ricoeur, 1981 

p.133). 

 

Common mistakes when citing the literature in a journal article 
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Don’t cite one source too many times - if you cite one article or book throughout your article 

repeatedly the reviewer may feel as though you are too narrowly dependent on one source and 

have failed to take into account (or worst still ignored) other relevant literature. 

Don’t cite irrelevant literature - the sources that you use in your article must be highly relevant to 

your argument. Excise any sources that don’t directly speak to the research question or the 

argument that you are trying to sustain in the article. 

Don’t over-cite definitions - whilst it is important to define key terms and concepts in your paper, 

over defining them is needless in many instances (it generally takes one sentence and maybe a 

footnote to define most terms). 

Don’t cite the citation - go to the original source and cite that, rather than citing the scholar who 

uses that original source as a citation in their own work. For instance, do not state that “I employ 

Edwards (2007) definition of globalisation” when Edwards is actually using Appadurai’s definition 

of globalisation. Cite the original source rather than the derivative. 

Don’t quote too much - don’t be over reliant on the words of other scholars. It is your job to 

summarise and evaluate the literature, don’t leave that to the reader to do by presenting them 

with too many verbatim and especially Block quotes. 

Don’t cite asides - if you are discussing a particular concept or theory, cite those sources that fully 

address this concept or theory, rather than articles which merely mention them in passing, in 

perhaps one or two sentences. In other words, cite those sources that fully engage with, explore 

or investigate the idea, concept or theory that it is that you want to highlight in your article. 

Don’t omit citations - this is important. If you use the phrase “scholars argue that” or “research 

shows that” ensure that you always include citations which point the reader to the specific 

sources so that they can investigate further if they either want to learn more about the issue that 

you are presenting, or verify the sources that you have used. Vague allusions to research that has 

been conducted without linking it to specific sources will turn off editors or at least make them 

feel that your work is sloppy. 

Reporting verbs 

Reporting verbs tend to have subtle effects in conveying your attitude towards (in particular) 

your sources. This is termed the modality of assertions. For example the skilful use of reporting 

verbs serves in part to position the reader to respond to your text in certain ways. The examples 

below should help you to have an appreciation of this point and provide a range of choices (see 

also handout). 

Words that convey a neutral attitude Points out/ suggests/ indicates/ describes/ 

observes/ comments/ remarks/ reports 

Words that convey a degree of uncertainty Alleges/ declares/ speculates/ postulates/ 

contends/ claims/ asserts 
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Words that imply agreement Establishes/ affirms/ confirms/ proves/ 

convinces/ demonstrates/ shows 

Words that stress a strong negative or 

positive attitude 

Refutes/ discards/ stresses/ advocates/ 

proposes/ urges/ declares/ contradicts/ 

challenges 

 

More Reporting verbs 

To introduce borrowed information into your text you can use the phrase according to or a 

reporting verb such as the following: 

 

assert    insist    report   suggest 

claim    maintain   say    write 

declare   mention   state    argue 

examine  explore   believe   comment  

contend   support   introduce   imply 

Avoiding plagiarism 

It is critical that you do not plagiarise the work of others in your writing. You must be meticulous 

in your referencing style and your use of citations to ensure that you do not misappropriate the 

words and ideas of others. The advent of text matching software such as Turnitin and others are 

useful for you to use as a way to check that you have not plagiarised. However there is no excuse 

for not having a careful and systematic approach to referencing during the writing stage. 

Paraphrases 

When you paraphrase, you rewrite information from another source in your own words without 

changing the meaning. It is important to learn how top use information from outside sources 

without committing plagiarism. Basically there are two types of plagiarism. The first is when you 

use information without citing the source (whether that is in relation to a direct quote or a 

paraphrase). The second form of plagiarism occurs when you paraphrase is too similar to the 

original. 
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Original passage 

Language is the main means of communication between peoples. But so many different 

languages have developed that language has often been a barrier rather than an aid to 

understanding among peoples. For many years, people have dreamed of setting up an 

internal universal language which all people could speak and understand. The arguments in 

favour of an international language are simple and obvious. If all peoples spoke the same 

tongue, cultural and economic ties might be much closer, and good will might increase 

between countries. 

* Kispert, Robert J. Universal Language. Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2002. 

 

 

Unacceptable paraphrase 

Language is the principal means of communication between peoples. However, because 

there are numerous languages, language itself has frequently been a barrier rather than an 

aid to understanding among the world population. For many years, people have envisioned a 

common universal language that everyone in the world could communicate in. The reasons 

for having a universal language are clearly understandable. If the same tongue were spoken 

by all countries, they would undoubtedly become closer culturally and economically. It would 

also probably create goodwill among nations. 

 

 

Acceptable paraphrase 

Humans communicate through language. Because there are so many different languages, 

however, people around the world have a difficult time understanding one another. Some 

people have wished for a universal language that speakers all over the world could 

understand. Their reasons are straightforward in that a universal language would strengthen 

cultural and economic bonds. This in turn would create better feelings between nations 

(Kispert). 

 

 

How to write a good paraphrase 

There are three keys to writing a good paraphrase: 

 Use your own words and your own sentence structure 

 Make your paraphrase approximately the same length as the original 
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 Do not change the meaning of the original 

You can write a good paraphrase if you follow these steps: 

Step 1  

Read the original passage several times until you understand it fully. Look up 

unfamiliar words and find synonyms for them. It may not be possible to find 

synonyms for every word, especially technical vocabulary. In such cases use 

the original word. 

Step 2  

It helps to take notes. Write down just a few words for each idea – not 

complete sentences.  

Step 3  

Written your paraphrase from your notes. Do not look at the original while 

you are writing. 

Step 4  

Check your paraphrase against the original to make sure you have not copied 

vocabulary or the sentence structure too closely. Above all, make sure you 

have not changed the meaning of the original or given any wrong 

information. 

Step 5  

Add an in-text citation at the end. 
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