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Intentionally taking another writer’s material and presenting it as one’s own is a
clear act of theft – one which most graduate students would never consider
committing. However, it is also possible to plagiarize unintentionally, and such
plagiarism is as serious as conscious plagiarism. You will be held responsible for any
misuse of your sources, whether or not it was intentional. Therefore, in addition to
learning the correct format for documenting sources, you need to be sure you
understand when you are required to acknowledge a source, and how to structure
your research and writing in order to avoid slipping into unintentional plagiarism.

Ideas and words are the currency of the academic realm. Your career as a scholar will
depend on your ability to formulate and express your views, particularly in writing.
It is therefore essential that you develop your own voice, and that you respect other
scholars’ work by acknowledging it appropriately at all times. Plagiarism, the act of
using others’ material without proper acknowledgment, is a serious offense, one
which can end an academic career. Before embarking on graduate study, you need
to be aware of what constitutes plagiarism, and how to avoid it.

What Material Needs to Be Cited?
Conventions for Documentation of Sources
In graduate-level and professional academic work, you will be relying heavily on
sources. Virtually every paper you write will make reference to the work of others.
In order to avoid ambiguity about who is responsible for any given idea, every
discipline has conventions for acknowledging sources. Footnotes, endnotes and intext citations not only give credit to the people whose work you have consulted; they
are also a courtesy to your readers, enabling them to go to your sources and easily
locate specific material.
There are many sets of conventions for documenting sources; a few of the best
known are the MLA (Modern Language Association), the APA (American
Psychological Association) and Chicago-style (based on The Chicago Manual of
Style). Which system you should learn depends on your field. Some departments will
require that you use a specific system; others will allow you to choose one of several
widely accepted systems. One of your first tasks as a graduate student should be to
find out which documentation system is best for you, and to learn that system. The
sooner you know how to construct correct citations and bibliographic entries, the
easier your essay writing will be. You will also be in less danger of falling into
inadvertent plagiarism.

Some students believe that a bibliography or “Works Cited” list at the end of an
essay constitutes adequate acknowledgment of their sources. This is not the case.
Some students believe that they only need to cite sources within an essay if they have
quoted directly. This is also wrong. You must provide a citation virtually any time
you include information you have acquired from a source other than your own head.
The exceptions are matters of fact, such as dates, birthplaces, and basic information
about historic events, which are public knowledge. If you’re in doubt about whether
or not to cite, cite. It’s better to err on the side of scrupulousness.
Direct Quotation vs. Paraphrase
Sometimes students worried about plagiarism end up overquoting. This leads to
awkward essays which are patchworks of other voices, rather than having a cohesive
voice of their own. Direct quotation is appropriate only when you’re performing
close textual analysis, or when the specific wording of the source is important for
some other reason. If you’re introducing an author’s neologism or specialized term,
or if you think that the style of the passage is so eloquent that it merits particular
attention, then quote directly; otherwise, paraphrase. In either case, you will need to
cite your source.
Paraphrasing is a very important skill, and one which you can improve through
practice. If you can accurately put another author’s ideas into your own words, this
shows that you’ve truly mastered the material. Summarizing longer passages also

helps you save space; learning to reproduce concisely the gist of what you’ve read will
allow you to cover large quantities of material efficiently and to focus on the points
that are of specific interest to you. An effective paraphrase does not share vocabulary
or structure with its source; it rethinks, restructures and rewords the material to
make it fit your voice and context. Please note that altering a few features of the
original text does not constitute valid paraphrase. If you make an active sentence into
a passive one, change a few words, and present this material without quotation
marks, you are still plagiarizing, even if you cite the source.
Research Techniques
Inadvertent plagiarism is most often the result of sloppy use of notes. In order to be
able to cite and paraphrase correctly, you have to keep detailed records while
conducting your research. Good research habits will save you a tremendous amount
of trouble in the long run. Note carefully or photocopy the precise publication
information for every source you use, and construct a working bibliography as you
go. When using Web sources, be sure to include the URL and the date on which
you accessed the information. When taking notes, always record page numbers, and
put quotation marks around any words you’re copying directly. Whenever possible,
keep hard copies of all material you’ve used; this will allow you to return to it later,
either to reread or to check that you’ve cited correctly.
For More Information....
The points noted above are just a beginning. There are many guidebooks and style
manuals that provide detailed practical advice on how to deal with graduate-level
research, including how to integrate material from sources into your own writing.
Spend some time investigating what’s available in the writing section of a good
academic bookstore, and invest in a book that will suit your needs. Your student
advisor or one of your professors may be able to suggest books appropriate to your
field. The tutors at the NSSR Writing Center (65 Fifth Ave., room 376A) can also
help you master the techniques that will enable you to develop your own voice and
use sources to produce original, correctly documented scholarly contributions of
your own.

