Princeton Writing Program

Guidelines for Teaching the Proper Use of Sources

Since the writing requirement was re-structured in 2001 and all students were henceforth required to complete a writing seminar during the freshman year, students who go before the Committee on Discipline for alleged plagiarism are routinely asked about the instruction they received in the proper use of sources in their writing seminar.  

Although we have very little plagiarism in the writing seminars—thanks, we believe, to the kinds of assignments we give and the fact that we require drafts, in effect forcing students to start writing well before the Hour of Panic—we recognize our responsibility to provide instruction that will both enlighten students as to the proper use of sources and help them avoid committing plagiarism in their other classes.

We recommend that you spend several classes and parts of classes addressing issues related to the proper use of sources.  Below are topics to cover, along with some teaching ideas.

1.  Teach students how to use sources in a deliberate way to advance an argument or viewpoint.  

Common student misconception:  The role of a secondary source is to support a point.  We can expand students’ repertoire to include using sources to provide background, a key term or concept, a problem or question worth addressing, a counterargument, a competing viewpoint or opinion, and so on.

• Before and After a Source:  Students discuss a text or topic, then discuss it again, in light of a source, addressing as well what the source made happen in students’ thinking or articulating.  (If the source is a claim or opinion, students can respond on both sides of it.)

• Reading for Form and Function:  Students read an academic essay, mark where the writer uses a source and note which of several possible forms it takes (mention, summary, quotation, etc.), and most important try to describe what the source does for the argument in each case—e.g. establish motive, provide evidence, fill in background, supply keyterms, set up a debate or counter-argument.  Students also note particularly effective or ineffective uses of sources.  In discussion, students arrive at some categories of function and of good/bad use.  Or students to choose out three different uses of a source to comment on.  

• Claim, Evidence, Analysis:  Students read one or more passages of academic writing and mark in the margin where claim, evidence, and analysis occur, looking to see that they all do—e.g., that there’s not a claim without evidence, and not evidence, quoted or summarized, without analysis.

• Critical Reading of Source-Based Writing:  Students compare published examples of source use—e.g., passages that first review sources and then build on their insights (strong source use) but also passages that present a knee-jerk response to a source, contain an apparently deliberate misrepresentation of a source in the interests of advancing an argument, feature an over-abundance of references to sources, or present an unattributed but real-sounding argument—a straw person—which the author then argues against (weak source use).

2.  Teach research strategies and techniques—that is, how to locate sources and manage searches.

• Tiny Research Assignments:  Students do small research assignments early in the semester using the Library’s Main Catalog and/or a few of the many available electronic databases to allow their research skills to develop over time.  Possible searches:  Students look up a key key author’s biography or current news articles on the course’s topic.

• Library Sessions:  We recommend that you hold two sessions with your course librarian.  At least one session should include a “fetch and report” exercise:  Students look for print sources in the labyrinthine stacks of Firestone, glance through the sources, and then report to the class on what they’ve found.  In the electronic version, students practice their search skills by finding sources on a list that you’ve given them—for example, a particular article, a Princeton senior thesis on the course topic, or a specified item in Rare Books & Special Collections.

• Research Journal:  Students keep a journal of the research steps they’ve taken—searches they’ve performed, databases they’ve used, and so on.  This research strategy might be compared to keeping a lab notebook in a Chemistry class—something every student has done.  

3.  Teach the proper handling of sources—that is, how to evaluate and responsibly “process” sources.  

Common student misconception:  Anything found on the Web is free for the picking and requires no citation.  Another one:  All sources are sources of fact; if it’s in print, it must be true.  

• Evaluating Sources:  Students develop criteria for evaluating sources by comparing two passages by different authors—one credible, one not—on the same topic.  A variation:  Students distinguish between an opinion and a statement of fact (harder for them to do than you’d think!).  Another variation:  Students examine bibliographical information (publication date, type of press, and so on) for what this info says about a source’s credibility.

• Evaluating Internet Sources:  Students read an article or two about evaluating Internet sources, then visit and evaluate a few sites, at least some of which should lack credibility.  See also these useful websites for information about evaluating Internet sources: http://www.library.cornell.edu/okuref/research/webeval.html and http://www.library.ucla.edu/libraries/college/instruct/web/critical.htm.

• Follow Up a Citation:  Having read and discussed an academic essay, students go to the library and look up one or two of the sources cited in the essay to see how the sources have been used, how fairly, what the author chose to include and leave out, and so on.  Students report back on what they find.  This exercise can be set up using citations that you know to be problematic—though many are anyway!—or using citations to a particularly interesting essay.

• Active Note-Taking:  Students discuss a variety of note-taking techniques (including using software programs for this purpose).  Be sure to encourage students to take “active notes”—not just record quotations—and discourage them from typing their notes directly into the Word file of their draft, a practice that can lead to plagiarism.  A variation:   In class, students try out a note-taking strategy known as the “double-entry journal”:  the note-taker draws a line down the page, then takes notes on the right-hand side and writes reflective responses and comments on the left.  Discussion focuses on the difference between these two kinds of “notes.”

• Summary and Paraphrase:  Students practice summarizing and paraphrasing—endangered skills!—as homework and in class, and discuss when to use summary, when paraphrase, and when quotation, being sure to take both rhetorical effect and disciplinary convention into account.

4.  Teach techniques for integrating sources—that is, how to introduce a source in an essay and weave it in, through quotation, summary, paraphrase, or brief reference.  

Common student misconception:  The only way to integrate a source is through quotation.  Two practices—“hi-liting” sources rather than taking careful notes and downloading sources directly into Word—promote this bit of wrongheadedness, as does writing instruction that’s biased toward the Humanities.  (Scientists rarely quote.)

• Bridge Writing:  Students examine how professional scholars orient around sources, then practice these moves using a dummy paragraph or students’ own drafts.  The moves include (1) announcing a source’s provenance and/or an author’s credentials, (2) moderating a “conversation” between two or more sources, and (3) saying how a source relates to the writer’s own argument.

• Cross-Discipline Comparison:  Students examine source-rich passages and reference lists from different disciplines.  Discussion focuses on disciplinary conventions and how and why they differ.

• Spot the Errors in Integrating Sources:  Having read the relevant section of a writing manual, students spot the errors in a page of sabotaged academic writing and say how to fix them.

5.  Teach the rules of proper citation and documentation—that is, how to cite sources and provide a list of references.  (While you may favor a particular citation style in your writing seminar, please make students aware of the range of styles, from MLA to APA, CMS, and CBE.)

Common student misconception:  Only quotations need to be cited; other forms of reference don’t.  We’ve also come across students who claim not to know that quotations need to be marked as such, either through quotation marks or block indentation.  State the basics; not everyone knows them.

• Spot the Errors in Citing Sources:  Having read the relevant section of a writing manual and some sample source passages, students spot plagiarism in a page of sabotaged academic writing and say how to fix it.  A variation:  The sabotaged page is replaced by a page empty of citations, which students fill in with correct citations.

• Spot the Errors in Listing References:  Same as above, but students use a writing manual to note and correct errors in a short, faulty reference list and in a set of footnotes.

• Hands-On Reference List:  Students examine and identify different types of sources (article in a journal, essay in a collection, etc.), then use a writing manual to determine the correct form in which the bibliographical information should appear in a reference list.  This exercise becomes the basis for a discussion of different styles of documentation.

• Citation Style Toggle:  As homework, students re-format their own source citations from one citation style (e.g., MLA) to another (e.g., CMS).  Class discussion focuses on conceptual differences between styles—for example, why one style might be preferred in a particular discipline over another.
6.  Assign and discuss Academic Integrity at Princeton.
In the Fall of the freshman year, Princeton students receive a booklet called Academic Integrity at Princeton (accessible as a link on our faculty Blackboard site) and discuss it in their residential colleges.  It’s important to follow up on this discussion.  You can expect to hear major concern about originality (what exactly is originality, and how original can a freshman in college be?), common knowledge (how does a student know what’s common knowledge and what’s not?), and permissible collaboration (where should students draw the line between appropriate and inappropriate collaboration? Our policy:  never invite someone else to edit or rewrite your sentences, and always thank your readers for their substantive ideas in a friendly acknowledgment).  

• Responding to Academic Integrity:  Students reflect in writing for 2 or 3 minutes on what they found most confusing or anxiety-producing in their residential college discussion about source use.  Put their main issues up on the board and discuss.  

• Examples of Plagiarism:   Students review the chapter on “Examples of Plagiarism” in the Integrity booklet and discuss the examples.  “Text Example 3,” in which the writer plagiarizes not the phrasing of the original but its structure, is especially troubling to students.  A variation:  Discuss examples of plagiarism that you’ve created using a source assigned in your course.

• Acknowledgment:  Students recall an essay they’ve written—perhaps their college application essay—and write an “Acknowledgment” in which they express their gratitude to all who contributed advice and support during the writing process.  Volunteers read their Acknowledgments aloud.  Students must write Acknowledgments for their Writing Seminar final drafts.  Encourage them to include an Acknowledgment in every paper they write at Princeton.  

6.  Define and discuss the misuse of sources and plagiarism, including how to recognize each and the scenarios that may lead to them.

• Plagiarism Scenarios:  Students discuss why writers sometimes plagiarize (e.g., poor note-taking, procrastination, panic) and then brainstorm strategies for addressing the problems they raise (e.g., if note-taking and drafting on a computer, the writer should keep notes in a file separate from the draft).  A more exciting alternative:  Students discuss four or five scenarios that you’ve provided (“It’s 2:00am and Paul has just started his History research paper, which is due at 8:30 the next morning ...”).

• Plagiarism or Not?  Students examine and discuss a source passage and a series of brief texts—some faulty, some not—that make use of the source passage.  Discussion focuses on which texts constitute plagiarism and which don’t, and how small the difference can be between proper and improper citation. 

• Repairing Plagiarism:  Students review two passages, one of which plagiarizes the other, and then revise the offending passage to make it “legal.”  
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