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Each academic discipline has its own way of looking, speaking and writing about its world.  Navigating 
your path through these different worlds takes time and a great deal of work; it is part of why you are 
asked to write assignments.  These exercises are designed to develop skills and understanding that 
are valued by members of a discipline.  One of these skills is referencing and the failure to master 
this can result in ‘falling off’ the path, or plagiarising.

In most university assignments it is important not only to show what you know but, more importantly, how you know it.  

You need to demonstrate what texts have influenced your understanding and also where your readers can find them if 

they are interested in pursuing your ideas.  Accurate referencing skills are highly valued by everyone in the university 

community.  These are broken into two parts: first, in text citations, found within your writing, and second, the Reference 

List, placed at the end of your work.  In text citations, or in text references, are where you identify and acknowledge 

how you know something and whose ideas are in your written text.  The diagram below demonstrates how citations play 

important roles in academic practice.

• For further details on the Reference List, and referencing methods and styles, please see the Learning Centre’s 

referencing guides.

Citations recognise and 
acknowledge the intellectual 
property rights of authors. 
They are a matter of ethics 
and a defence against 
plagiarism.

Citations operate as a kind of 
mutual reward system. Rather 
than pay other authors for their 
contributions, writers ‘pay’ them 
in citations (Ravetz 1971).

Citations are tools of 
persuasion: writers use 
citations to give their 
statements greater   
authority (Gilbert 1977).

Citations show respect to 
previous scholars. They 
recognise the history of 
the field by acknowledging 
previous achievements.

Citations supply evidence 
that the author qualifies as a 
member of the chosen scholarly 
community; citations are used 
to demonstrate familiarity with 
the field (Bavelas 1978).

Citations create a research 
space for the citing author. 
By describing what has been 
done, citations point the way 
to what has not been done 
and so prepare a space for 
new research (Swales 1990).

The Role of 
Citations in 

Academic Practice



What is plagiarism?

Plagiarism is presenting the thoughts or work of others as your 

own; it is a type of intellectual theft. Plagiarism can take many 

forms, from deliberate cheating to accidentally copying from a 

source without acknowledgement.  Consequently, whenever you 

use the words or ideas of another person in your work, you must 

acknowledge where they came from.  

One of the contradictions of academic writing is that while you 

are expected to research and refer to experts and authorities, 

you are also expected to produce original work.  This is based on 

the assumption that you are very clear about your own ideas and 

about how others have influenced your understanding. 

It is important to recognise that all scholarship involves 

understanding, researching and expanding on the work of others 

to some degree. Undergraduates, for instance, may base their 

original contribution on selecting, ordering, summarising and 

interpreting what others have said to support their own academic 

argument.  Therefore, it is important to learn how to reference 

well; that is, how to specify what your debts are and acknowledge 

them in your work.  Then your own contribution can be clearly 

identified and appreciated.

The path to avoiding plagiarising

The first step on this path is to stop and reflect on your thinking 

about the issue or problem you are investigating.  Your ideas 

may not be very clear or very well informed at this stage, but 

thinking about them and writing them down gives you a place to 

start recognising what you need to know next. 

• See the Learning Centre’s guide to ‘Reflective writing’.

Reading then becomes the way you deepen your understanding.  

It is also when you start to document how all these other ideas 

help you identify how and why you think the way you do. Selecting 

which ideas you will use in your assignment and organising your 

citations is the beginning of the referencing process.  Your note 

making practice makes this possible.  Without it you have no 

map of the path of your developing understanding. 

• See the Learning Centre’s guides to ‘Effective reading’ and ‘Effective note-making from written text’.

Common forms of plagiarism

Collusion

This is working with others but passing 

the work off as your own.  It also includes 

buying, stealing or borrow an assignment and 

submitting it as your own or downloading an 

assignment from an online source.

Copying a section of a book, article or 

electronic source and submitting it as 

your own

Quoting from a source ‘word for word’ without 

using quotation marks is plagiarism.

Inappropriate paraphrasing skills, resulting 

in copying the written expression of 

someone else without acknowledgement

 Lifting sentences or paragraphs from someone 

else, even with proper acknowledgement, 

gives the impression that the idea or 

information comes from the source cited, 

but that the phrasing, the choice of words to 

express it, is your own.

Relying too much on other people’s 

material

You should avoid the repeated use of long 

quotations.  Too many direct quotations 

(even within quotation marks and with correct 

acknowledgement) result in your sources 

speaking for you, which means that your 

contribution is minimal.  Use your own words 

more and rely less on quotations.

Duplication of previously submitted work 

that you have handed in for another course, in 

part or in whole, is considered plagiarism.



The skills of summarising and paraphrasing need 

to be exercised at this stage.  If you cut and paste 

directly from your readings, you are plagiarising.  

Time can get away from you and you end up not 

thinking about your writing and just ‘popping’ the 

words of others into your assignment.  Summarising 

and paraphrasing take more time, but they are 

well worth the work and are excellent academic 

practices. 

• See the Learning Centre guides to 

‘Summarising, paraphrasing and quoting’ and 

‘Introducing quotations and paraphrases’.

Writing takes practice and often your first draft is 

submitted with disastrous results.  Your first attempt 

will usually be disorganised and will need to be 

redrafted, but as you become more practiced and 

better informed you will begin to develop your own 

writing style, your own voice. 

Another step on this path to good academic practice 

is the discovery of the way people talk, think and 

communicate in the subjects you are studying. 

It is similar to working in another country.  You need 

to learn the variations of the language, the different 

ways of writing and speaking about that particular 

world. It is for this reason that different values are 

given to academic ideas in different subjects, and 

that different skills are used to emphasise those 

values.  You will learn about this culture from your 

lecturers and tutors, from your readings and also by 

developing your academic practices, one of which is 

referencing.

Importantly, time management will be a crucial part of 

your academic journey to avoid plagiarising.  Reading 

well, note making, summarising and paraphrasing, 

writing, learning the culture of your discipline as well 

as becoming familiar with referencing conventions, 

all take time.  It is definitely worth the effort to plan 

your time efficiently. 

• See the Learning Centre’s guide to ‘Time 

management’.

Reading to inform 

my understanding

Reflecting on 

my thinking

Writing about my ideas 

and understanding

Summarising, 

paraphrasing and quoting 

the work of others

Projecting and 

developing my own 

written voice

Learning the language 

and culture of my subject

Using referencing 

conventions correctly

Giving study the 

time it needs

The path to avoid plagiarising: steps 
I can take along the journey
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Good academic practice takes time and working out a system that works for you is the trick.

• See The Learning Centre’s guide to ‘Essay and Assignment Planning’.

What do I need to do?

 � Leave myself enough time to process my assignments.
 � Make sure I understand what is asked of me in my assignment 
tasks.

 � Continually write about my thinking.
 � Read widely to inform my thinking.
 � Accurately record my sources of information when I’m making 
notes (including page numbers)

 � Make a clear distinction between my ideas and the ideas of others 
(this should start from  initial notemaking through to final edit). 

 � Fully develop my paragraphs so that my response is clear and I’m 
not just reporting what I have read. 

 � Work on my summarising and paraphrasing skills.
 � Learn when and how to include direct quotes in my writing.
 � Learn how to reference different kinds of source (diagrams, pictures, 
tables etc)

What I need to know next is...

 � How many different conventions and 

styles do I need to use in my studies? 

What are they?

 � What do these citation styles look 

like?
 � Where can I find models of good 

academic practice in my course?

 � Does my course have a discipline-specific 

plagiarism policy? (If so, where is it and 

what are the details?)  

 � Am I required to reference lecture, 

tutorial or class handout materials?

Getting organised: 
what I can do 

to develop good 
academic practice


