
Helpful Hints for Writers 
Plagiarism 

If you’re like most students, you’re confused about what’s okay and what’s not okay when it comes to 
using outside sources. This handout will help you understand what plagiarism is, how to avoid it, and 

why it’s important to always cite your sources. 

WHY CITE YOUR SOURCES? 

All knowledge is built from previous knowledge. As you 

read, study, experiment, and gather perspectives, you 

draw on others’ ideas. Building on these ideas, you 

create your own. When you put your ideas on paper, 

your instructors want to distinguish between the ideas 

borrowed from other people and your own newly 

reasoned conclusions. You make these distinctions in 

papers by citing the sources of these ideas. Providing 

citations helps readers interested in your topic find 

additional material to read – this way, they will be able 

to build on the work you have done to find sources. 
 

In the majority of assignments, instructors will ask you 

to read something (the building blocks) and write a 

paper in which you analyze aspects of what you’ve 

read (the new structure you build). When you cite a 

source, you use an expert’s ideas as proof of a new 

idea that you are trying to communicate to the reader. 

 

COMMON KNOWLEDGE 

In every professional field, some ideas are “common 

knowledge.” However, you’re not a professional (yet). 

You’re just learning about those concepts. In order to 

decide if the material you want to use is “common 

knowledge,” ask yourself these questions: 
 

• Did I know this information before I took this course? 
 

• Did this information/idea come from my own brain? 
 

• If you answer “no” to either of these, the information 

is not “common knowledge” to you. Cite your 

source(s) and indicate where you first learned this bit 

of what may be “common knowledge” in the field. 

HOW CAN I AVOID PLAGIARISM? 

 

Step 1: Change your attitude about citations 

Using citations allows you to demonstrate how well 

you understand the course material while making 

distinctions between what the authors have to say and 

your analysis of their ideas. Citations show off your 

understanding of the material and the assignment. 

Instead of showing what you don’t know, citing your 

sources provides evidence of what you do know and 

the authority behind your knowledge.  

 

Step 2: Improve your note-taking skills to keep 

track of the sources you use 

1. Note the bibliographic information (author, title, 

date, the publication where it appeared, etc.). 

2. Imagine having a conversation with the author: 

• What is the author trying to explain? 

• Why does s/he think these points are 

important? 

• How has s/he decided to construct the 

argument? 

• How does the structure of the argument 

affect the reader’s response? 

• How effective is the author’s argument? 

3. Use quotation marks to distinguish the words used 

by the author from your own. 

 

Step 3: Use the appropriate style manual 

MLA, APA, and CSE are the most common styles 

used, but no one can memorize them all! You should: 

1. Determine the style your instructor requires, 

2. Find the appropriate style manual, and 

3. Copy the “formula” it gives for each type of source. 

What Is Plagiarism? 

• Copying sentences  or phrases 

exactly as they appear in the 

original source 
 

• Copying sentences and putting 

them in a different order 
 

• Copying sentences and replacing a 

few words with synonyms 
 

• Copying sentences and adding a 

few of your own 
 

• Doing all of the above and not 

providing a citation for the source 
 

• Turning in an assignment you wrote 

for another class as though it were 

new (self-plagiarism)  

Adapted from: 
Penn State University Libraries. Plagiarism & You. 

Library Learning Services, 2012. PDF file. 
“Plagiarism.” The Writing Center. University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill. N.d. Web. 19 May 2014. 

Why Should I Cite Sources? 

• To show you understand what 

you’ve read 
 

• To give credibility to the ideas you 

have developed 
 

• To distinguish your analysis of 

what you’ve read from the original 

authors’ analyses 
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Using the information given in this handout, 
decide if the following situations constitute plagiarism. 

  
Copying or sharing assignments with others 

 YES  NO 
 

Turning in the same work for multiple classes 
 YES  NO 

 

 Failing to cite a statistic 
 YES  NO 

  

Failing to cite something that is common knowledge 
 YES  NO 

  

Paraphrasing the work of others you find in books, magazines, or 
websites without documentation 

 YES  NO 
  

Paraphrasing the work of others you find in books, magazines, or 
websites with documentation 

 YES  NO 
 

Asking another student to write a paper for you 
 YES  NO 

  

Copying material from another source, citing the material in your 
bibliography, but leaving out an in-text citation 

 YES  NO 
  

Listing works in your bibliography that you have not used 
 YES  NO 

  

Mixing your words with the words of an author without documentation 
 YES  NO 

 

Putting quotation marks around words taken from a source, citing it in-
text, and listing it on the bibliography 

 YES  NO 
 

Putting quotation marks around words from a source, but not citing it 
 YES  NO 

Applying What You’ve Learned 
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