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"Citation Fundamentals"

If what you are doing is reading a book
purely for pleasure, which is a solitary silent
activity, you may not even discuss it with
anyone. Even if you do talk about the book, you
will probably refer to it only by author or title.

But people writing about a book, especially
in academia, are usually more careful. This
particular article is not the place to explain
(again) the details of how to formally cite a
source. There are official manuals for that.
Simply stated, the style varies with the field. It
is mildly exasperating to me when | hear that a
student has asked an instructor in a class how
to do the citations for an upcoming paper and
the instructor has replied: "Do it the way you
were taught in English class." In reality, citation
style varies. Broadly speaking, humanities,
social studies, and STM (science, technology,
medicine) differ. There are, not surprisingly,
differences within STM. Traditionally, the basic
elements of a citation have been: author, title,
place, publisher, date, and (for periodicals)
volume, issue, and page. Since the advent of
the Internet and the proliferation of digital
documents, an URL or doi (digital object
identifier) have been added.

This brings us to the matter of using digital
sources. It seems that young people (those
under the age of 30), have only a hazy idea of
the range of document formats available. In
the past, a user had in hand (literally) a copy of
a newspaper, magazine, journal, or book. The
next step was relatively simple: consult a style
manual to find a model citation for that sort of
publication. But these days the document in
question is often one found on the Internet in
digital form, which means they all look much
the same. Not only do many young people
have trouble visualizing the source, some do
not even consider that sources can vary. They
have not had much experience in actually
handling the items mentioned above, let alone
such things as proceedings, anthologies, or
government documents.

Not only do digital documents all blur into
each other in cyberspace; even authorship has
become indistinct. Those who have
downloaded music (whether purchased or
pirated) into their computers, then loaded it
into their iPod or other music player, have been
saving the items in the most casual manner,
e.g., a personal playlist, and when the music is
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passed along to a friend,
identification of the piece
may be minimal.

A striking new develop-
ment is seen when these
information users, perhaps
influenced by bloggers,
create their own text
documents. They select
snippets from here and
there on the Web, then
rearrange them, maybe adding personal
comments and transitional material. Links to
sources may or may not be provided. Those
who consider this unremarkable call it "curating”
- supposedly analogous to a museum curator
selecting certain paintings from his own and
other institutions, placing them in a gallery in a
certain sequence with labels and commentary,
usually within the context of a theme.

A well-curated art exhibit can be an
enriching experience for a viewer. Though it is
secondary to the image, its identifying
information is rarely totally absent in a
museum, even if you may have to peer with
difficulty in the dim light to read the tiny sign
on the wall near the painting.

Users of information have to be careful
about attribution whether the source is printed
or digital. Don't neglect to name the author or
other creator. Who is responsible for the
intellectual content of the work In the past,
writers pondered details of quotation,
paraphrase, footnote, parenthetical reference,
and bibliography. Some of these concepts have
faded, but it is still important to identify the
source. Honesty demands that information not
common knowledge or not original to you be
credited to a source. Certainly if the item comes
from a named individual, name him. You would
certainly want someone using your creation to
attribute it to you. Some writers want money,
but all want recognition. Give it to them.

Recommended reading :

Lipson, Charles. Doing Honest Work in College :
How to Prepare Citations, Avoid Plagiarism,
and Achieve Real Academic Success. 2nd ed,
University of Chicago Press, 2008, 258 p.
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