A Guide to the Effective Use of Sources (MLA format)

There are two methods of using sources in your academic writing: quotations and paraphrases.  Paraphrasing is far more stylistically effective but one does have to be vigilant to avoid plagiarism.  Because they are more difficult to integrate into your own voice, quotations are a bit more stylistically awkward, but they do have the advantage of drawing a clear boundary between your ideas and those of your source text. 

Inserting Quotations in your Text

( There are two key elements to using quotations in your paper.  The first is giving the author credit and the second is integrating the source into your argument.

1. The first time that you use a source by an author, you should give her full name and any credentials.  This clearly communicates the author’s identity and reinforces her credibility for your audience.  Here are a few examples based upon the same author: 

According to N. Katherine Hayles, author of Writing Machines, “…”

According to N. Katherine Hayles, professor of Literature and Media Studies at UCLA, “…”

Now your audience knows whom you are quoting and why they should trust her as a credible source.  Subsequent references to the author can be reduced to her last name.  For example:

In addition, Hayles states “…”

2. The second key element to using quotations in your paper is to effectively integrate the quote into the body of your text.  Irene L. Clark, a prominent theorist of rhetoric and composition, often compares student usage of quotes to eating a salad with croutons.  As a reader, you are reading along, immersed in the writer’s voice, when you come across a crouton – suddenly something is crunchy and at odds with the rest of the “salad.”  This often occurs because of the tendency to drop quotes into a paper with no introduction (see part one of this section) and with no attempt to explain the quote or demonstrate its relevance to the larger argument.

Here is an example of what you should never do:

New Media works of literature lack the aura of their print counterparts.  “As we work toward critical practices and theories appropriate for electronic literature, we may come to renewed appreciation for the specificity of print” (Hayles 33).  The print book will continue to flourish, despite the “flash” of new media works of literature.

Notice that the quotation is dropped into the text with no introduction or attempt to relate the material to the author’s own argument.  This author is trying to allow the quote to make her argument for her.  While it may be clear to her as the author, the reader will most likely find this awkward and ineffective.  A better example might look like this:

New Media works of literature lack the aura of their print counterparts.   Nevertheless, they impact the study of print literature in unexpected ways.  According to N. Katherine Hayles, author of Writing Machines, “as we work toward critical practices and theories appropriate for electronic literature, we may come to renewed appreciation for the specificity of print” (33).  Far from replacing the print work, New Media literature allows us new ways to approach print.  The book format will continue to flourish, despite the “flash” of new media works of literature.  

The blue sentences work to explain the quote and relate it to my argument, while the red text introduces the author and establishes Hayles’ credibility. Notice that since I named her in the sentence, I do not need to include her name in the parenthetical citation (pink text). 

Spacing and Punctuation of Quotes

( Quotations that are less than four lines long should be integrated into your existing paragraph structure.  Longer quotes should be used sparingly.  In a 4 – 6 page paper, it would be unusual to see one, if any quotes of this length.  When used, quotes longer than four lines should appear in “block” format: indented ten spaces and single-spaced.  In block quote format, the quotation marks are removed and the parenthetical citation appears after the punctuation of the last sentence.  An example: 

According to N. Katherine Hayles, author of Writing Machines, 

 In urging increased attention to materiality, I hope it is clear that I do not mean to argue for the superiority of electronic media.  With both print and screen, the specificity of the medium comes into play as its characteristics are flaunted, suppressed, subverted to re-imagined.  Many critics see the electronic age as heralding the end of books.  I think this view is mistaken.  Print books are far too hardy, reliable, long-lived, and versatile to be rendered obsolete by digital media. (33)

A lover of literature of all sorts, Hayles is far from panicked about the prospect of the print book.  Her ability to simultaneously revere print and celebrate new media literature adds unexpected nuance to her argument.  Even the most eager technophiles understand the power of print.  

( If you would like to use a quote that does not start with the beginning of the sentence, it is not necessary to use an ellipsis inside the quote marks.  I will use a quote from the first sentence of the block quote above as an example.

In fact, Hayles claims “I do not mean to argue for the superiority of electronic media” (33).

( On occasion, you may find it necessary to alter part of the quote to work within your sentence structure.  This most often occurs in cases of plurality or in sentence tense.  Alterations should be noted by placing the change within square brackets.  I’ll return to that first sentence of the block quote to demonstrate:

In fact, Hayles is adamant that she “[does] not mean to argue for the superiority of electronic media” (33).  

Paraphrasing a Source

The easiest way to avoid croutons is to paraphrase an author’s ideas into your own voice.  You must be careful to give credit where credit is due.  An example might look like:

Even N. Katherine Hayles, a leading media theorist, recognizes the enduring value of the print book.  She merely calls for a media-specific analysis in which print and new media are evaluated according to their singularities (33).

You’ll notice that two of my sentences paraphrase Hayles’ ideas but I put the citation after the last one.  Since I introduced Hayles in the first sentence, there are clear markers where her ideas begin and end.  Another example might read:

In fact, even the most media-savvy theorists recognize the enduring value of the print book (Hayles 33).

For information on the format of parenthetical citations or your works cited page, see the tools for MLA format on the class website: http://kimknight.com/?p=66

