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Abstract

In recent years, the issue of plagiarism has been a dominant concern for higher education practitioners.  However, there can be a fine line between plagiarism and poor referencing practice, and learner development and support units in further and higher education institutions report that students often struggle to understand, not just the 'how-to', but the 'when to' and 'why' aspects of referencing.  
The ‘how’ aspects of referencing is generally well-covered by information produced by individual institutions, but the principles underpinning referencing practice are often less well-defined.  For example, it can be argued that there is a lack of clarity among academic practitioners about ‘when’ to reference, and in particular on what constitutes common knowledge, which does not need to be referenced.  
This article, therefore, briefly summarises the main elements that might be regarded as ‘the challenge of referencing’ to both students and academic practitioners. It draws on research on referencing styles by the author and a literature review of recurring concerns by practitioners on referencing related topics.


Introduction

Referencing sources in academic writing is such an integral part of academic writing that academic practitioners do not always give it the central attention it deserves.  In particular, the value of referencing in the development of student writing is often overlooked in favour of ‘front-loaded’ information on when and how to reference sources. I have argued elsewhere (Neville 2007) that referencing  is often presented to students during induction by learning support staff, and later perhaps by individual tutors when discussing assignments,  but that the value of referencing for supporting one’s own ‘voice’ in academic writing can be secondary to practical ‘how to’ instruction.  The result may be that students view referencing as a mechanistic chore, or as one student commented: ‘a damn nuisance’ (Angélil-Carter 2000:64), rather than regarding it as a way to assert and validate their own arguments.

Where concern has been expressed by academics in Britain on referencing issues in recent years, it has tended to revolve around quality related issues, which may reflect wider issues in UK further and higher education on plagiarism, managing workloads, and about responding to a more diverse student population.  However, these concerns have been expressed spasmodically and within discipline-specific journals across FE/HE sectors, with the overall effect that discussion has been diffused, rather than placed centre-stage.
As part of my role in a Centre of Excellence in Teaching Learning (CETL) network, I have been able to focus on referencing as a specific learning area and conduct a literature review over the last twenty-five years to identify the main issues and concerns of academic practitioners. 
The main issues
The literature review suggests that there are four main areas of concern or enquiry to practitioners:
Firstly, some commentators (particularly Pennycook 1996 and Angélil-Carter 2000) have raised issues around the ownership of ideas and the role and purpose of referencing in academic writing.
Secondly, and following from this there have been concerns about when sources should be cited – and when it is not necessary.  Within this latter point is the issue of what constitutes common knowledge, which does not need referencing (see Thompson 2005).
Thirdly, the main concern expressed by practitioners has tended to be centred on quality related issues in two main areas: the credibility of sources, particularly those from the Internet; and concerns about an alleged decline of standards of referencing in academic writing (notably Harzing 2002).
Finally, there has been a debate among learning development practitioners in higher education about the proliferation of referencing styles adopted by institutions. In essence, there are two broad referencing types: in-text author name; and numerical, but within these two broad categories can be found nine specific referencing styles.  The issue for institutions is whether or not it should adopt just one or two of these to encourage standardisation of practice or to allow the full range to flourish at the discretion of individual faculties.

These issues will be discussed briefly in the remainder of this paper.
Why reference?

Most institutions of higher education make provision to explain at least the ‘how’ and ‘when’ of referencing to their students. A task for me within the CETL has been to review online referencing information points established by higher education institutions in Britain and elsewhere. In recent years, there has been a significant and commendable increase in the number of sites that, not only give information on how to reference, but also encourage students to participate in making decisions on when this should be done. What is less well-served, however, on these sites is discussion on the role of referencing in the development of an individual student ‘own voice’ in assignments.  The emphasis on how and when may lead students to view referencing as merely a genuflection to the work of others, rather than as a way to show a tracing of the development of ideas and a means of asserting their own; but more on this later. First, when considering the ‘why reference’ question, it is useful to stand back to view the place of referencing in a wider social context.
Referencing in Britain, and elsewhere, can be seen in a tripartite way: in its socio-political, its academic, and individual contexts.  In the socio-political arena, it can be viewed as part a societal value system that vigorously defends the idea of the intellectual property rights of others. Copyright laws in Britain oversee the manifestation of ideas into print or other tangible forms.  It is not the ideas themselves that are protected, but the expression of these into tangible and publicly accessible work; referencing represents the formal recognition of this labour and perceived ownership. And it is this defence of intellectual property that is a significant driving force to tackle what is seen as a growing global problem of plagiarism.
In its academic context, there have been attempts in recent years to establish a framework for the principles that underpin referencing. Walker and Taylor (1998), for example, have suggested that all styles of referencing practice are underpinned by five principles:

1. The principle of Intellectual Property:  Western concepts of plagiarism are based on an economic model of capitalism and, as stated earlier, supports the notion that someone can own an idea, providing the idea has been presented into in the public domain in some tangible and accessible way.

2. The principle of Access: referencing will help readers quickly locate original documents referred to in a text.

3. The principle of Economy: the references should include as much information as necessary to help readers locate them. But they should be presented in such a way as to reduce the need for lengthy explanations and to speed up the reading process.

4. The principle of Standardization: referencing should be presented in a way that allows everyone to understand the meaning and origins of sources cited; different styles of referencing build a framework for this to happen.

5. The principle of Transparency: referencing should include easily understood abbreviations that are recognizable to many people; for example, the use of ed. for ‘editor’.

Building on Walker and Taylor’s principles, I attempted recently to present reasons for referencing in a form more accessible and directly relevant to students (Neville 2007).  I argued that referencing is integral in academic writing for the following reasons:

1. To help to trace the origin of ideas

Academic study involves not just presenting and describing ideas, but also being aware of where they came from, who developed them, why, and when. The ‘when’ is particularly important.  Ideas, models, theories and practices originate from someone, somewhere, and these are often shaped by the social norms and practices prevailing at the time and place of their origin. 

Referencing, therefore, plays an important role in helping to locate and place ideas and arguments in their historical, social, cultural, and geographical contexts.  
2. To help build a web of ideas

Knowledge connects and spreads: the past connects with the present and has an impact on the future. Arguments are developed in academic writing, rather like a spider building its web with carefully engineered connections between ideas. An argument is advanced in one section, but then countered or threaded to others, each supported with referenced evidence. 
3. To validate arguments

To validate assertions, arguments, and perspectives, reliable evidence must be presented in academic writing. This must be evidence that can be easily accessed and checked to withstand the critical scrutiny of others. Referencing provides a standardised framework for this to happen.
4. To spread knowledge

Readers with a serious interest in a topic will often be interested in what sources have been influential in moulding or shaping the direction taken by a writer. Referencing presents an opportunity for others to find these sources for themselves, advance their own knowledge, and if necessary take a critical stance on what has been written.  
5. To acknowledge the work of others

Education needs ideas, arguments and perspectives to thrive. But these have to be tested rigorously and, as stated, subjected to the critical scrutiny of others. This is done by researching, preparing and presenting work into the public domain - a formidable task for any writer, and one that can sometimes take years to achieve. Referencing is also about recognising and acknowledging these efforts. 

6. Own voice

But I have argued too that students may be confused about a gap they may perceive between the conventions of academic writing and the need to make their own points in assignments. Some tutors will, on the one hand, encourage students to develop their own ideas, whilst emphasising the need for them to cite and refer to primary sources in the subject area; some will encourage personal opinions in assignments, whilst others will not. This apparent ambiguity can sometimes result in assignments that are an unsuccessful blend of the personal and the academic. 

However, in addition to tracing the development of ideas, and synthesising the different perspectives on a topic, the selection of evidence is an important way for students to reinforce a particular position or viewpoint, and in effect ‘find their own voices’.  It is important in many discursive style assignments for students to reach personal conclusions by researching the available evidence and then to select valid and credible evidence that best represents their positions, their viewpoints, and their opinions.  Referencing is part of this process, but which is often under-emphasised or neglected by institutions in their printed or electronic information for students.

When should sources be cited and referenced?

There is no referencing issue more capable of confusing students than this.  As stated earlier, students can experience a tension between expressing their own ideas and citing the work and ideas of others; separating the two can become difficult, and students can become over-cautious, or confused, about what should be cited (see Lensmire and Beals 1994; Pennycook 1996; and Thompson 2005). Their tutors may not agree on when to reference sources (see Cronin 1981 and Angélil-Carter 2000) and, in particular, students and staff can experience difficulties deciding what constitutes common knowledge.

‘It’s common knowledge’ is a familiar saying, but in the context of referencing it is anything but that! Angélil-Carter (2000), for example, found inconsistencies among staff at one higher education institution on this issue; common knowledge to one tutor was not to another, even in the same subject area. So what is common knowledge? One definition is:
… information that is presumed to be shared by members of a specific "community" — an institution, a city, a national region, the nation itself … a particular race, ethnic group, religion, academic discipline, professional association, or other such classification (Hopkins 2005).
Common knowledge, in a referencing context, has two main elements. First, there is knowledge ‘shared’ in the public domain. These are generally undisputed facts circulating freely and publicly in any largely uncensored society. It would also include general and factual descriptions of folk lore and traditions, although specific author comment on these would be referenced. It also covers commonplace observations or aphorisms; for example, that the dark winters can have a depressing impact on our moods, although if specific evidence was mentioned, this would be cited. It would cover descriptive historical summaries of past events or periods taken from general reference sources, where most commentators agreed on what happened. However, disagreements among commentators on causal factors of these events would be noted and duly referenced. 

Second, there is common knowledge within a subject.  Every subject has its own set of commonly agreed assumptions, jargon, and symbols into which the student becomes drawn and which do not have to be continually explained or referenced.  At degree level, it is assumed that students starting on many courses where there are particular subject prerequisite, for example, sciences, maths, and English literature, will have already have some knowledge of these (Hopkins 2005).

However, as suggested earlier, not everyone within the same discipline may agree on what is common knowledge and navigation of this arena often requires early negotiation between students and individual tutors on any course (Thompson 2005).  
Angélil-Carter has also drawn attention to difficulties mature students can encounter when they attempt to integrate their own experiences into an assignment.  They may have lived through significant periods of history, but assume their own perspectives on events are shared by others, or do not need the support of a citation from an ‘expert’ to give them credibility and legitimacy in any assignment.  Many tutors would agree with this stance; but not all, and it this inconsistency of tutor approach to referencing that can contribute to inequalities in marking and feedback.
Another factor is in relation to shared knowledge common to one cultural group, but not others.  International students, for example, may present unreferenced material in assignments in the belief that the ideas would be regarded as publicly recognised and undisputed in their culture; but their tutors may not agree, and criticise the student for not producing ‘evidence’.
So when should sources, outside of common knowledge, be cited?  Campion (1997) proposes a set of ‘rules for references’ based on the comments of 300 reviewers of four academic journals.  He asserts that referencing is essential in the following situations:

· to acknowledge the source of a finding, theory, definition, technique, instrument, formula, or some other piece of information;

· to recognise similar findings, theories, ideas or opinions;

· to recognise contradictory or different findings;

· to support a point not well-known or not universally accepted by readers.

He argued too, that references may also be needed for the following purposes:

· to support a conceptual point or assertion;

· to justify the use of a method, technique, or instrument (e.g. reliability, validity, or appropriateness);

· to support the importance or viability of a research topic, question, or purpose of a study.

Drawing on Campion’s work, written for an academic readership, I recently proposed for students a general framework on when to reference sources (Neville 2007):
1. To give the reader the source of tables, photos, statistics, and diagrams included in a text. These may be items directly copied or which have been a source of collation for the writer;

2. When describing or discussing a definition, theory, model, or practice associated with a particular writer. This would include the names of authors who coined words to label particular phenomena or situations;

3. To emphasise the wider context of a personal reflection or personal experience, or to add ballast to the writer’s own arguments or perspectives;
4. When giving emphasis to a particular idea that has found a measure of agreement and support amongst commentators;

5. To inform the reader of sources of direct quotations or definitions used; 

6. When paraphrasing another person’s idea that the writer feels is particularly significant or likely to be a subject of debate.

Quality issues

The quality issues raised in journals by practitioners have centred largely around two main areas of concern for academic staff: the validity of sources presented by students in assignments, particularly sources drawn from the Internet; and about errors of citation and referencing found in academic writing, including peer reviewed journals.
In relation to the first, exactly what does constitutes a ‘valid’ source for inclusion in academic writing? Many study skills guides for students do discuss the relative value of texts (for example see Cottrell 2005, p.129); and, in particular authors, such as Munger and Campbell (2002),  and Rumsey (2004), have suggested produced checklists that could be used by students to evaluate the reliability of websites. 
Campion (1997) asserts that preference should be given to articles that are:

· seminal in an area of research;

· methodologically or conceptually rigorous;

· most recent.

Campion had his own discipline, psychology, in mind and, as regards ‘most recent’, we can find a division between subject areas. Some disciplines, such as business, sciences, information technology, psychology, and communication studies, are subject to powerful contemporary influences and the ‘most recent’ evidence is likely to apply.  But even in these fields past work can be the foundation for exploring how contemporary ideas have built on these earlier ideas, models, and practices. And with disciplines such as philosophy, English, religious study, law, accounting, the ‘most recent’ can be less applicable, as more emphasis can be placed on seminal work in these disciplines.  
Campion also asserts that ‘the following sources are not considered [to offer] strong support’ as evidence in assignments:
· references to mere statements made in research articles that are not findings;
· textbooks;
· professional or trade journals, and similar sources;
· newspapers and other popular press sources.

However, he also notes that even these identified ‘weak’ sources might well offer ‘strong support’, depending on the credibility of the authors and context in which they are used:
 …the quality of a reference depends on the context within which it is being used.  If it is appropriate to the context, then it is a good quality reference (e.g. popular press references may be appropriate to show public awareness of an issue) (p.166).

Another area of concern expressed by practitioners in recent years has been in relation to online material and in particular the number of inaccessible or ‘disappeared’ sites cited in peer reviewed journals.  For example, Crichlow et al (2004) found that nine per cent of sites cited in medical journals were inaccessible within three months of publication; and Aronsky et al (2007) found that 12 per cent of sites cited in biomedical publications were inaccessible within two days of publication!

Other studies have raised concerns about the lack of attention to referencing matters by some researchers.  For example, Buchan et al (2005) investigated the frequency of citation and quotation errors in 100 papers published in ten ophthalmic journals. Their analysis of 200 references found 35 errors in recording sources and 30 quotation inaccuracies.  Gosling et al (2004), in a study of a sample reference and quotation accuracy in four peer-reviewed Manual Therapy journals, found nearly 36 per cent errors in referencing sources and 12 per cent of errors in quotations.

Harzing has argued that errors of this type can undermine a field of knowledge, particularly in relatively new areas of enquiry, such as management research: “when practitioners discover that academics fail to do a rigorous job, that they resort to carelessly repeating what others have said…they are unlikely to value the academic’s advice” (Harzing 2002:145).  She makes a connection between careless referencing and increasing workloads in higher education:

Unfortunately, increasing pressures on professors to publish, combined with increased student/faculty ratios that demand more of professors’ potential research time for teaching, are probably exacerbating this type of ineffective behavior (144).
Referencing styles

The fourth area of concern regards the adoption of referencing styles by institutions.  This relates to a discussion as to whether there should there be just one or two referencing styles adopted by the institution as a whole, or to allow faculties to adopt the referencing style they consider the most relevant. This was the topic of lively debate on the JISC Learning Development in Higher Education (LDHEN) online discussion forum during the 2005/6 academic year.
Some learning development practitioners reported at that time that students were having difficulty managing the range of referencing styles they encountered across departments. In particular, students on combined study courses were having to reference in at least two different styles in line with the styles adopted by the departments in question. The LDHEN discussion suggested an apparent proliferation of referencing styles within UK higher education institutions. 

In the autumn, 2005, as a result of this discussion, I attempted to discover how many referencing styles were ‘live’ within UK higher education. I contacted learning development and learner support units, and higher education institution librarians through their respective JISC discussion websites, and asked them to complete an on-line questionnaire. I wanted to gather information regarding three main research questions:

· What referencing systems are currently used in UK/HE?

· What systems predominate in UK/HE?

· What is the relationship of referencing systems to subject disciplines? 

Nine styles

From the total of 25 replies I learned nine referencing styles could be identified as ‘live’ within responding institutions: 

Style 1: The author-date (Harvard) style. It was found that the Harvard style of referencing had been adopted by 20 of the responding institutions.  Two institutions had adopted Harvard style for all its courses, but with the others, although Harvard was dominant, most of the other following styles had been adopted and were applied.

2-4:  The British Standard Running-notes numerical style, including the Modern Humanities Research Association (MHRA) and Oxford Standard for Citation of Legal Authorities (OSCOLA) variants on this;

5- 7: The British Standard Numeric style, and the variants on this presented by the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (commonly known as the ‘Vancouver’ style), and by the Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers (IEEE);

8: The American Psychological Association (APA) style;

9: The Modern Languages Association (MLA) style.

(See figure 1)

Three of these, Harvard, APA and MLA, use citations in the text that mention the name of authors or originators of sources; whilst the Running-notes and Numeric  styles use superscript or bracketed numbers in the text that connect with footnotes or endnotes.

           Figure 1:  

Summary of main referencing styles used within UK/HE 2006/7.
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Relationship of styles to subject discipline

The relationship of adopted styles to subject disciplines was a little ambiguous, with science areas and computing/IT showing the most inconsistency. However, Harvard and MLA styles tended to be linked by respondents with:

· Business and management studies

· Social science (except Psychology)

· Health Education

· Some humanities subjects
· Sciences, particularly life and environmental

· Most computing and IT

· Languages.
The Running-Notes style and related OSCOLA and MHRA styles with:

· Law (OSCOLA)
· Humanities, particularly History, Classics, Philosophy, and some English departments

· Art and Design

· Architecture

· Some social sciences.
(Computer Science was also mentioned by some respondents).

The British Standard Numeric style, and related styles, including Vancouver-Numeric, with:

· Medicine

· Applied science areas

· Engineering and technology areas

· Journalism and media studies

(Again, Computer Science was mentioned by some respondents).

The APA style with:

· Psychology

· Some psychology-health studies areas, e.g. Occupational Therapy.

However, in view of the limited number of replies received to the survey the results need to be treated with the usual caution. Nevertheless, the result, at least, gave impetus to the proposition that institutions should consider adopting just one or two referencing styles to help standardise practice both among staff and students
The argument advanced on the LDHEN discussion site by proponents of this argument was that a reduction of styles might lessen the confusion students can experience about referencing, and, as suggested earlier, particularly those on combined studies courses. Some styles are already almost identical, for example, the Harvard and APA styles; and the British Standard Numerical and Vancouver-Numeric styles,  so there was some justification for adopting just one author-date and one numerical style per institution. 
However, the counter-arguments revolved around the issue of academic freedom for faculties to adopt referencing styles suited to the subject in question. On this, Gibaldi (2003: 143) makes the point that referencing styles are shaped by the kinds of research and scholarship undertaken. For example, in the sciences and business disciplines, the author-date referencing style is often adopted to give prominence to the year and general timeliness and currency of the research; whereas with the humanities it is often more important to guide the reader to exactly the right author and page, so a telling detail can more easily be located in a source.  Levin (2004) has also observed  that the numerical related styles of referencing are often favoured by visual disciplines, such as art and design and architecture, because they are more subtle, less intrusive, and pleasing aesthetically on the page, compared to the relative textual ‘clutter’ produced by the Harvard, APA and MLA  styles.
LDHEN respondents to my survey also raised the point that faculties are often fiercely defensive of referencing styles, and can be resistant to the dictates of central administrators on this matter!
Conclusion

Referencing is a neglected area of research, although the recurring concerns about plagiarism has brought the topic to the fore in recent years. Referencing styles appear to have sunk their roots deep into disciplines within institutions and these can prove stubborn ground in their resistance to change.  However, providing opportunities for teaching staff to discuss referencing practice and principles could prove to be useful – and perhaps is more of a more incendiary topic than might be imagined!  The discussion could include issues relating to the principles underpinning referencing; why and when to reference; what constitutes common knowledge in any discipline; how will referencing be presented to students, when should this happen, and who will be involved; what advice is offered to students on the selection of sources, particularly those from the Internet; and the rationale for the adoption of a particular referencing style or styles within a faculty or institution.
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