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Summary

The aim of this study was to identify how students perceive the roles of referencing in academic writing; to identify the main referencing problems for students; and to consider the implications of the findings for higher education institutions, and in particular for staff development. 

A total of 278 students across 14 UK institutions of higher education were involved and the study has identified that many find referencing a time-consuming and difficult experience. 

The main practical issues for them are related to understanding when they should reference, and the referencing detail required. However, the practical difficulties were compounded by the range of referencing styles they encountered; inconsistent advice and feedback from tutors; and a lack of clarity as to understanding when and how they could integrate their own experiences into assignments. 

For many students in the survey, a fear of being accused of plagiarism was at the core of their difficulties. One of the challenges for institutions is how we can encourage students to select and manage evidence and develop their ‘own voices’ in assignments.


Introduction

I find referencing incredibly anal and not very productive to my learning efforts… I did not come to university to learn the skills of bureaucratism!  (Undergraduate: Politics and International Relations).

Since starting at university, the focus on it has been huge and a shock (Undergraduate: Law and Politics).

Referencing is laborious, time consuming and dull (Undergraduate: Chemistry).

[But] It stops you spouting cow dung (Undergraduate: Contemporary Art Practice).

It is an expected current academic practice that students will cite and reference the sources of their ideas, data and other evidence in written assignments. But from my own experiences, and anecdotal comments from colleagues, it seems that many students find referencing a difficult process to understand and manage. A few years ago I taught an optional module aimed at second and third year undergraduates, and was struck by how many had not learned how to reference: I estimated that over half the students in a cohort of 130 did not understand when or how to cite and reference their sources of evidence. 

This experience gave me the motivation to become the Referencing Learning Area Co-ordinator (LAC) for the LearnHigher Centre of Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) network, which eventually led to this study of how students perceive referencing and what lessons there are for institutions on the way this topic is presented to them. 

Referencing in a higher education context is built on two main assumptions. Firstly, that the main purpose of referencing is to facilitate the transmission of knowledge. Within this assumption is the 
view that references should be presented in such a way that allows everyone who has learned the practice to recognise the meaning of the codes and formulas presented.  

Secondly, that as students progress through higher education they are expected increasingly to become more selective of ideas and to learn how to develop and apply them in creative ways; referencing is a manifestation of this engagement with knowledge.

However, like all assumptions, and the processes that flow from them, they should be subject to regular and critical review.  This study offers a stimulus to this discussion, as the views of students, often starkly and unpretentiously expressed, can highlight issues that we may otherwise ignore. As one student put it: 

It’s taught very quickly and glossed over by academics who have done it for so many years, leaving students clueless and inevitably getting it wrong.  
The perceptions of students

Yet the perceptions and views of students on referencing in assignments is an under-researched area in Britain, although this subject has featured in studies of academic writing.  Gourlay and Greig (2007), for example, found that 30 per cent of the 600 students surveyed at Napier University on the challenges of academic writing reported difficulties when using references and quotes in assignments. 

Angelil-Carter’s (2000) study of undergraduates in South Africa also provides a useful point of comparison.  She argued that undergraduate students perceive the role of referencing in academic writing largely in terms of satisfying institutional guidelines, and quotes one student who saw referencing as a ‘damn nuisance’ (2000: 64). She cites other examples where referencing is seen as a strategy for merely displaying reading coverage or for mimicking the conventions of academic writing, rather than a means for students to develop their ‘own voices’ in assignments (p. 61). 

Shahabudin (2009), summarising work done by the ‘Critical Thinking’ learning area of the LearnHigher  Centre of Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) network, suggests that understanding and applying the principles and practice of referencing is an important element for students in the development of independent thinking. In this scenario, referencing can be seen as a way to gain authority in academic writing, if it is used to help to trace the origins of ideas, synthesize multiple voices in any discussion, and build a web of connecting ideas.  

But to what extent is this view recognized and adopted by student writers?  

During the 2008/9 academic year, I mounted a research project to gather the views of undergraduate and postgraduate students from across a range of UK higher education institutions on the topic of referencing in academic writing. The project was initiated by the LearnHigher CETL (Referencing Learning Area) and jointly funded by the LearnHigher and Write Now CETLS.

· To identify the perceptions of students on the roles of referencing in academic writing.

· To identify the main referencing problems for students.

· To consider the implications of the findings for higher education institutions, and in particular for staff development.

There were three components for the collection of primary data for this survey:

1. Drop-in referencing advice workshops led by me and offered to students at two universities: Bradford and London Metropolitan, between October and April, during the 2008/9 academic year. Workshops were scheduled from between one and three and half hours, and were advertised internally. Students could call in with referencing questions and seek individual help and answers to their referencing difficulties.

2. Questionnaires optionally completed by students at these workshops.

3. Student responses collected between January and March 2009 via a ‘Have your say’ online feedback facility on the LearnHigher website.

This allowed for three types of data collection:

· Firstly, a record made by me at the time or shortly afterwards, of the difficulties presented by students at the workshops and my perceptions of the underlying issues;

· Secondly, a questionnaire record of the understandings and attitudes of students attending these workshops concerning the reasons and rationale for referencing, and of the main referencing difficulties encountered by them. This was an attempt to go beyond their immediate presenting problems to the wider referencing issues that concerned them.  However, this part of the survey did not always go as smoothly as I had hoped (see ‘Results: Problems with the questionnaire stage of the survey’, p.9).
· Thirdly, my content analysis of a range of views elicited from students at other UK/HE institutions, via the LearnHigher website in response to the online questions: 
How do you feel about referencing in assignments? What are the ‘big issues’ or concerns about referencing for you?  

Students could write as much or as little as they wished in response to the questions.  To encourage responses, a random fortnightly draw for six £25 national book tokens was offered over the twelve weeks the facility was in place.
Numbers involved

A grand total of 278 students contributed to this study. Of this total, 199 (72 %) were female, and 79 (28%) were male. The numbers of students involved in each of these three components were, as follows:

1. Workshops: attendance numbers ranged from zero to fourteen, with an average of seven students at the eleven workshops that attracted students. A total number of 77 students attended these sessions; of these 52 were undergraduates (68 per cent); and 24 postgraduates (32 per cent). Of this total, 56 (73%) were female, and 21 (27%) were male. The students raised 155 issues for discussion or resolution, which spanned 20 referencing topic areas.  Students also raised other issues relating to academic writing, but these were outside the range of this survey; they did, however. highlight the inter-relationship of study areas and the necessity to approach study skills/effective learning in a more integrated way (see ‘Implications for Institutions’ section, pp:29-33).

2. Of the 77 students attending the workshops, 53 completed questionnaires (see ‘Problems with the questionnaire stage of the survey’, p.9).
3. A total of 201 students from 14 UK institutions of higher education sent their online comments to the LearnHigher ‘Have your say’ facility. Of these 155 were undergraduates (77%), and 46 postgraduates (23%). Of this total, 143 (71%) were female, and 58 (29%) were male.

Presenting issues at workshops

There were 155 issues raised by 77 students at the workshops in Bradford and London. As might be expected, students raised issues relating to referencing practice that had troubled them in the past, or were the source of immediate concern to them. A significant number of enquirers, particularly in London, were international students, and referencing was, as one student gently put it, a ‘troubling’ aspect of academic writing in Britain. Whilst familiar, at least in principle, with the purpose of bibliographies, they often had little previous experience of the in-text citation process, and so were unsure when to reference, and when it was not necessary. The recurrence of issues was, as follows:

	Issue
	Number of times presented
	% of total issues raised

	Secondary referencing (when and how to do it).
	22
	15%

	When to reference
	15
	10%

	Reference and bibliographic lists (how to format/organise)
	15
	10%

	Referencing quotations
	15
	10%

	Understanding Harvard (basic idea)
	15
	10%

	Referencing electronic sources
	14
	9%

	Understanding numerical referencing styles
	9
	6%

	‘Own voice’ in assignments (using own ideas and experiences in assignments)
	7
	5%


Other issues presented included:

· How to reference multiple authors

· Criteria for selecting sources

· How to reference journal articles

· Referencing legal sources

· Organising notes

· Paraphrasing and summarising (how and when)

· Referencing illustrations and graphics

· Appendices and referencing

· Abbreviations in referencing

· Word count and referencing

· Referencing the spoken word/interviews

· Where to cite in the text.

Questionnaires completed

There were three sections in the questionnaire completed by students at the workshops (see Appendix): 

1. Why reference?  Respondents had to choose and rank three items from the list of 10 reasons for referencing presented. Six of the items were related to conforming to institutional instructions for writing assignments, or academic mores of ‘giving acknowledgement to others’ (items a, b, c, d, g, and j); whilst the remaining items (e, f, h, and i) were related more to using referencing as a tool for critical analysis and developing one’s own point of view in assignments.
2. How do you feel about referencing? Respondents were asked to choose one of the four statements presented, or write their own. Again two of these items (a and c) were related to conforming to institutional demands or academic mores; whilst the remaining items connected to supporting a critical/own voice approach to writing.

3. Common referencing difficulties.  Respondents were asked to choose and rank three items from the list of ten common referencing difficulties presented.
Problems with the questionnaire stage of the survey

When the student’s presenting issue had been dealt with at the workshop, the original intention was to ask each student if they would stay to complete the questionnaire. 

However, this did not always happen, largely because the workshops became so busy that I was often sidetracked from this task!  Most students, however, who were asked agreed willingly to complete it, but were left unsupervised to do so, resulting in some misunderstanding on what was expected and unevenness in the number of questionnaire sections completed.  

For example, as earlier stated, students were asked in sections one and three of the questionnaire to pick just three items and rank these, 1-3, with the most significant or important item for them ranked as 1.  However, three-quarters of the students completing questionnaires ranked multiple items as 1, and a few students also left section two and three uncompleted.  I decided, therefore, to just count all items recorded as 1, in sections one and three, and disregard those items marked 2 and 3. This will, at least offer some indication of the items regarded as particularly significant by students, and will account for the somewhat unbalanced numbers across the three sections. The lesson I learned from this, was that an assistant would have been invaluable in helping students with the questionnaire!

Section 1: rationale for referencing

Fifty-three students (53) completed this section. The first four ranked items were: 
Item b: To acknowledge the source of any evidence: 32 students (60%).

Item f: To support own opinions, assertions or arguments: 28 students (53%).

Item g: To avoid accusations of plagiarism: 28 students (53%).

Item c: To conform to institutional norms and tutor expectations in regards to academic writing: 23 students (43%).
Section 2: agreements with questionnaire statements:

a. I understand that referencing is regarded by the institution as an essential part of assignment writing and a way of avoiding plagiarism, but, to be honest, I find it rather a chore or a nuisance = 6

b. I regard referencing as a significant part of the process of supporting my own ideas in an assignment = 9

c. Referencing is an important way for me to acknowledge in my assignment the data, ideas, models and practices produced or developed by others = 13

d. I feel referencing in assignments is an important part of the process of agreeing with or challenging the ideas of others = 3

Responses to sections one and two of the questionnaire suggest that there is a tension for students between passive and active elements of referencing. On the one hand, conforming to institutional expectations – of avoiding plagiarism; and acknowledging ‘experts’ – and on the other, using referencing as a way of developing one’s own writing voice in assignments. 

Section 3: referencing difficulties identified from the questionnaire

Fifty (50) students completed this section. The first four ranked items were: 

Item a: Being undecided whether or not a reference is always needed at a particular point in an assignment: 21 students (42%).

Item b: Being unsure how to cite and reference what writer B (a secondary source) has said about writer A, who is the one you are interested in: 20 students (40%).

Item i: Worries or uncertainty about plagiarism and referencing, e.g. about citing and summarising an author in a way that avoids plagiarism: 20 students (40%).

Item f:  Listing sources in a list of references or bibliography in a way consistent with a particular referencing style: 14 students (28 %).

The difficulties identified from the questionnaire connected with my own record of the main presenting reasons for students visiting the workshops, and particularly in relation to the management of secondary sources, and in the omnipresent fear of plagiarism that a number of students had mentioned to me.

‘Have your say’ feedback

As stated, a total number of 201 students, across all subject disciplines, and from 14 UK higher education institutions, sent their comments to the LearnHigher website. Of this total, 155 (77 per cent) were undergraduates, and 46 (23 per cent) were postgraduates.

The ‘entirely positives’ group

Of this total number, 51 students (36 undergraduates;15 postgraduates) presented entirely positive views about referencing. This represented 25 per cent of all the ‘Have your say’ respondents, composed of nearly a quarter of all undergraduate respondents and a third of all the postgraduates. These included the following illustrative comments:

Referencing is in my view undoubtedly one of the most important aspects of any sort of research assignment, not only to avoid plagiarism, but as a starting point of further study… I have been lucky enough to have been a student on a Research Methods course module [but] I feel that not enough students are given this opportunity early on in their degrees for them to be able to reference properly by the time they reach the crucial stages of their courses.  Referencing definitely has to become a staple part of the university curriculum, even if it receives just one teaching hour every fortnight (Undergraduate: German and Spanish).

I believe that being told that you have to show references within your work and so, therefore, having to look in books and journals for quotes or points to use, has helped to improve the overall quality of my work and helped the overall grades I receive (Undergraduate: Business Studies).

Referencing is an essential element of the assignment; what academic use is there in saying anything that is unverified or unsupported… I wouldn’t read an unreferenced piece of work myself – it would have no credibility (Postgraduate: Classics).

During my first year…I did not understand why lecturers made such a big deal about referencing and plagiarism. Well, today I understand that it is a crucial part of academic assignments – in fact, [it] is about educating yourself, which means researching, comparing contrasting views, being critical about what you read etc. (Undergraduate Events Management and Psychology).

Referencing is essential and learning to do it boosts confidence, not just in writing, but also and primarily in arguing ideas. It is a way of putting my point forward (Postgraduate: Communications and Media).

But of the 201 students responding to ‘Have your say', 150 (75 per cent) made critical comments about referencing. These tended to break into two groups, the second group being the more typical.

1. Strong dislike

Of these 150 students, 11 (7 per cent of respondents), all of whom were undergraduates, were critical of the whole practice of referencing and could not see or offer any redeeming features. The comments included the following:

I hate referencing because I am not very good at it and find I get marks deducted for bad referencing. The thing is, I have never been taught to write an essay, let alone how to reference (Undergraduate: Philosophy).

In all honesty, I seriously dislike referencing. It is far too troublesome for simply putting forth a point (Undergraduate: Accounting, Management and Information Systems).

I don’t understand why referencing in essays is taken so seriously when you don’t even have to think about it when writing essays in exam conditions (Undergraduate: Philosophy and Politics).

I don’t really understand it and I hate having to do it (Undergraduate: Management and Spanish).

2.  Critical

However, 139 students (69 per cent of the grand total) expressed views that typically started, “I can understand why we have to reference, but…” 

The most recurring reasons given for referencing tended to be in relation to acknowledging sources; avoiding plagiarism, demonstrating reading; and supporting points made in assignments. 

However, the specific ‘but’ items amounted to 247 points of criticism that encompassed 14 areas of concern:

247 points received:

	Issue
	Recurrence: number and % of all negative comment
	Number of undergraduates and % of total number of all U/G respondents 
	Number of postgraduates and % of total number of all P/G respondents

	Time management related issues
	47 (19%)
	37 (24%)
	10 (22%)

	Concerns about plagiarism
	27 (11%)
	21 (14%)
	6 (13%)

	‘Too many referencing styles’
	27 (11%)
	24 (15%)
	3 (7%)

	Critical of the detail needed in a reference
	23 (9%)
	18 (12%)
	5 (11%)

	Difficulties with integrating own views and knowledge into assignments
	22 (9%)
	17 (11%)
	5 (11%)

	Inconsistent advice, marking and feedback from tutors
	21 (9%)
	18 (12%)
	3 (7%)

	Difficulties with referencing particular sources
	20 (8%)
	16 (10%)
	4 (7%)

	Not sure when to reference, and when it is not necessary
	17 (7%)
	14 (9%)
	3 (7%)

	See a need for improved teaching of referencing
	11 (4%)
	10 (6%)
	1

	Critical of referencing guides: they can offer conflicting advice
	11 (4%)
	7(5%)
	3 (7%)

	Difficulties in tracing the origins of ideas
	9 (4%)
	5 (3%)
	4 (9%)

	Difficulties related to knowing where to cite sources in a text
	5 (2%)
	4 (2%)
	1

	Particular difficulties with a named referencing style
	4
	4 (2%)
	-

	Uncertain which sources to cite
	3
	3
	


It can be seen that undergraduate and postgraduates, in proportion to their numbers, found similar problems in relation to time management; and expressed similar concerns about plagiarism, frustration with the detail required in bibliographic entries, and about integrating their own views into assignments.

Undergraduates were the most critical of the number of referencing styles encountered, but this is because they are more likely to be asked to switch between styles on combined studies courses.

Postgraduates experienced the most difficulty in tracing the origins of ideas. This is most likely to relate to the more advanced level of their studies and the academic demands of their courses.

‘Have your say’: the main issues – a selection of illustrative views
1. Time management issues

It’s hugely time-consuming and a real pain (Undergraduate: English Lit.).

More time ends up being spent on checking the references than the work itself – which is ridiculous! (Foundation Studies student).

It can take a  good portion of the day to perfect it…therefore one disadvantage is that it can be time-consuming and may put people off (Undergraduate: Law and Politics).

2. Concerns about plagiarism

My university stresses the point that they take plagiarism extremely seriously. Most of the students therefore tend to be scared that they will plagiarise by accident, and as result they over-reference their work to be on the safe side.  This is a shame since it interrupts the flow of many essays.  It also makes the essay look like a gathering of people’s ideas with a lack of one’s own thoughts since the references seem overwhelming (Undergraduate: European Studies).

A fear of plagiarism now forces students to research any and every idea they might wish to include in a paper/assignment … I 

no longer understand when referencing is not necessary (Postgraduate: Health Studies).

I’m just scared about referencing wrongly and having marks deducted for it or accidentally being punished for plagiarism (Undergraduate: Economics).

When you start university referencing and plagiarism is completely hyped up to the point that I was really concerned that anything I wrote might be seen as plagiarism; after all, some things are difficult to say in other words (Undergraduate: Geography with Business).

3. Too many referencing styles; having to manage more than one referencing style

I also find the number of different systems confusing. Perhaps there should be one standard system of referencing, which would make it easier for all involved (Undergraduate: Oriental Studies).

It would be good to have one standard system of referencing – the different systems are confusing and lecturers often have different preferences so that one essay may need to be referenced in one way while another is almost completely different (Undergraduate: Classics and Ancient History).

It would be better if there was just one style throughout all academic disciplines, as it is really confusing ( Postgraduate: Theology).

4. Critical of the detail needed in a reference

Why does it matter that the brackets and full stops have to be in exactly the right place when referencing?  (Undergraduate: Creative Writing and Religious Studies).

For me the big issues [of referencing] are the trivial ones, such as which order to write the details, e.g. page numbers, journal title etc for the different systems (Undergraduate: Pharmacy).

Too much focus is paid to whether the right part of the reference is in italics or not in the bibliography, and it seems to be more effort than it is worth (Undergraduate: French and Politics).
5. Difficulties with integrating own views and knowledge into assignments

The need to reference every proposition or idea diminishes the opportunity to develop my own ideas for fear of not having properly referenced all knowledge in the assignment (Postgraduate: European and International Business Law).

When it comes down to opinions can we really claim them as our own? Surely they have been forged by what we have read, heard, seen. In fact, in the beauty of infinity one could say that another you, with exactly the same opinion on everything, exists. And [can] I dare write these ideas in an essay and claim them [as] my own!  (Undergraduate: Economics and Politics).

Sometimes I have my own idea, but I am not sure whether it is similar to any author and then whether lecturers will consider my work is plagiarism or not (Postgraduate: Human Resources Management).

6. Inconsistent advice, marking and feedback from tutors

Made up page numbers, guessing at dates, lazy copying; we are all guilty of neglecting referencing guidelines. However, when the references are not checked then this approach is proliferated. Sometimes I believe we could write anything in footnotes and still receive a similar mark, so why bother? (Undergraduate: History of Art). 

It also doesn’t help when you are told that the department policy is that you use the Arts and Humanities model but that certain lecturers expect you to use a different method… I was marked down on an essay because of this, as the lecturer said my referencing was wrong when all the others accepted it (Postgraduate: Theology).

A major problem I have found with the referencing system is the lack of consistency between one tutor and another. Most rules regarding system of referencing I use are included in the course handbook, but occasionally a question will arise that cannot be answered by studying the handbook.  We are always told to check what your tutor for each module is expecting when the issue is not explained clearly in the handbook. Despite having clarified expectations clearly with the tutor, another member of staff may mark the piece of work and on numerous occasions I have been marked down/commented on the issue [as] the person marking it has a different opinion (Undergraduate: Education).
7. Difficulties with referencing particular sources

We use the Harvard system…but how do you reference something a lecturer has said? (Postgraduate: Audiology).

Referencing the web is a nightmare as different lecturers have their own ideas of how it should be done (Undergraduate: Religious Studies and Philosophy).

I think the need to reference sources that are not printed texts, e.g. maps, video, or Internet sources is often misunderstood and these sources end up under referenced (Undergraduate: Geography).

8. Not sure when to reference, and when it is not necessary

I am sometimes unsure about whether I need to provide a reference for general points of view (not actual quotes) from authors (Undergraduate: Philosophy).

I often feel that I don’t really know when I have to use references (Undergraduate: Politics).

The problem I have with referencing is that I never know when not to do it (Undergraduate: Economics and Politics).

9. See a need for improved teaching of referencing

To mark an essay and write on it that the referencing is wrong…but give no indication as to why, is neither constructive nor mature (Undergraduate: English Lit.).

I think the boundary between poor referencing and plagiarism is too poorly defined, and it would be helpful at least once a year to have a seminar or session where the rules of referencing are explained, as a reminder (Undergraduate: Classics and Ancient History).

Emphasis should be placed on teaching you how to reference easily and correctly during classes.  There are online tutorial support programs [but] it would be helpful if during a lecture the lecturers explained how they referenced as they went along (Undergraduate: Art).

10. Inconsistencies/differences between referencing guides

The handbook provided to tell you how to reference is unhelpful, confusing and I always end up worse off… it’s difficult to know when, and when not, to reference (Undergraduate: Theology and Religious Studies).

Referencing guides often contradict one another and the core guide suggested for your department goes against what your lecturers say (Undergraduate: Business Management).

There seems to be many websites which say different things.  This makes me unsure that I am referencing correctly (Postgraduate: Psychology).

Other points made:

On the transition from school/college to higher education:

Referencing is one of the most difficult things about adjusting to the academic standards at university. It is assumed that people will know how to do it, despite the multiplicity of styles and the fact that at A level these are not used  (Undergraduate: Theology).

I think that the big issue with referencing is that it is not required at A level to a very high standard and then you are suddenly expected to just know how to do it at university, without anyone teaching you (Undergraduate: Philosophy).


A web of insecurity

There is some evidence from this survey, and particularly from the workshops, that students, whilst understanding a rationale for referencing, see it largely in terms of conformity (to institutional demands; or as a genuflection to ‘experts’). Whilst there recognition of the role that referencing can play in developing a more critical role in writing, there would also appear to be a limited understanding of how this might actually be achieved.  

Whilst a quarter of respondents to the ‘Have your say’ feature of the research were positive about referencing, the majority reported that they find referencing in general, or particular aspects of it, a difficult and frustrating aspect of academic writing.

At the workshops, the main issues concerned ‘how to reference’ issues, particularly secondary referencing, referencing web sources, using quotations;  and ‘when and where’ issues, relating to exactly when a reference was needed, where it should be located in a text, and about the ways in which own ideas could be integrated into an assignment. 

In the ‘Have your say’ feedback, as in the workshops, there was uncertainty expressed about when to reference – and when it is not necessary - and about the process and perceived risk involved in expressing one’s own views, arguments, and experiences in academic writing.  

But there was particular frustration expressed too, about the time the process takes; the range of referencing styles encountered; and the allegedly inconsistent advice given by tutors. Students felt, perhaps, they could vent their feelings more openly online, rather than to a tutor in a workshop, who they might think would defend any establishment position.
The issues, presented in the workshops and through the online feedback, can constitute a formidable web of insecurity for many students; insecurity, in the sense that students are often uncertain if they are ‘doing it right’. Their confidence in essay writing is often undermined by concerns as to when they should reference and how they might integrate their own ideas into an argument.

However, the issues need to be considered interlinked, rather than as separate entities. For example, whilst the issue of time management recurred frequently in this research, this connects with a general uncertainty about when to reference, and the criticism of having to conform to the detail and order prescribed by a referencing style. This in turn can be linked with the criticism of ‘too many referencing styles’ encountered, particularly by undergraduates on combined studies courses, and with the reported issue of the allegedly conflicting advice given to students by tutors and learner support staff. 

But underpinning many of the frustrations and insecurities expressed by students was anxiety about plagiarism. 

Discussion about plagiarism has been a dominant concern in higher education over the last decade and it is clear that many students, in this survey at least, have ‘got the message’.  However, it has made many of them anxious about expressing their own views in assignments – and they often question whether it really is their own view they are expressing. This raises the issue of where do ‘our’ own ideas come from? At what point can I take ‘ownership’ of them?  And can I risk presenting them as my ‘own’, when these ideas may now be found, prolific and Internet-fresh, in the public domain?

Unpicking the strands

Time

As stated, the issue of time management was a recurring theme in this survey. This was aligned with the frustration of attending to the detail 
required by a particular referencing style. However, what was striking in this survey was an apparent absence of knowledge or comment from students about using referencing management software, such as Endnote, or even the readily available referencing tool in MS Word 07. 

 Referencing management software allows for sources to be cited in the text and formatted in a bibliography in a way that conforms to a required referencing style. The initial time taken to learn how to use the software can be compensated in the longer term by the consistency of source detail produced.  But none of the students attending the workshops had used the referencing management software available at their institutions, and few of the students who sent comments to ‘Have your say’ mentioned it. Those who did, however, had found it helpful; for example: 

I find using Endnote is really helpful on long papers as you are using many references (Undergraduate: Medicine). 

However, another student commented: 

I’ve been told about various programmes that can help with referencing. Our library ran courses on how to use them, but we always had lectures when the courses were on. Probably would be useful to know more for my dissertation (Postgraduate: Audiology).

It was obvious too, from discussions in the workshops, and from ‘Have your say’ feedback, that some students had encountered problems because of weaknesses in, or an absence of, note-making strategies. At one workshop, for example, a student complained bitterly to me of the time referencing had taken her; but it was clear that a large part of the problem was due to her own failure to record details of sources as she encountered them. 

It was interesting though, that at this point, other students at the workshops began to talk about their own note-making strategies, and it was a telling example of how students can gain enormously from sharing their experiences. 

Comments on the ‘Have your say’ feedback also gave opportunities to students to say what strategies had helped them:

I have no problem with referencing. In fact, it helps me. The package in MS Word allows a simple method of recording any reference and producing a list of sources. This is extremely useful when writing an essay or report over a period of a few weeks. I will write notes, including references, before starting my essay, rather than on pieces of paper, or spread throughout a notebook. It also focuses my mind on the avoidance of plagiarism whilst I am note taking and means I have no concerns when producing a final version. …A number of my fellow students worry about plagiarism and I have heard some say that they are concerned that they may have read something and unwittingly reproduce.  I expect to avoid this with my approach to note taking (Postgraduate: MBA).

 ‘Too many referencing styles’

I wish there weren’t so many styles of referencing and [there was] one standard referencing style for all courses (Undergraduate: Applied Sciences).

The time management issues were compounded for a significant number of students by the range of referencing styles they had encountered within their institutions. This was particularly the case for undergraduates on combined studies programmes, or for students in departments that integrate a range of subjects, e.g. Business and Management studies, where teaching staff arrive with different experiences of referencing styles.  Some students on combined studies courses reported having to engage with two or three referencing styles during the course of a semester.

There would appear to be fourteen referencing styles found within UK higher education, although they fall into three main groups that divide into specific styles, each with their own advisory or prescriptive guidelines:
	Author-Name styles
	Consecutive Numbering
	Recurrent Numbering

	· Name-date (Harvard)

· APA

· MLA

· MHRA

· Chicago-Turabian

· Council of Science Editors (CSE)
	· British Standard  (Running Notes)

· MHRA

· Chicago -Turabian

· Oxford: Oscola
	· British Standard (Numeric)

· Vancouver

· IEEE

· Council of Science Editors (CSE)


The Chicago (Turabian) and Council for Science Editors (CSE) styles are more commonly used in the USA, although can be found within UK institutions. These styles offer the choice between an in-text name-date referencing style or a running notes style, although the two styles must not be mixed within an assignment. Similarly, whilst the MHRA style is usually associated with a consecutive numbering approach, it offers a name-date style alternative to users.  

Why so many styles? Particular referencing styles can be adopted because of an affiliation to a style guide produced by an organisation representing the interests of a professional group or subject discipline. 

But other reasons for the adoption of a particular style include gradual change over time; departments imitating departments across institutions; an arbitrary past decision by someone influential in a department; or institutional or departmental decisions in an attempt to standardise practice for students.  

Also, some referencing styles have benchmark guides that are regularly updated and offer clear and detailed instruction on how to reference a wide range of sources, including electronic.  This can offer security in their very prescription and currency, which other referencing benchmarks, particularly British Standard, do not offer.

Gibaldi has argued too, that referencing styles adopted by institutions and departments can be shaped by the kinds of research and scholarship undertaken. For example, 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 ‘clutter’ produced by the Harvard, APA and MLA  styles. But in the sciences and business disciplines, the name-date referencing styles are often used to given prominence to the year and general timeliness and currency of the research; whereas within 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 and speedily be found (Gibaldi 2003, p.143). 

Inconsistent advice

The accusation of inconsistency among tutors related to the advice given on referencing practice, and in the way assignments were marked.

As illustrated earlier in the student voices, and again in the quote below, the proliferation of referencing styles may also be contributing to a situation where allegedly inconsistent advice on ‘how to’ reference is given by tutors and learning support staff.  

We are told to use the Harvard style of referencing and have had library seminars on this. However… tutors have said that the way I have done it is not correct. The way they say it should be done is different to how I’ve understood I’m supposed to do it (Postgraduate: Dental Hygiene).

There may be confusion, for example, in the minds of tutors between referencing practice with similar name-date styles. A survey, for example, in 2005/6 among learning support practitioners in UK institutions found similar concerns to those expressed by students in this study. These were comments from practitioners in three higher education institutions:

Different lecturers recommend different styles of Harvard to their students; it is difficult to get consistency across Schools let alone the University!

The non-Harvard system used in one of our faculties is described as MLA - but uses numbered notes.

Students who take psychology and sociology modules, usually 1st and 2nd years, do get confused between the two systems (Harvard and APA) that they are asked to use. They are very similar, but the psychologists get upset if their system (APA) is not used.






(quoted in Neville 2007, p.45).

Most of the student comments on this topic came from the ‘Have your say’ feedback. However, an example of mismatch between referencing style guidelines and tutor expectations was presented at one of the workshop sessions.  The student in question had been given written guidelines produced by her tutor stipulating that bibliography sources should be grouped in genres, e.g. book, journals, websites, instead of in a single alphabetical list, as is the norm in all referencing styles. The student was rightly concerned that this did not match with advice for referencing she had found online and in printed guides.

A particular cause of frustration for students was when inconsistencies resulted in uneven marking and tutor feedback:

Some tutors ask for page numbers [in citations] and some don’t. Some ask for references from the Internet to be clearly marked as such and possibly accompanied by a link to the article and a date it was accessed … and some don’t. Some want footnotes as well as a bibliography, whilst some don’t seem to see the point of having both.  It’s irritating to be given compliments from one tutor and then criticism from another (Undergraduate: Art and Archaeology of the Ancient World).

Most markers/lecturers have different conventions and formats which they like. Thereby, you may perfect one way and then submit work to another teacher and lose marks as it doesn’t fit with their format of referencing (Undergraduate: Psychology).

When to reference – and when it is not necessary

The issue of inconsistent advice can connect too, with a common confusion among students, particularly those in the early stages of their undergraduate courses, about when to reference – and when it is not necessary. In this regard, there is a particular issue on what constitutes ‘common knowledge’, which would not normally be referenced.

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 also cover descriptive historical summaries of past events or periods of history taken from general reference sources, where most commentators agreed on what happened and when. However, disagreements among commentators on causal factors of these events would be noted and duly referenced. 

Second, there is common knowledge within a subject.  It is impossible to generalise about these, as 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 some knowledge of these.

However, not all academic members of staff within the same discipline may agree on what is common knowledge, and Thompson (2005) believes that navigation of this arena often requires early negotiation between students and individual tutors on any course.  But it can be argued too, that tutors in any department need to discuss this issue 
formally so, that a degree of agreement and consistency is presented to students.

Plagiarism and ‘own voice’ in assignments

The issue, uncertainty of when to reference, connects too with the spectre of plagiarism; this was certainly an overarching anxiety that brought students to the workshop sessions and was also a recurring theme in the ‘Have your say’ feedback.

The concern about plagiarism in this study was expressed generally, and also in connection with the issue of student ‘own voice’ in assignments.  It concerned those occasions when the writer wished to present a point of view representing a synthesis of what he or she had read, heard, or experienced in the past, but could not remember from where. It might also include the student’s own instincts or values on a topic.

The person is not able to bring out his own thoughts, in the fear that this idea has already been quoted by previous authors. As this process of fear grows higher, the interest to research and innovate is lost… as the reader analyses further almost every idea that [he] thinks is already quoted by another…I am not against referencing, but with the degree to which it is over-emphasized, I fear it will defeat the objective of education – to train the minds to think (Postgraduate: Information Systems: Organisations and Management).

As a mature student, I have been reading around my subject for the last 30 years. I can’t always remember where I read a particular fact – just that I ‘know’ it. How much research do I need to do to find a ‘source’ for something I’ve absorbed over the years? (Postgraduate: Italian Cinema).

A number of students felt constrained by fears of being accused of plagiarism to a point where the assignment produced becomes a raggedy-patch thing of other people’s words and work. As one student commented:
…setting out author’s views one after another, without any of your own thoughts in between… leads to your work appearing as a thicket of speech marks and parentheses (Undergraduate: Japanese Studies and Politics).

Here referencing is perceived negatively, armadillo-like, as a form of defence, rather than as a means for building a reasoned argument.

This is an issue that concerns many academics. The issues of ‘own voice’ is being addressed by both the LearnHigher and the Write Now CETLs: the former, with the Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) project in the Academic Writing learning area; and the Writing for Assignments E-library (WrAssE) project in the Critical Thinking learning area; and in the latter CETL, the Student Authorship project, which addresses the issue of the relationship between writers and the facts, ideas and arguments expressed in their work. Both CETLs are interested in developing resources for students and staff that demonstrate how authorship in academic writing can be established.

However, discipline-specific exemplars of what constitutes good academic writing, including referencing, could feature more widely in course handbooks and could serve as significant points of reassurance for new students.

Implications for institutions

Even though I’m in my third and final year, I still don’t understand how to reference properly (undergraduate: Law).

This study has raised questions for institutions to address in four main and connected areas: 

1. About the role of referencing in assignments; 

2. About the number of referencing styles that students should reasonably encounter within an institution;

3. About ensuring a consistent approach by staff to advising students on referencing principles and practice;

4. And about the way referencing practice is learned by students.

1. Role of referencing

Whilst there is often candid debate on the issue of plagiarism among academic staff, the same cannot always be said in relation to the role of referencing in assignments. On this topic, much is often assumed, or sidelined, rather than publicly discussed.  As suggested in the introduction to this report, there is an assumption that referencing is required practice in assignments at all levels of degree study, and that command of the skill confers on its practitioner the status equivalent to elder within the academic tribe.  There is undoubtedly an assumption, for example, that tutors ‘know how to reference’: they have done it often enough, haven’t they?

But the knowledge of tutors on referencing practice may not always be as up to date or applied as conscientiously as it should be. Gosling et al (2004), for example, in a study of reference and quotation accuracy in four peer-reviewed manual therapy journals, found nearly 36 per cent of errors in 115 sources cited.  Another study of a sample of 200 references, taken from papers published in ophthalmic journals, found 35 errors in the way sources were referenced and 30 inaccuracies in quotations used (Buchan et al 2005).  And a student in the ‘Have your say’ feedback noted that ‘…lecturers themselves can often be lazy about referencing properly in class notes’ (Undergraduate: Law).  

Discussion of referencing is rarely the single-minded focus of a staff development programme, although it can feature in a generalized way in discussions on plagiarism. The result may be that tutor misunderstandings on referencing practice go unchallenged and are transmitted to students.  

However, a review of referencing practice within an institution could usefully take as its starting point the question, ‘what is the purpose of referencing?’  The answer is likely to produce some predictable responses: about building and developing arguments; acknowledgement of previous research and enquiry, and so on. 

But it could also encourage discussion on how new students might best begin their apprenticeship as academic writers. In relation to referencing, this is likely to focus attention initially on when students should be expected to start referencing sources, what constitutes common knowledge, and the role of students’ own voices and experiences in assignments. 

2. Referencing styles

The staff discussion could then move on to consider the number of referencing styles the institution or department should adopt. Whilst it is unlikely that any one higher education institution would embrace all fourteen referencing styles across its faculties, it is not untypical to find within a large institution at least eight referencing styles applied across departments. 

A review of referencing within an institution is likely then, to ask the question, ‘is it really necessary to have so many referencing styles?’  Proponents for a reduced number of styles are likely to argue that the more referencing styles adopted by an institution, the greater the risk of inconsistent advice. Reducing the number of styles to two or three could, arguably, encourage a greater level of consistency and cohesion among staff on the advice given to students.

But which style or styles to adopt? British Standard (BS) offers generic guidelines and illustrative examples on the author-date (Harvard) and both number-footnote/endnote styles, that are likely to correspond with the current styles adopted by most departments (other referencing styles, e.g. APA, MHRA, MLA, Vancouver, are essentially all variants on these BS models).  It can be argued, however, that British Standard guidelines have been slow to illustrate the ever-increasing range of electronic sources. 

However, British Standard issued a draft document in 2008/9 for consultation: BS ISO-690-3: 2008: Information and documentation – Guidelines for bibliographic references and citations to information 
resources, which offers a revision and update of two earlier BS guidelines and which places more emphasis on electronic sources. 
Whilst I would argue that BS guidelines are presented in a rather desiccated and unimaginative way, they at least present a benchmark standard for three generic forms of referencing: author-name; recurrent numbering; and concurrent numbering styles.

However, supporters of other referencing styles threatened by standardisation would undoubtedly rally to their defence. These supporters are likely to be those that have forged close links with the professional associations who produce particular referencing style benchmark guides, for example APA, MLA, and MHRA.  The adoption of a particular referencing style or styles for an institution is only likely to happen because of strong support for standardisation that might result, for example, from the recommendations of a Working Group set up to look specifically at this issue.  

3. Tutor misunderstandings of referencing

Discussion of a referencing style for a department or institution would be the point too, when tutor knowledge of referencing practice in relation to the style in question could be examined in more detail to bring misunderstandings to the surface. The LearnHigher Referencing Learning Area has produced staff development material, including notes for facilitators, to encourage this type of discussion – available at LearnHigher: www.learnhigher.ac.uk  (Referencing Learning Area – resources for staff).

4. Learning how to reference

This in turn could lead to discussion on the most effective ways students (and tutors) could learn the appropriate referencing practices for the style or styles adopted. 

Currently, the main task of introducing referencing practice to students tends to fall within the remit of staff in learner support and development services, who typically offer optional workshops and 
individual advice, supported by written and electronic guides produced internally or/and externally. Experienced students may also act as writing mentors to their peers, via Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) programmes, or in Writing Centres (see Write Now CETL).  Many tutors also offer advice to students and may include specific instruction or guidance on referencing in their module outlines.  

However, it would appear from this survey that, in addition to these initiatives, there is a need for a more concerted effort for course tutors, as well as learner support staff, to remind students at regular intervals of the support resources available, and in particular of the value of using referencing management software, and who organises the training for them to use it.  The advantage of this software for students can be presented in terms of saving time through ensuring that all relevant citation and biographical detail of sources are included correctly in assignments. 

Linked to this, it has become apparent that students need support in understanding how to combine different skills for effective learning.   Effective learning workshops tend usually to be single-focused in orientation: one week referencing, the next time-management, and so on. There is an argument though, for longer sessions, both stand-alone and integrated within degree programmes, that bring together a number of skills for learning; this study suggests that a triad of referencing, time-management, and note-making skills could be particularly beneficial. 

Conclusion

In a study dominated by critical comment, it is easy to forget the significant percentage of students – one in four of the ‘Have your say’ respondents – who state they have learned how and when to reference sources in evidence, and who appear to have learned how to use this knowledge to their advantage in assignments.  

However, a majority of students, whilst appearing to accept a range of rationales for referencing, expressed a significant number of concerns 
about referencing, particularly relating to time management and the detail required in bibliographic lists.  The excessive number of referencing styles was also a recurrent topic, particularly in relation to the increased work this can bring to students on combined studies courses. 

An aggravating factor in this may be connected to the allegation that tutors are inconsistent, in terms of giving advice on referencing practice and/or in relation to feedback and the marking of assignments.

But it can be argued that anxiety about plagiarism is central to many of these issues; the spectre of plagiarism has produced anxiety among students about when they should reference, and how they might integrate their own ideas into assignments.  

This last point raises particular concern for academics. If it is accepted that a primary aim of higher education is to encourage students to think and express themselves independently, then referencing should be demonstrated as one of the means to this end. The way institutions present the role of referencing in assignments is, therefore, particularly important: it should not be perceived by students as a burdensome shield against accusations of plagiarism; but as a tool for the shaping of knowledge. 
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I am an undergraduate student in my 1st year ( 2nd year ( 3rd or 3rd+ year (
I am a postgraduate student  (
My subject area is ……………………………………………………………………………………………..

1. Why reference? 

Look at the following reasons for referencing sources in assignments or dissertations and decide which you think are the three most important. 

Rank your choices from 1 to 3, with 1 as the most important.


 






                        Ranking

	a. To demonstrate to a tutor the range of your reading 


	

	b. To acknowledge the source of any evidence 


	

	c. To conform to institutional norms and tutor expectations in regards to academic writing


	

	d. To provide information that allows a reader to find the same source you cited


	

	e. As a means to challenge ideas, e.g. by citing evidence that challenges a particular idea


	

	f. To support your own opinions, assertions or arguments


	

	g. To avoid accusations of plagiarism


	

	h. To trace and show the development of ideas over a period of time


	

	i. To show who or what has influenced your thinking and arguments 


	

	j. Why reference? Because I feel my own opinions don’t count with 

      tutors.


	

	Space for your comments (or other reasons for referencing)


	


2.  How do you feel about referencing?

Which one of the following four statements is closest to your true feelings about referencing?  Please be totally honest about this. 

You may, for example, have mixed feelings about referencing that include elements from all four. But which of the four do you feel you would rank as ‘number one’ in line with your true feelings?

Tick the statement closest to how you really feel about referencing.

However, if none of the statements apply, you can write your own, and a space is provided at the bottom of this page for this purpose. Don’t be afraid to really say how you feel if you are not satisfied with the statements provided.

The four statements

Space for your own statement (only use the space below if none of the above statements connect with your true feelings about referencing)

3. Common Referencing Difficulties

What, if any, aspects of referencing do you currently find difficult?  If you find any of the following difficult, please identify up to three that present the greatest levels of difficulty. Please then rank these 1 to 3, with 1 representing the most difficult item for you.

        Ranking

	a. Being undecided whether or not a reference is always needed at a particular point in an assignment


	

	b. Being unsure how to cite and reference what writer B (a secondary source) has said about writer A, who is the one you are interested in.


	

	c. Deciding where in the text of your assignment to locate a particular source citation


	

	d. Separating out your own experiences, memories and knowledge from printed or electronic sources


	

	e. Ensuring that the citations in the text of your assignments connect with the list of references or bibliography


	

	f. Listing sources in a list of references or bibliography in a way consistent with a particular referencing style, e.g. Harvard style.


	

	g. Knowing how much of your own opinions or assertions to include in an assignment


	

	h. Deciding the right order of the source detail in any reference consistent with a particular referencing style, e.g. Harvard style 


	

	i. Worries or uncertainty about plagiarism and referencing, e.g. about citing and summarising an author in a way that avoids plagiarism 

 
	

	j. Difficulties with managing two or more referencing styles; for example, on a combined studies course, where both subject areas require different referencing styles


	


Other referencing issues

Please use the space below, if applicable, to mention other referencing issues or difficulties that concern you.


Thank you for completing this questionnaire.  The results of this survey will contribute to new teaching and learning material to help students develop their referencing knowledge and skills.  

Colin Neville, University of Bradford, LearnHigher Centre of Excellence in Teaching and Learning.   Learner Development Unit. 

 C.Neville@bradford.ac.uk
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Please tick one of these boxes





Referencing Questionnaire








I understand that referencing is regarded by the institution as an essential part of assignment writing and a way of avoiding plagiarism, but, to be honest, I find it rather a chore or a nuisance.    








I regard referencing as a significant part of the process of supporting my own ideas in an assignment.








Referencing is an important way for me to acknowledge in my assignments the data, ideas, models and practices produced or developed by others.








I feel referencing in assignments is an important part of the process of agreeing with or challenging the ideas of others  








1

