
  

 

z UNDERSTANDING PLAGIARISM AND CITATION 

WHAT TO CITE AND WHAT NOT TO CITE 
 

What You Have to Cite:1 
Ø Another person’s ideas or interpretations: You must provide a citation whenever you discuss 

someone else’s thoughts, research, or analysis. 
Ø Verbatim language taken from a source: You must provide a citation for all direct quotes, except in 

the rare case that the quote is considered common knowledge.  
o For example, if you are citing the following very well-known quotation from JFK’s inaugural 

address, “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your 
country,”—you would not need to provide a source other than JFK himself. If you are 
uncertain about whether a quote is common knowledge or not, cite it. 

Ø Words, ideas, or material that originate somewhere outside of you, such as content presented in 
a magazine, book, newspaper, song, TV program, movie, web page, computer program, letter, 
advertisement, presentation, speech, in-class lecture or any other medium 

Ø Information gained through interviewing or talking to another person, including face-to-face 
conversation, phone calls, or written correspondence 

Ø Visual materials, including reprinted diagrams, illustrations, charts, pictures, or other visual 
materials 

Ø Electronic media, including reused or reposted images, audio, video, or other medium 
Ø Collaboration with classmates or other individuals that has not been pre-approved by your 

instructor. 
o In group projects or lab work, it’s especially important to be clear on what work must be 

done independently, and what work may be done collaboratively. If a collaboration has been 
recommended, such as a Writing Center consultation, it may not need to be cited.) If ever 
uncertain about whether a collaboration is permissible, ask your instructor.2 

 
What You Don’t Have to Cite:3 

Ø Common knowledge: Information that is commonly known does not need to be cited because it is 
not attributable to one source. 

o For example, if you are writing about the molecular structure for water (H2O) or the fact 
that George Washington was the first U.S. president, you do not need to provide a citation. 

o Note: Common knowledge often depends on cultural context and the discipline. For 
example, information that would be considered common knowledge in certain countries may 
not be common knowledge in others. Similarly, common knowledge in one discipline may 
not be “generally known” in other disciplines. Thus, it is important to consider your 
audience when determining whether something is common knowledge. If you are ever in doubt 
about whether information is common knowledge or not, cite it. 

o Note: If specific language or structures have been borrowed from a source to convey these 
facts, the source must be cited. 

Ø Your own lived experiences, including your own observations, insights, thoughts, and conclusions 
about a subject 

Ø Your own original research, such as results obtained through lab or field experiments 
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