
 
 

Research and MLA Style  
 
Academic research always involves tracking down information and then including the names and 
locations of sources in your finished essay: this is called documentation.   
 
At Ringling, we use an international documentary style developed by the Modern Language 
Association (MLA).   
 
   MLA style has two primary components 
    
   1. parenthetical reference or in text citation and 
   2. a list of works cited 
 
Parenthetical references are placed in the essay itself at the end of any information or quotation 
from a source.  Inside the parentheses you should write 
 
 1.  the author's last name (unless there isn't one) 
 2.  the page numbers of the source (unless it's an     interview, 
artwork, online or other non-print source.)  
 
These references point readers to the list of Works Cited where they can find the rest of the 
documentary information about the source. 
 

“The crack in the ceiling 
had a habit . . . of 
looking like a rabbit” 
(Bremerman 17)  

Works Cited  
 
Bremerman, Ludwig. 
Madeline.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For all sources, especially those found on the internet, a textual reference to the work is very 
helpful—even, sometimes, necessary. If you are referring to comments found in a book, use the 
author’s name in the sentence. For instance,  
 

“According to Virginia Woolf, had Shakespeare had a sister . . .”  
 
 
 
 



For web sites, this practice is almost essential because the URL (web address) is usually much too 
lengthy to include in parentheses; the web site title or author’s name is much more useful. In that 
case, you need no parenthetical reference. For example,  
 

“Salon.com recently published an article about John Mellencamp by Eric Boehlert. . .” 
 
The list of Works Cited follows the essay and lists all the sources mentioned in the essay.  The 
list should be arranged alphabetically by the author's last name.  If no author is listed, the first 
word of the entry will be the title of the article, book or other source, and the entry will fall in the 
list alphabetically according to the first word other than “the,” “and,” etc.    
   
Essays for Writing, Literature and Art History classes must include both MLA components in the 
proper places and with the proper form and punctuation.  
 
Basic Order of Information for Print Sources in MLA  
For more information, consult the references listed below.  

 
• author (last name, first) 
• titles: articles or chapters first(in quotation marks) books, periodicals second (underlined or 

italicized) 
• place (city or city, state) of publication (for books) 
• publishing company (for books)—These may be abbreviated in various ways: “P” for press; 

“UP” for University Press; shortened names for well known companies (Houghton for 
Houghton Mifflin, Harcourt for Harcourt Brace); etc.  

• dates (copyright year for books) issue dates for periodicals (varies depending on the 
frequency of publication. Check a Handbook for this) 

• page numbers 
 
Order of Information for Web Sources in MLA and COS (Columbia Online Style)  
 
• Author(s), if any; these may be page owners and / or company names. 
• Title of “Document” or Web site section / article 
• Print publication information (if the work was previously on paper like a NYTimes article or 

a novel or short story) 
• Title of the complete work or web site (use the site’s home key to take you to its entry page)  
• Date of the online posting or update (sometimes hard to locate) 
• URL (yes, the whole thing): to do this efficiently, use copy / paste.  

 
References for More Information 
The books below all have good sections on documentation in various styles, including adaptations 
of MLA for the World Wide Web.  
 
Gibaldi, Joseph. MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 5th ed. New  

York: The Modern Language Association, 1998. 
Harris, Muriel. Prentice Hall Reference Guide to Grammar and Usage. 5 ed.  

Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2003.  
 
Raimes, Ann. Keys for Writers: a Brief Handbook. 3rd ed. Boston: Houghton,  

2002.  
VanderMey, Randall, et al. The College Writer: a Guide to Thinking, Writing, and  

Researching. Boston: Houghton, 2004.   



Plagiarism, paraphrase, summary and quotation 
 

Whenever you incorporate source material into your own writing, you must give full credit to the 
authors--the people whose words and ideas you are using.  Documentation is part of that credit, 
and you must document every  piece of information from every source you consult—whether 
you are quoting or not.  Another aspect of giving credit is being careful to distinguish your words 
from the authors' words. 
  
Plaigiarizing  means using an author's words or ideas without giving credit.  Don't do it.  The 
Ringling School of Art and Design Student Handbook academic dishonesty violates the Code of 
Student conduct (Student Life 14, 51), and students found guilty of plagiarism may fail courses. 
Any teacher will tell you that, at the least, you will fail the project in question or be asked to 
rewrite it.  
 
Many students make the mistake of thinking that plagiarism only involves direct quotation. By 
that logic, changing a word or two seems to solve the problem. WRONG! In an academic setting, 
plagiarism also includes using information and ideas without citing them. Furthermore, an 
original passage must be reworded or paraphrased ENTIRELY or left as is and placed in 
quotation marks. Even with thorough paraphrase, the passage must be cited because the 
information and ideas are not the author’s own.   
 
Quotation means using an author's exact words--every one--and  putting them between sets of 
quotation marks followed by a parenthetical reference.   If you are using ideas but not exact 
words, don't use quotation marks, but still include a parenthetical reference.  
 
For quotations longer than 5 lines of your printed text, indent the quotation 5 spaces (or one tab 
stop) from the left margin. You may eliminate quotation marks in that case but should include the 
page number for print sources. Check the references for sample papers that demonstrate this 
format.  
 
Paraphrasing is putting an author's complete message in your own words: idea by idea, with 
nothing left out followed by a parenthetical reference. No quotation marks are used. 
 
Summarizing  involves pulling out an author's main points--at least those pertinent to your own 
work--and putting those in your own words followed by a parenthetical reference. No quotation 
marks are used.  
 

Avoiding Plagiarism 
 
 
 
Plagiarism is cheating. First, be aware of the serious consequences. The temptation to copy text 
directly from online sources may be even greater than for print ones because it is so easy.  
 
 
Just as easily as you can cheat your instructors can detect it. There are whole web sites online 
devoted to uncovering plagiarism, and a keyword search with exact words from an online text 
will bring that site up—just as you found it.   
 
 
 
 



Two choices: either change all the words or quote. Changing an author’s words (also called 
paraphrase) into your own is a big challenge.  
Begin with the way you take notes.  

• Even with online sources, don’t copy and paste the exact words of an article.  
• Instead, pull out the facts you need and leave the “syntax”—phrasing, sentences, 

vocabulary—behind.  
s, rearrange and reword thoroughly. Use bulleted lists.  • With ideas and opinion

• Note only key words.  
And if you must quote• , use quotation marks in your notes so you will know whose 

 
ion from your 

otes. Document everything from a source according to the MLA guidelines.  

to 

t way to let your instructor know 
ur use of other people’s writing.  

orks Cited  

sign Student Handbook, 2002-2003. Sarasota: 
ingling School of Art and Design, 2002.  

 

words you are using.  
 
Watch your step while drafting. Mark every fact and figure that isn’t “common knowledge.”
When you begin drafting your paper, be scrupulous about transferring informat
n
 
Introduce source material with a lead-in or textual reference. Using textual references 
authors’ names at the beginnings of passages that include information from sources helps 
distinguish your ideas and words from theirs. It’s an excellen
that you were careful in yo
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