
 

 

Using Sources Effectively  
                       Writing Support Services 

Using Sources Effectively: Overview 
Whether you’re paraphrasing or quoting directly from a source, you must ALWAYS cite your source 
using a standard citation style. The examples presented here are in APA style. For detailed 
information about APA, MLA, and other citation styles, please visit the Student Success Centre 
Resource page. 

Using Sources in Different Fields 
Sciences   
Generally you should cite sources without mentioning them explicitly as part of your sentences, 
while still providing a citation. In both sciences and social sciences, writers typically rely heavily on 
simple citation when reviewing previous research on a topic (a literature review).  

Research into distance education has found that students generally prefer courses that include 
synchronous interaction with other students (Melton & Carter, 2003; Wing, 2002).  

Social sciences   
While you will use a simple citation, most often you should try to refer to the writers or researchers 
explicitly within the sentence.  

Adel and Garretson (2006) note that student writers quote sources much more frequently 
than published academic writers, perhaps because student writers “give more weight to the 
words of their authoritative sources” (p. 280). 

According to Adel and Garretson (2006), academic writers in humanities and social 
sciences refer to (and discuss) sources far more frequently than those in the sciences and 
engineering. 

Humanities   
In English literature or Religious Studies, you may be expected to write papers based entirely on 
the literary or philosophical works you are studying (primary sources). In such cases, you may have 
to quote frequently from the sources as you analyze them or use passages as evidence to support 
your own claims. Aim for a mix of simple citations and explicit attribution, as in the examples above. 

Organizing Sources 

When working on an assignment that requires you to weave sources together, you may want 
to consider the following schemas to test out how your sources relate to each other. 

Definition Sources will use similar words, but achieve different ends. A literature review is 
an opportunity to define the key terms and place your definition in relation to 
other works. 

Length The reader determines the importance of a source, in part, by how much you 
focus on it. Try to both meaningfully engage with foundational sources but also 
balance these sources to avoid bias. 

Benefits & 
Drawbacks 



When you bring the sources together, try to keep in mind the following “do”s and “don’t”s 

DO DON’T 

 Organize your sources into categories that 
reflect a connection to your research. 

 Use reporting expressions (Author + Verb) and 
demonstrate the “conversation.” 

 Address contested territory in the field. 
 Focus on how the literature ties into your 

work, rather than making it comprehensive 
(including everything). 

 Give a sequential summary of articles. 
 Have one paragraph per source. 
 Include irrelevant material. 

Evaluating Sources 
Primary sources are documents that are not analysed or interpreted. They are accounts from 
individuals in a particular time period. They can include art work, literature, and other cultural 
objects.  

Secondary sources are based on primary sources and data. They feature analysis or interpretation. 
Most journal articles are examples of secondary sources.  

Tertiary sources are three steps removed from the primary sources. Tertiary sources typically 
summarize and re-present current secondary sources. Tertiary sources are often dictionaries and 
encyclopaedias. These are great starting points for research, but tend not to be used in the final 
products as they are too broad and general.  

The CRAP Test 

This simple acronym is helpful when thinking about broad categories of evaluation. 

Currency With scholarship on topics developing quickly, consider how current your 
source is? Books take longer to write and publish than journal articles. 

Reliability By looking at the content used by the source, you can evaluate if the source is 
relevant to your project. Is it consistent with other sources? 

Authority Are the authors academics or in positions that would legitimize their work? 
Have these authors often written about the subject?  Consider that a non-
scholarly source by a professor can often be a gateway to scholarly articles.   

Purpose:   Was the goal to inform, convince, or sell?  How does this purpose inform how 
you treat the source?   

 
For more information about the CRAP test and its application to web-based sources, visit: Peabody Library Learning Commons, Vanderbilt 
University (n.d.) What the C.R.A.P.? retrieved May 9, 2012 from http://www.library.vanderbilt.edu/visions/CRAP_VUceptor_Guide.pdf 

Scholarly Sources  



Identifying Scholarly Sources  



particular issue tend to be more valuable than broad international policies 
that could affect a local context. 

 
For more information about identifying scholarly sources, visit: Stauffer Library, Queen’s University (2009)Distinguishing Scholarly Journals from 

Other Periodicals retrieved May 9th, 2012 from http://library.queensu.ca/inforef/tutorials/qcat/qeval.htm 


