bad ideas about writing mla citation

Bad ideas about writing MLA citation can lead to significant issues in
academic writing, often resulting in loss of credibility and lower grades.
The Modern Language Association (MLA) citation style is widely used in
humanities disciplines, including literature, philosophy, and the arts.
Understanding the correct way to cite sources is crucial for writers, as
improper citations can be considered plagiarism or simply reflect poorly on
their attention to detail. This article aims to highlight common
misconceptions about writing MLA citations and provide guidance on how to
avoid these pitfalls.

Common Misconceptions about MLA Citations

When it comes to writing MLA citations, several bad ideas often circulate
among students and writers. Understanding these misconceptions can help
ensure that citations are done correctly.

1. MLA Citations Are Not Necessary

One of the most prevalent bad ideas is the belief that citations are
optional, particularly when using common knowledge or widely accepted facts.
However, even if a piece of information seems widely known, it’s critical to
provide a citation when drawing from someone else's work or ideas.

- Common Knowledge: While you may not need to cite facts that are common
knowledge (e.g., "The Earth orbits the Sun"), it’s best to err on the side of
caution. When in doubt, cite the source.

- Academic Integrity: Failing to cite sources can lead to accusations of
plagiarism, which can have severe academic consequences.

2. MLA Format Is Just About the Works Cited Page

Another bad idea is the misconception that MLA format only concerns the Works
Cited page. In reality, MLA style encompasses much more than that.

- In-Text Citations: Every time you reference a source, you should include an
in-text citation. This is crucial for directing readers to the corresponding
entry in the Works Cited page.

- Formatting Requirements: MLA has specific guidelines for formatting the
entire paper, including font size, margins, and spacing, which must be
adhered to in addition to the citations.



3. Only Books Need to Be Cited

Some writers think that only traditional sources, like books, require
citations. This is a flawed approach because any source that contributes to
your work should be cited, regardless of its format.

- Types of Sources: You should cite:

- Articles from journals and magazines

- Websites and online articles

- Films, interviews, and podcasts

- Visual and audio media

- Diversity of Formats: Each type of source has its specific citation format
in MLA, and neglecting to cite non-book sources can lead to incomplete
citations.

Specific Mistakes in MLA Citation

Understanding the common bad ideas about writing MLA citations is crucial,
but it’s equally important to be aware of specific mistakes that can
undermine the quality of your citations.

1. Incorrect Formatting of the Works Cited Page

The Works Cited page should be clearly formatted according to MLA guidelines.
Common mistakes include:

- Title Formatting: The title "Works Cited" should be centered and not bolded
or italicized.

- Hanging Indentation: Each citation should have a hanging indent, where the
first line is flush left, and subsequent lines are indented by 0.5 inches.

- Alphabetical Order: Citations should be listed in alphabetical order by the
author’s last name.

2. Ignoring Author Information

Many writers make the mistake of omitting critical author information in
their citations. This can lead to confusion and difficulty in locating the
source.

- Full Name: Always provide the full name of the author. For works with
multiple authors, list them in the order they appear in the source.

- Corporate Authors: If there is no individual author, use the name of the
organization or publisher as the author.



3. Misrepresenting Publication Information

Accurate publication information is vital for the integrity of your
citations. Common errors include:

- Missing Publication Dates: Always include the publication date of the
source. If it’s an online source, include the date you accessed it if the
content is likely to change.

- Incorrect Titles: Ensure that the title of the source is correctly
formatted. This includes italicizing book and journal titles while placing
article titles in quotation marks.

Practical Tips for Correct MLA Citations

To avoid the bad ideas surrounding MLA citations, here are practical tips
that can guide you in creating accurate citations.

1. Use Reliable Citation Tools

There are several citation management tools available that can help
streamline the citation process. Some popular ones include:

- Zotero: A free tool that helps collect, organize, cite, and share research.
- Mendeley: Offers a reference manager and academic social network.

- Citation Machine: A straightforward online tool that generates citations in
MLA, APA, and more.

While these tools can be helpful, always double-check the citations they
produce against the latest MLA guidelines.

2. Keep Up with MLA Updates

MLA guidelines can change over time, so it’s essential to stay informed about
any updates or changes to the citation style. Refer to the following
resources:

- MLA Handbook: The official guide that provides comprehensive rules and
examples.

- MLA Style Center: An online resource dedicated to answering questions and
providing insights about MLA formatting and citation.



3. Create a Citation Guide

Creating a personalized citation guide can be an excellent way to ensure
consistency in your citations. Include:

- Templates: Outline the structure for various types of sources.

- Examples: Provide examples of in-text citations and Works Cited entries for
quick reference.

- Common Mistakes: Note down frequent errors you or your peers make, along
with corrections.

Conclusion

Understanding and applying the correct MLA citation style is essential for
academic integrity and the credibility of your work. By avoiding the bad
ideas outlined in this article—-such as believing citations are unnecessary,
focusing solely on the Works Cited page, and neglecting various types of
sources—you can improve your writing and ensure that your research is
presented professionally. Always strive for accuracy in your citations, and
remember that proper referencing not only respects the original creators of
the work but also enhances your own credibility as a writer.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a common bad idea regarding the use of
italics in MLA citations?

A common bad idea is to italicize all titles in citations, including articles
and essays, which is incorrect. In MLA format, only book titles, movie
titles, and other standalone works should be italicized, while articles and
chapters should be placed in quotation marks.

Is it acceptable to skip the publication date in MLA
citations?

No, skipping the publication date is a bad idea. MLA format requires the
publication date to provide context and help the reader locate the source, so
omitting it can lead to confusion and incomplete citations.

What mistake do many writers make regarding the
format of online sources in MLA citations?

A frequent mistake is not including the URL or DOI in the citation for online
sources. MLA guidelines recommend providing this information to enhance the



accessibility of the source, so omitting it is a bad idea.

Why is it a bad idea to use a generic citation for
multiple sources in MLA format?

Using a generic citation for multiple sources is a bad idea because each
source must be cited uniquely to allow readers to find the specific work you
referenced. Failing to do so undermines the integrity of your writing and can
lead to plagiarism.

Is it advisable to use outdated citation guides for
MLA format?

No, relying on outdated citation guides is a bad idea as MLA format is
updated periodically. Using the most current guidelines ensures that
citations are accurate and comply with the latest standards.

What is a bad idea when citing sources with multiple
authors in MLA format?

A bad idea is to ignore the correct format for multiple authors. MLA format
requires listing the first author's name in reverse order followed by ‘et
al.' for sources with three or more authors, so failing to follow this rule
can lead to incorrect citations.
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