Paraphrasing and Quotation
(Rick Shur)


In American law, it is illegal to copy a complete sentence or more from somebody else without putting quotation marks around it and telling your reader who said it. For example, here is a paragraph from Rick Shur’s “My Educational History”:

In grade school, my teachers all tried to teach me self control. They would tell me to wait my turn before speaking. They would order me to be quiet when I talked too much. It was often hard for them to convince me to shut up and let other children talk. In the third grade, I once yelled out something funny while the teacher was talking. She grabbed me by the ear and told me to stand in the corner. I was humiliated. I began to cry quietly.

You may not write the following in a composition:

In grade school, Rick’s teachers would order him to be quiet when he talked too much. It was often hard for Rick’s teachers to convince him to shut up and let other children talk.

Direct Quotation

This is taking two complete sentences from Rick Shur without giving him credit for the language. One way to avoid the crime of plagiarism (copying without giving credit) is to give Rick credit and put everything borrowed in quotation marks:

Rick says that “in grade school…[my teachers] would order me to be quiet when I talked too much. It was often hard for them to convince me to shut up and let other children talk.”

Notice that we added an ellipsis (…) to show that we skipped some of his original words (my teachers all tried to teach me self control. They would tell me to wait my turn before speaking) between In grade school and They would order me. We also used words in brackets [my teachers] to show that he actually used a pronoun (they), but we are using my teachers so that our reader will understand who the pronoun referred to. Rick didn’t say my teachers in this particular sentence because he had already said my teachers in another part of his writing (which we are not quoting only partially).

Paraphrasing

Another way to deal with the problem of plagiarism is to put Rick’s ideas in our own words, usually making the point with shorter, simpler language. This would be good paraphrasing:

In grade school, Rick was a talkative boy, and his teachers often asked him to be quiet so that other student would have a chance to say something.

Paraphrasing is usually better than quotation. It keeps the voice of the writing consistent—your voice, not somebody else’s. Quotation should be used sparingly (occasionally but not often) and only when you think the original words were beautiful, interesting, unique, and worth remembering just as they were. For example, you might want to quote exact words from a Martin Luther King speech, or something that President Kennedy or Neil Armstrong said, which may be words of historical importance.

[eslprof.com/handouts/Comp/ParaphrasingAndQuotation.doc]


