Documenting Sources within the Text of the Paper

The purpose of a parenthetical reference is to document a source briefly, clearly, and accurately.  This task can be accomplished in three ways.

1. Cite the author’s last name and the page number (s) of the source in parentheses.

One historian argues that since the invention of television “our politics, religion, news, athletics, education, and commerce have been transformed into congenial adjuncts of show business, largely without protest or even much popular notice” (Postman 3-4).

2. Use the author’s last name in your sentence, and place only the page number (s) of the source in parentheses.

Postman points out that since the invention of television “our politics, religion, news, athletics, education, and commerce have been transformed into congenial adjuncts of show business, largely without protest or even much popular notice” (3-4).

3. Give the author’s last name in your sentence when you are citing the entire work rather than a specific section or passage, and omit any parenthetical reference.

Postman argues that television has changed virtually every aspect of our culture into a form of show business.
 Each of these examples is brief, clear, and refers readers to a specific and complete citation listed in the Works Cited page.  On that page, the citation would look like this:
Postman, Neil.  Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business.  New York: Penguin-Viking, 1985.
Placing and Punctuating the Parenthetical Reference

To avoid clutter in sentences, MLA recommends placing the parenthetical reference at the end of the sentence but before the final period.  Notice that there is no punctuation mark between the author’s name and the page citation.

In the nineteenth century, the supposed golden age of American education, “college faculties acted as disciplinary tribunals, periodically reviewing violations of rules…” (Graff 25).

On some occasions, you may want to place the reference within your sentence to clarify its relationsip to the part of the sentence it documents.  In such instances, place the reference at the end of the clause but before the necessary comma.

Graff suggests that even though college faculties in the nineteenth century “acted as disciplinary tribunals, periodically reviewing violations of rules” (25), the myth persists that they taught in the golden age of American education.

When the reference documents a long quotation (a block quote) that is set off from the text, place it at the end of the passage but after the final period.

Gerald Graff’s description of the college in the nineteenth century corrects the popular myth about the golden age of American education.

College faculties acted as disciplinary tribunals, periodically reviewing violations of rules such as those requiring students to attend chapel services early every morning, to remain in their rooms for hours every day, an to avoid the snares of town.  Nor were these restrictions relaxed for the many students in their late twenties or older, who lived alongside freshmen as young as fourteen.  The classes themselves, conducted by the system of daily recitations, were said to have the atmosphere of a police station. (25)
