how to properly paraphrase in mla
format

how to properly paraphrase in mla format is a crucial skill for any student
or academic writer aiming to maintain academic integrity and produce high-
quality research papers. Mastering the art of paraphrasing in MLA style not
only helps avoid plagiarism but also demonstrates a deeper understanding of
source material. This comprehensive guide will meticulously explain the
nuances of effectively rephrasing information while adhering to the Modern
Language Association's guidelines. We will delve into the essential
techniques for transforming original text into your own words, ensuring
proper attribution through in-text citations and a corresponding Works Cited
entry. By following these detailed instructions, you will gain the confidence
to integrate external sources seamlessly and ethically into your academic
writing, elevating the credibility and originality of your work.
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Understanding Paraphrasing and Its Importance

Paraphrasing involves taking a passage from a source and restating it in your
own words. Unlike direct quotation, which reproduces the original text
verbatim, paraphrasing requires a complete transformation of the original
sentence structure and vocabulary, while retaining the original meaning. This
skill is fundamental to academic writing, as it allows writers to incorporate
expert opinions and research findings into their work without simply copying
them.

The importance of proper paraphrasing extends beyond merely avoiding
plagiarism. It demonstrates that you have fully comprehended the source
material, processed its information, and can articulate it in a way that is



relevant to your own arguments. Effective paraphrasing showcases your
critical thinking abilities and your capacity to synthesize information from
various sources into a coherent and original discussion. It is a cornerstone
of responsible scholarship and contributes significantly to the intellectual
honesty of academic papers.

Why Adhere to MLA Format for Paraphrasing?

Adhering to MLA format when paraphrasing is essential for several reasons,
primarily concerning academic integrity, clarity, and consistency. MLA
provides a standardized framework for documenting sources, ensuring that
readers can easily locate the original material you have referenced. This not
only upholds ethical research practices but also builds trust in your work as
a credible academic resource.

Without proper MLA citation, even a perfectly rephrased passage can be
considered plagiarism if its source is not acknowledged. The format dictates
specific rules for in-text citations, which typically include the author's
last name and a page number, and a comprehensive Works Cited page at the end
of your paper. These guidelines are designed to create a clear trail back to
the original source, allowing for verification and further research.
Consistent application of MLA formatting ensures that your paper 1is
professional, easy to navigate, and meets the expectations of most humanities
disciplines.

Step-by-Step Guide to Effective Paraphrasing

To properly paraphrase in MLA format, a systematic approach is necessary.
This process ensures that you accurately capture the original meaning while
creating a distinct and original rendition of the text. Follow these steps
carefully to achieve effective and ethical paraphrasing.

Understanding the Original Text Thoroughly

Before you can begin to paraphrase, it is imperative to fully understand the
source material. Read the passage multiple times, actively engaging with its
content. Identify the main idea, key arguments, and any supporting details.
Look up any unfamiliar vocabulary to ensure complete comprehension. It can be
helpful to summarize the passage in your head or in a few bullet points to
grasp its core message before attempting to rephrase it. Do not proceed to
the next step until you are confident you understand the author's intent.

Drafting Your Paraphrase

Once you understand the original, put the source aside and try to write the
main idea and supporting points in your own words. Focus on changing the



sentence structure, substituting synonyms for original vocabulary, and
altering the order of information without distorting the meaning. Think about
how you would explain this information to someone else in a conversation.
Avoid merely changing a few words; a true paraphrase involves a significant
re-imagining of the linguistic structure.

Consider these techniques when drafting your paraphrase:

e Change sentence structure: Transform simple sentences into complex ones,
or vice versa. Change active voice to passive voice, or rearrange
clauses.

e Substitute synonyms: Replace key words and phrases with words that have
similar meanings, but ensure they fit the context of your writing.

* Break down or combine sentences: Divide long sentences into shorter
ones, or merge several short sentences into a more complex statement,
maintaining logical flow.

e Start at a different point: Begin your paraphrase with a different idea
from the original, while still covering all the essential information.

Checking for Accuracy and Originality

After drafting your paraphrase, compare it with the original text. The goal
is to ensure two critical aspects: accuracy and originality. First, verify
that your paraphrase precisely conveys the same meaning as the source
material. No new ideas should be introduced, and no critical information
should be omitted. Second, check that your wording and sentence structure are
significantly different from the original. If more than a few words or
phrases are identical, you may have inadvertently plagiarized. Make further
revisions if necessary to ensure it is distinctly your own writing while
faithfully representing the source.

Integrating Paraphrased Material into Your Text

Once you have a well-crafted paraphrase, the next step is to integrate it
smoothly into your essay or research paper. This involves using signal
phrases and proper MLA in-text citations, which are crucial for maintaining
clarity and giving credit where it is due.

Using Signal Phrases

Signal phrases, also known as attributive tags, are short phrases that
introduce paraphrased or quoted material. They help to seamlessly weave
external sources into your own prose, indicating to the reader that the



information that follows comes from another source. Effective signal phrases
often include the author's name and a verb that describes how the information
is being presented.

Examples of effective signal phrases include:

e According to Smith,

Jones argues that

As Williams explains,

In her study, Dr. Lee observed that

Research by Chen indicates

Varying your signal phrases not only makes your writing more engaging but
also helps to avoid repetition. The choice of verb can also subtly convey
your stance on the information being presented (e.g., "Smith claims" versus
"Smith demonstrates").

Crafting In-Text Citations for Paraphrases

Every paraphrase, regardless of whether a signal phrase is used, must be
followed by an in-text citation in MLA format. The standard MLA in-text
citation includes the author's last name and the page number(s) from which
the information was taken, enclosed in parentheses. If the author's name is
mentioned in a signal phrase, only the page number needs to be included in
the parentheses.

Consider these examples for properly citing paraphrased material:

1. When the author's name is in a signal phrase:

According to Tannen, men and women often communicate differently due to
varying conversational styles (45).

2. When the author's name is not in a signal phrase:

Many communication breakdowns between genders stem from distinct
conversational approaches (Tannen 45).

For sources without page numbers (e.g., websites), use the author's last name
or a shortened title if no author is listed. If neither is available, use the
title of the work. Always ensure that every in-text citation corresponds to a
full entry on your Works Cited page.



Creating Works Cited Entries for Paraphrased
Sources

Just as important as the in-text citation is the complete entry on your Works
Cited page. The Works Cited page, located at the end of your paper, provides
full bibliographic information for all sources you have cited, whether
through direct quotation, summary, or paraphrase. This allows your readers to
find the original source material themselves.

A typical Works Cited entry for a book, for example, follows this format:

Author's Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Publisher, Year of
Publication.

For a journal article:

Author's Last Name, First Name. "Title of Article." Title of Periodical, vol.
Volume, no. Issue, Date, pp. Page Range.

Always consult the latest edition of the MLA Handbook for specific guidelines
on citing different types of sources, as formats can vary. Accuracy and
completeness on your Works Cited page are paramount to supporting your
paraphrased material and upholding academic standards.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid When Paraphrasing

Even with good intentions, students often fall into common traps when
attempting to paraphrase. Being aware of these pitfalls can help you avoid
them and ensure your paraphrasing is always up to standard.

e Patchwriting: This occurs when a writer only changes a few words in a
sentence or rearranges the sentence structure slightly, but largely
retains the original phrasing. It is a form of plagiarism, as it lacks
true originality and understanding.

e Misrepresenting the original meaning: Careless paraphrasing can
inadvertently alter or distort the original author's message. Always
cross-reference your paraphrase with the source to ensure accuracy.

e Forgetting to cite: Every piece of paraphrased information, even if
perfectly reworded, requires an in-text citation and a corresponding
Works Cited entry. Failure to cite is plagiarism.

e Over-reliance on a thesaurus: Simply replacing words with synonyms from
a thesaurus often results in awkward phrasing or changes in meaning.
Focus on understanding and rephrasing the entire concept.

e Paraphrasing common knowledge: Information that is widely known and
accepted does not require citation. However, when in doubt, it is always
better to cite to avoid potential issues.



The Benefits of Mastering MLA Paraphrasing

Mastering the skill of how to properly paraphrase in MLA format offers
numerous academic and intellectual benefits. It significantly enhances your
writing by allowing you to integrate diverse perspectives and evidence into
your arguments without overwhelming your paper with direct quotations. This
demonstrates a sophisticated level of understanding and analytical
capability, as you are not just presenting information but actively
interpreting and synthesizing it.

Proper paraphrasing also strengthens your voice as a writer. By translating
complex ideas into your own language, you maintain consistency in tone and
style throughout your paper, making your arguments more cohesive and
compelling. Furthermore, it helps to consolidate your knowledge of a subject,
forcing you to engage deeply with source material rather than simply skimming
it. This invaluable skill is a cornerstone of effective research and academic
integrity, preparing you for higher-level scholarly work and professional
communication.

FAQ Section

Q: What is the primary difference between
paraphrasing and summarizing?

A: Paraphrasing involves restating a specific passage or section of text in
your own words, maintaining roughly the same length as the original while
transforming the sentence structure and vocabulary. Summarizing, on the other
hand, involves condensing a longer piece of text (like an article, chapter,
or book) into a much shorter version that captures only the main ideas,
omitting most details. Both require understanding the original text and using
your own words, but their scope and length differ significantly.

Q: Do I need to cite common knowledge when
paraphrasing in MLA format?

A: No, you do not need to cite common knowledge. Common knowledge refers to
information that is generally known to an educated audience and can be found
in multiple sources without attribution (e.g., "The Earth revolves around the
sun" or major historical dates). However, if you are unsure whether a piece
of information is common knowledge, it is always safer to provide a citation
to avoid any potential issues of plagiarism.



Q: How many words can I take from an original source
before it's considered plagiarism, even if I cite
it?

A: There isn't a precise word count that dictates plagiarism. The core issue
is whether you are presenting someone else's original phrasing or ideas as
your own. If you use five or more words in a row that are identical to the
source, even with a citation, it should generally be enclosed in quotation
marks as a direct quote. Paraphrasing requires a significant rephrasing of
the entire passage into your own distinct words and sentence structure.
Simply changing a few words while maintaining the original sentence structure
is considered "patchwriting," which is a form of plagiarism.

Q: What should I do if a source has no author for
its in-text citation when I paraphrase?

A: If a source has no author, use a shortened title of the work in your in-
text citation. The title should be enclosed in quotation marks if it's a
short work (like an article) or italicized if it's a longer work (like a book
or website). For example, if you paraphrase from an article titled "The
Future of AI," your in-text citation might be ("Future of AI" 12). This
shortened title should then correspond to the full title in your Works Cited
entry.

Q: Can I use a combination of paraphrasing and
direct quotation in the same paragraph?

A: Yes, absolutely. It is common and often effective to combine paraphrasing
with direct quotations in the same paragraph or even within the same
sentence. For instance, you might paraphrase a researcher's general findings
and then insert a brief, impactful direct quote to emphasize a specific point
or original phrasing. Always ensure that both the paraphrase and the direct
quote are properly cited according to MLA guidelines, with quotation marks
around the direct quote.
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