
Writing & Research Help
 @ the Norwell High School Library/Media Center

  
 Facts, Opinion, & Common Knowledge

   
Confused about when you need to cite your sources and how to avoid plagiarizing?  
Stop worrying: follow the steps below and you will be prepared to use proper in-text 
citations in your writing.
 
Ask yourself the following questions:
 

● Is this an opinion, an author’s interpretation or argument?  Yes, you will need to 
cite it.  If you paraphrase it, you do not put quotations around it; however, you will 
include a parenthetical citation at the end of your paraphrase. Remember, even if 
you write in your own words, the idea is not yours.  If you are using a direct quote, 
you must include quotation marks around the quote and a parenthetical citation.
Examples:  
paraphrase: In The Hot Zone, Richard Preston theorizes that both AIDS and 
the Ebola virus have resulted from the destruction of the tropical biosphere (Preston 310).
 
direct quote: “The emergence of AIDS, Ebola, and any number of other rainforest agents 
appears to be a natural consequence of the ruin of the tropical biosphere” (Preston 310).

 
● Is this a fact?  If so, you need to decide if it is common knowledge: 

1. generally or widely known fact that may be accepted as true without investigation 
or verification.  2. Basic, generally accepted information that is available in a 
multitude of sources
Examples of common knowledge facts:   

Brazil is the largest country in South America.
The American Civil War was a civil war fought in the United States between the years 

        1861 – 1865.
Woodrow Wilson was the 28th President of the United States, from 1913 to 1921.

 
Common knowledge facts can be found in at least three other sources.  As long as 
you write in your own words you do not need to cite common knowledge
facts.

● Be sure to cite or document facts that are not generally known or are unique.  
Statistics require a citation because they are not generally known.  If you cannot 
find the fact in three sources, you should cite it.

 
Whenever you are in doubt about whether to cite something, CITE IT!
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