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Best practices for citation guidance in 
virtual reference



Agenda
• Current citation help policies/use of library policy pages

➢ Susan Barb, QuestionPoint 24/7 Reference Staff Manager

• UK practices
➢ Sandra Clark, University of the West of England, Bristol 

➢ Emily White, University of Portsmouth 

• U.S. academic perspective
➢ Antoinette T. Avila, University of California, Irvine 

➢ Tina Mullins, Joseph P. Healey Library, University of Massachusetts Boston 

• U.S. statewide perspective (including academic and public librarians)
➢ Tamara Ottum, Answerland (Oregon’s online reference service)

• Open discussion among panellists and participants
➢ Wren Spangler (moderator) QuestionPoint Cooperative Coordinator



CURRENT CITATION PRACTICES



QuestionPoint 24/7 Reference Staff Manager

Susan Barb



Citation or Referencing Concerns

• Students expected librarians to edit or correct their 

citations

• Differing expectations of service in this area from our 

cooperative members

• Standardizing the level of service across the 

cooperative, using the policy pages and best 

practices.



Citation Assistance Survey

• Survey sent out last year in April to the 24/7 Advisory Board

• Questions asked:

• 1. How much help do you provide your students, and how 

much do you expect the 24/7 staff to give?

• 2. How do you feel about citation generators, such as EasyBib 

and Citation Machine?

• 3. Do you provide citation guides in your research guides and 

would you be willing to have a specific link to that so that we 

can go straight to your preferred source? 



24/7 Policies on Citation Help

• Verify the style format (MLA, APA, Chicago, Harvard, etc.).

• Check the policy page to see if there is a preferred citation guide.

• Assist in determining the type of source the patron is trying to cite.

• Provide the most appropriate guide, lead the student to the relevant 

section, and sometimes copy and paste the relevant example.

• Make a referral if the student needs more detailed guidance (i.e. to 

the instructor, to a writing center, to a homework help 



24/7 Policies on Citation Help

• We don't edit citations or create them for the students. We 

provide examples the student can follow, rather than giving our 

opinion on whether their citation is correct. This is in keeping 

with our policy of avoiding interpretation and not doing the 

student's work for them as specified in Section 3 of the Polices 

and Guidelines 

(http://wiki.questionpoint.org/w/page/13839422/247-

Policies#32GeneralGuidelines).

http://wiki.questionpoint.org/w/page/13839422/247-Policies#32GeneralGuidelines


ACADEMIC REFERENCING: 

UK PERSPECTIVE



Enquiry and Disability Services Librarian

University of the West of England

Sandra Clark



University specific styles – why?
• Harvard referencing (most common) is based on a British Standard

• Not very comprehensive!

• Academics were confused…so were students

• Local style to clarify – local to institutions and can vary significantly 



Reference interview and policy page!
• Not everyone in the UK uses Harvard – e.g. at UWE we also use 

OSCOLA, Chicago and MLA

• Make sure to ask the patron ‘which referencing style are you using?’ 

this information is usually given by tutors in course handbooks/via the 

VLE

• Check the policy page – UK academic libraries have been asked to 

put a link to referencing guidance in the Alerts section





How can chat Librarians help?

• Treat every interaction as a teaching opportunity

• Use your professional skills to identify what kind of 

material the student has

• Help students identify the best fit from their Library’s 

guidance



When to refer

• If you’ve checked the guidance and you’re still not sure

• If you’ve offered advice but would like a ‘home’ Librarian to 

confirm

• If it’s a unusual item that really doesn’t fit any of the 

guidance 



Assistant Librarian for Enquiries

University of Portsmouth 

Emily White
We are here 



Our students and referencing 

• Our students are asked to reference their work to an academic 

standard using the style specified by their department

• Their referencing will normally form part of their mark for that piece of 

work, often around 10%, so it is important that it is their own work

• Therefore we cannot proof read their referencing but we can offer 

guidance and answer specific questions

• The Library is seen as the experts on referencing within our institution 



Referencing styles used at Portsmouth 

APA 6th Edition

Our main referencing style used by the majority of our students

OSCOLA
The Oxford University Standard for Citation of Legal Authorities. Used by our Law students  

Vancouver

Used by our Pharmacy and Biomedical students 

Chicago

Used by our History students and supported within their department 



Our policy page guidance  



The resource you can use to help our students 

http://referencing.port.ac.uk/

http://referencing.port.ac.uk/






When to refer on … 

• If you aren’t sure what the source material is

• If you can’t find guidance for that source on Referencing@Portsmouth 

• If the student is using Chicago 

• If your not sure the information you are giving is 100% correct for our 

University 

You may also want to refer

• OSCOLA enquiries – there is some guidance on 

Referencing@Portsmouth but we often refer these on to the 

subject specific Librarians 



ACADEMIC PERSPECTIVE: U. S.



Service Manager of Ask a Librarian
University of California 

Antoinette Avila



I Need Help with Citing!

• Who? Our Students

• What formats? MLA, APA, Chicago/Turabian are 

most common

• Common Questions…



How We Help…

• Guide and Teach

• Refer! 

– Resources

• Library Research Guides 

• Websites such as OWL at Purdue

– Instructors and TAs

– Writing Centers



QuestionPoint Coordinator

University of Massachusetts Boston

Tina Mullins



How do I cite …?

• APA and MLA are the most used styles

• The most frequently asked questions are about 

– Finding citation information (date, page numbers)

– Missing information (no author)

– Citing websites and social media (Twitter, YouTube)

– Using citation tools, such as Mendeley and Zotero

– In text citations



Resources for our patrons

• Ask a Librarian http://umb.libanswers.com/

• Research Guides http://umb.libguides.com/citations

• Reading, Writing, and Study Strategies Center (RWSSC) 

http://rwssc.wikispaces.umb.edu/

• Graduate Writing Center (GWC) 

http://graduatewritingcenter.wikispaces.umb.edu/

http://umb.libanswers.com/
http://umb.libguides.com/citations
http://rwssc.wikispaces.umb.edu/
http://graduatewritingcenter.wikispaces.umb.edu/


Resources for all patrons

• APA Style Blog http://blog.apastyle.org/

• MLA Style Center https://style.mla.org/

• Purdue OWL https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/2/

• UNC Writing Center http://guides.lib.unc.edu/citing-

information/

• EasyBib Citation Guides http://www.easybib.com/guides/

http://blog.apastyle.org/
https://style.mla.org/
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/2/
http://guides.lib.unc.edu/citing-information/
http://www.easybib.com/guides/


STATEWIDE PERSPECTIVE: U. S.



Coordinator of Answerland

Oregon’s statewide virtual reference service

Tamara Ottum



Who’s asking?

• K-12 students

• College students

• Independent researchers & writers



“I need to cite…”

• Article from a database

• Web source (webpage, government report, article, etc.)

• Video or image

• Social media post

• Textbook or instructor’s lecture

Most common formats are MLA and APA



Tips for librarians

• Most questions can be answered with basic citation 

resources (OWL, LibGuides, database citation generators)

• For K-12 students, use the citation generator @ oslis.org

(*good teaching tool*)

• Be sure to listen (read) and work carefully! (It’s easy to mix 

up styles or send wrong style)

• When in doubt, refer to home library and/or instructor

http://oslis.org/


Q & A



QuestionPoint Cooperative Coordinator

Wren Spangler



Q & A



Thank you!


