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Abstract 

A ‘note’ is defined here as the usage of source citations and any additional 

explanations in a paper. The three most common ways of using such notes are 

reviewed: in-text citations and either foot- or endnotes. Currently, some papers 

and other pieces of writing in a number of disciplines have used such notes 

inappropriately, including in ways which interrupt the smooth flow of reading 

and distract the eye. Three aspects of inappropriate usage of notes are 

considered: misattribution of notes, multiple notes in a sentence, and excessive 

notes, especially additional explanations. Some guidelines are suggested which 

are useful for writing papers with appropriate notes to help the reader. 

I. Introduction 

Academic papers need source citations and additional explanations. Both are hereinafter 

commonly referred to as ‘notes’ in this article. The use of notes, especially source citations, is 

necessary for making a paper scholarly and to avoid allegations of plagiarism (Hyland, 1999; 

Bailey, 2011; Wardle and Downs, 2014; Mack, 2018; Pears and Shields, 2019).   

In written documents, credit to an original source can be made by summarizing, paraphrasing 

or quoting the relevant piece of text. Summarizing uses only a short passage reviewing the 

main points from a source (Fulwiler, 2002; Durant and Fabb, 2005; Kamler and Thomson, 

2006; Oshima and Hogue, 2007; Anker, 2009; Bailey, 2011). Paraphrasing reworks the original 

clauses or sentences by using synonyms (Fulwiler, 2002; Durant and Fabb, 2005; Anker, 2009; 

Bailey, 2011; Swales and Feak, 2012). Making a quotation takes the exact words from a source 
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without any change and is clearly indicated as such, by quotation marks for example (Anker, 

2009; Bailey, 2011). In each case, in-text notes or foot/endnotes need to be used in order to 

give credit to the original author(s) of the ideas or information cited (Fulwiler, 2002; Bailey, 

2011). 

Besides citing sources, a paper may also need to provide additional explanation, when the 

author wants to add something to the main points in the base text as a foot- or endnote (Fulwiler, 

2002; Jordan, 2003; Kothari, 2004; Kamler and Thomson, 2006; Kumar, 2011). In general, it 

can be extra or additional information or comments regarding the main argument in the article 

(Fulwiler, 2002; Jordan, 2003; Kothari, 2004; Kamler and Thomson, 2006; Kumar, 2011): 

including such material in the base text would lead to awkwardness and distract from the main 

message. 

However, there are no general rules for the use of such notes, especially in a sentence and on a 

page. Currently, it depends on individual scholars to develop a strategy and apply it in a 

consistent manner. Scholars in a number of disciplines have used notes in a way which leads 

to an imbalanced and unaesthetic look.  

Thus, the purpose of this paper is, first, to review the different types of system for using notes; 

and then to consider ways in which they may be used inappropriately. The paper concludes 

with proposals for some general rules on how to use them in an appropriate way. 

II. Current Systems of Academic Note Styles 

Many academic note styles have been created; however not all of them are commonly used. 

This section will provide an overview of the main types of note style and the ways in which 

they are used. It then considers the advantages and disadvantages of particular styles with 

special reference to specific disciplines. 

1. Note Styles 

There are three styles for using notes: (1) footnotes, (2) endnotes, and (3) in-text notes. 

Footnotes are where all notes, cited sources and additional explanations, are put at the bottom 

of the relevant page (Hartley, 2008; Evans, Gruba, and Zobel, 2014; Wyrick, 2017). Cited 

sources provide a long citation with full information (Lipson, 2011; Wyrick, 2017), with 

different formats being possible (see Section II.2). Endnotes are in the same form as footnotes, 

but are placed at the end of the document after the main body of the text (Jordan, 2003; Hartley, 

2008; Lipson, 2011).  
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In-text notes, also known as Harvard referencing (Day, 1995; Wray and Bloomer, 2006; 

Hartley, 2008; Bell, 2010; Evans et al., 2014), are another form of citation system. Reference 

to a particular source is made in the text itself by naming the author(s) and year of publication, 

with or without the relevant page(s), although the format varies with the publication’s in-house 

style (Perrin, 2009; Pears and Shields, 2019). The interested reader can then get further 

information about the source from a separate section2 at the end of the document, to follow up 

on if appropriate.  

There are two main ways for using in-text notes which this paper calls the ‘author-centered’ 

method and the ‘idea-centered’ method. 

The ‘author-centered’ method is a form of citing by mentioning the authors directly in the 

sentence. The author is the dominant actor of that sentence, which could be an active or passive 

agent. However, there is the need to make sure that such usage is grammatically correct and 

fits in the sentence (Swales and Feak, 2012; Roe and Ouden, 2018). Where an active agent, the 

author is the subject of the sentence, as illustrated in the following: Swales and Feak (2012: 

346) call this method ‘integral citation’. Where serving as a passive agent, the citation refers 

to the author(s) indirectly such as:  Thus this method is termed ‘integral citation’ by Swales 

and Feak (2012: 346).  

However, the latter seems rare given the current academic trend to favor the use of a clear 

subject; thus active voices are more used than passive voices (Durant and Fabb, 2005; Kamler 

and Thomson, 2006; Hartley, 2008; Evans et al., 2014; Greetham, 2019). Nevertheless, passive 

voices are unavoidable in some cases; moreover, scholars can diversify their writing by using 

them. The author-centered method generally employs summary, paraphrase, or quotation. 

Scholars use this method mainly for raising previous arguments for debate, supporting their 

arguments, and finding gaps in literature review for continuing their work. 

The ‘idea-centered’ method, also known as ‘non-integral citation’ (Swales and Feak, 2012: 

346),  is a form of citing by not mentioning the name of the author directly in a sentence. 

Instead, the source is inserted in parentheses, as illustrated in the foregoing sentence. The idea-

centered method is mainly used when authors synthesize and interpret ideas from one or more 

sources to justify their writing. 

 
2 Typically identified as the References, Citations or Bibliography section, depending on the publication 

involved. 
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Among these note styles, the order of cited sources should be taken into consideration where 

there are multiple ones for a particular point. This can be done in alphabetic order or by year

of publication. More logically, the latter is preferable: it shows the flow in the order of the 

publications from the old to the new, and readers can see the evolution of the debate in the 

issues involved. This contrasts with the use of alphabetic order.  

One issue common to all styles is whether to include page numbers in citations. Currently, it is 

still in debate (Hartley, 2008). In-text citations in sciences tend to leave out a specific page, 

unlike in the arts (Hartley, 2008). This paper suggests that whether to include a specific page 

depends on the type of the idea or information extracted from a source and how it is used in 

the sentence. In general, if it is an explanation made by summarizing or synthesizing a source, 

there is no need for a specific page.3 Likewise, when a writer cannot access the entire published 

paper but only a prepublication or an abstract of a paper, it is not possible to specific a particular 

page. However, a specific page is recommended when citing a specific idea or piece of 

information from a source in a sentence.4 This will be helpful for the reader to trace and verify 

the extracted idea or information.  

The need for citing a specific page to ensure verification is showcased in legal writing. Legal 

scholars use (legal) references as evidence to support their structural arguments in a paper 

(Slomanson, 1987; Kay, 1990; Becker, 1996). Thus they tend to put a specific page number or 

law article to indicate the bases for their arguments. This will enable the reader to trace and 

verify the sources used. Further, this also helps to increase the reader’s trust in the proposed 

arguments as having a serious basis. Thus, legal writing tends to use a specific page rather than 

leaving it out.5 

2. Citation Styles

Notes, simply speaking, are only a way for easy recognition of sources and other extra 

information. They do not have strict rules to follow. One can write them in one’s own particular 

way. However, in order to have consistency in writing a paper, a group of scholars, academic 

associations, have tried to create specific styles of notes for their disciplines (Hartley, 2008; 

Lipson, 2011). So far, many academic citation styles have been created for different disciplines 

3 For instance, if the overall data or argument of a source paper cannot be assigned to a specific page. 
4 Likewise, citing a specific page is optional in the case of paraphrasing or summarizing a particular 

portion of a source. 
5 This is another reason why legal writing uses the foot/endnote system: including the page number in 

in-text notes adds to the length of these and further prolongs the sentence and paragraph. 
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(Hartley, 2008; Lipson, 2011). The frequently used ones are those of the American Psychology 

Association (APA),6 the Modern Language Association (MLA),7 the Chicago Manual of Style 

(CMS),8 Bluebook,9 and the Modern Humanities Research Association (MHRA).10  

These citation styles are used in various disciplines. For example, APA is used for social and 

behavioral sciences; MLA is for the humanities, especially in teaching and literature; whilst 

MHRA is used in the humanities, especially for European languages and literature. The CMS 

notes system of foot/endnotes is also used in the humanities (literature, history, and arts); 

while its author-date system of in-text citation is common in the sciences and social 

sciences.11 Bluebook is mainly used in law, particularly for the US legal system. Currently, 

these citation styles are the dominant conventions for these disciplines. 

3. Advantages and Disadvantages of the Various Alternatives

The three systems of notes each have their pros and cons in use. Foot/endnotes can achieve 

consistency of using notes if compared with in-text notes (Kamler and Thomson, 2006; Lipson, 

2011). Thus they put both the cited sources and additional explanations together at the bottom 

of the relevant page or at the end of the document (Wray and Bloomer, 2006; Hartley, 2008; 

Evans et al., 2014; Wyrick, 2017). This means that these do not affect the flow of the text much 

(Kamler and Thomson, 2006; Lipson, 2011; Smith, 2016). 

On the other hand, in-text notes are a mix of both: cited sources are put in the appropriate 

sentence of the text, while any additional explanatory notes (with further citations where 

necessary) are placed as foot/endnotes (Fulwiler, 2002; Wyrick, 2017). In-text notes are 

economical by using a shorter form, namely the author-date style as mentioned above, if 

compared with foot/endnotes. 

The distraction in reading texts between foot/endnotes and in-text notes depends on each 

scholar’s thinking. Some scholars consider that in-text notes do not cause much distraction if 

the reader skips reading these (Kamler and Thomson, 2006; Perrin, 2009; Bell, 2010; Evans et 

al., 2014; Smith, 2016), and that foot/endnotes can discourage readers (Hartley, 1999, 2008; 

Jordan, 2003; Luey, 2010; Bell, 2010; Smith, 2016). Instead, other scholars see that 

6 https://apastyle.apa.org/index (accessed August 3, 2019). 
7 https://www.mla.org/ (accessed August 3, 2019). 
8 https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/home.html (accessed August 3, 2019). 
9 https://www.legalbluebook.com/ (accessed August 3, 2019). 
10 http://www.mhra.org.uk/ (accessed August 3, 2019). 
11 https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html (accessed August 3, 2019). 

https://apastyle.apa.org/index
https://www.mla.org/
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/home.html
https://www.legalbluebook.com/
http://www.mhra.org.uk/
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html
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foot/endnotes can make sentences more compact and close together; thus they make reading 

smooth and easy to capture connected ideas in a paragraph (Greetham, 2001; Kamler and 

Thomson, 2006; Smith, 2016).Thus, in-text notes can create problems for readers trying to 

capture the meaning of a paragraph through skimming if it has many citations (Day, 1995; 

Hartley, 2008; Smith, 2016). 

Despite this, the choice between foot/endnotes and in-text notes depends on each discipline, as 

noted above. Some disciplines, not having many long names of documents for citing or many 

additional explanations, tend to use in-text notes, while other disciplines that have these tend 

to use foot/endnotes.  

Legal writing serves as an exemplar of the latter, favoring the use of foot/endnotes over in-text 

notes. Apart from the desirability of citing specific pages in target documents, noted above, the 

need to refer to legal documents (primary sources such as constitutions, treaties, laws, 

regulations, case law, etc.) with lengthy titles strongly argues against the use of in-text notes. 

Also, legal scholars always analyze and synthesize several sources and use them for supporting 

the structural arguments in their papers (Slomanson, 1987; Kay, 1990; Becker, 1996). If there 

is something that seems to affect the interpretation of an argument or a complicated idea, they 

will be put in the foot/endnotes to preserve the smooth logical flow of the train of thoughts as 

the main focus in writing. 

Thus, legal writing often has more primary sources with long citations and additional 

explanations than other fields. Therefore, when only in-text citation is used, a paper faces two 

issues: (1) long sentences and paragraphs and (2) inconsistency of note usage. First, when in-

text citation is used, for the consistency of note usage, the long names of the legal documents, 

as described above, would also be used. If they are cited in text and there are several sources, 

including additional explanations, they will prolong sentences and paragraphs in an unaesthetic 

way. This makes reading difficult and an obstacle to easy understanding. Long sentences and 

paragraphs are contrary to the current academic trend in writing in clear and concise language 

(Hem, 2017, 2020). Thus, in-text citations of legal documents are not appropriate. Instead, the 

use of foot/endnotes is recommended to avoid such problems.12 

12 The footnote system is better than the use of endnotes because the reader can find the note texts easily 

at the bottom of the page and then return to the base text immediately. Thus this will not cut off the 

train of thought of the reader, in contrast to the situation with endnotes. 
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However, in order to make in-text citations usable for this field, the separation of sources 

between scholarly works and legal documents can be applied.13 Scholarly works (e.g. legal 

textbooks, reviews and opinions; research papers) are cited in the base text while the legal 

documents and additional explanations are put in foot/endnotes. This reduces the excessive 

cites of the long names of legal documents, long sentences and paragraphs, in the base text. In 

spite of this, the paper still faces inconsistent usage of notes between scholarly works and legal 

documents, sometimes resulting in imbalanced aspects. 

III. The Inappropriate Uses of Notes

As mentioned in the Introduction, there are no specific rules regarding the use of notes:  to at 

least some extent, it depends on what individual writers think is appropriate. It is recommended 

that sources are cited as many times as possible if others’ data and ideas are to be properly 

recognized (Pears and Shields, 2019). However, excessive notes can be off-putting for the 

reader.  

This article considers three forms of the inappropriate use of notes: (1) misattribution of notes; 

(2) multiple notes in a sentence; and (3) longer notes than base text in a page. 

1. The Misattribution of Notes

This can occur when authors put all relevant notes at the end of a sentence. This may serve to 

create a smooth flow for both the writer and the reader. However, not all sentences have only 

one note and not all notes should be put at the end of a sentence. Thus different parts of a 

sentence might need their own specific citation, which should be given accordingly; otherwise, 

it may cause confusion to the reader. This can be avoided by a clear indication where such 

attributions are credited to the appropriate part of the sentence. 

However, multiple sets of notes within a sentence should be avoided as much as possible except 

for exceptional cases. They should be used sparingly, otherwise, the writing falls into another 

trap in the inappropriate usage of notes, as considered in the next section. 

2. Too Many Separate Notes in a Sentence

This may result from trying to avoid the foregoing problem. Multiple notes in a sentence give 

rise to an inappropriate look in a paper. In the foot/endnote system, several note numbers appear 

13 Editor’s note: Such a ‘hybrid’ usage is the practice in CJIS, to allow cross-disciplinary consistency 

according to a common practical formatting style. 
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in a sentence, with separate entries at the bottom of the page or the end of the piece of work. 

For in-text notes, multiple cited sources break up the sentence in the base text; if there is 

additional explanation, the citation appears in the main body of the text whilst this, possibly 

with some additional references, appears in the foot/endnote. 

Writers employ various kinds of sentences in order to diversify their writing, although it is 

generally recommended to use simple ones (Kane, 2000; Hartley, 2008; Bailey, 2011; 

Greetham, 2019). Citations may apply for the information or ideas associated with particular 

clauses in a sentence, the more so if it is a compound, complex, or compound-complex one. 

Thus, writers need to pay attention to whether the individual citations refer to specific words 

or phrases or to particular clauses or the sentence as a whole, and the notes attributed 

accordingly. 

For example, consider when a writer wants to explain some key word or phrase in a sentence 

as an extra note, whilst the idea of the sentence is taken from another source. In this case, one 

note refers specifically to the word or phrase in question,14 while the more general source is 

inserted as appropriate for its attribution in that sentence, typically at the end. Likewise, when 

citing sources for a series of words, phrases or clauses with different explanations or sources, 

each should have their own notes to avoid confusion (see for example the first paragraph in 

Section II.2 above).  

For a long list, three sets of notes in a sentence would seem acceptable; more than this will 

affect the aspect of paper. For in-text notes, in particular, too many citations are likely act as 

signposts and/or bus-stops that may interrupt or distract the reader and block the smooth flow 

of reading the text. The reader cannot capture the train of thoughts of the writer, or their own 

train of thoughts is temporarily cut off or lost, if they read or follow up the notes. To avoid this 

problem, shorter sentences can be used, each dealing with a particular piece of information or 

idea and a citation of the relevant source(s).  

3. The Use of Excessively Long Notes

Many authors, especially in legal writing, have used long notes and additional explanations in 

footnotes: in some cases, the note texts are longer than the main body of the text, which makes 

the document appear unbalanced. This is not so disruptive in the case of endnotes; and is likely 

14 Inverted commas (‘…’) are usually used to make this clear to the reader, or “…” in the case of a 

phrase quoted from specific source. 
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to be a minor problem for in-text notes, where the author would instead write a subsidiary 

paragraph. 

With regard to foot/endnotes, it is suggested that these should not be longer than the base text, 

especially in the footnote system.  As mentioned earlier, they affect the balance of an academic 

paper if they are longer than the base text. Thus, this paper would suggest footnote texts should 

be a maximum of one or two thirds of the base text; in exceptional cases, a half a page would 

be acceptable.  

The length of a page’s footnotes can be kept to a minimum by avoiding the need to mention 

what is common knowledge (Wray and Bloomer, 2006; Bailey, 2011; Blakesley and 

Hoogeveen, 2012; Roe and Ouden, 2018; Greetham, 2019; Pears and Shields, 2019). Where 

there is uncertainty about whether an idea is common or not and if it can be traced to a source, 

then the latter should be cited in order to avoid allegations of plagiarism.  

Another important consideration is whether any additional explanation is important or not: if 

it is of key significance, then it should be integrated into the base text where appropriate. This 

will reduce the surplus of notes in the final publication.  

IV. Conclusions

The present paper makes some basic proposals on the appropriate usage of notes in an academic 

paper. In part, this is based on the concept of aesthetics in paper writing and the need for reader-

friendly products. Thus, whilst a paper might have a good content, poor presentation may 

initially deter readers from reading it. Thus, the appropriate usage of notes is an important 

aspect of the writing of a paper to attract a wider target audience.  

However academic writings need to correctly cite the work of others relevant to the topic under 

consideration; and how and why they interpreted the latters’ findings. Thus, writing is an art of 

text arrangement for achieving this (Hem, in preparation). This paper suggests guidelines about 

the use of citations and supplementary notes which serve to convey and support the messages 

(data, ideas and/or arguments of others) to readers so that the latter can better understand the 

meaning and importance of a particular piece of work and how it has been interpreted.  
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