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AAC Writing Center Resources – Common Knowledge 

Common knowledge can be defined as facts known by a large number of people. The following statement is an example of common knowledge: Walt Whitman is one of America’s most anthologized poets. 

A large number of people know this fact and consequently the above example does not need to be cited.

However, if you state anything not considered common knowledge, or make any statement that is an interpretation of the facts, you will have to cite your source. For example, the following statement would have to be cited: In the history of modern poetry, Walt Whitman has been a rallying cry, a battle ground, an inspiration, and a bad example. 

There are two reasons why the above example should be cited:

1) The thought and idea were found in Ellman and O’Clair’s Modern Poetry: A   Norton Reader (2nd Ed.). 

2) Ellman and O’Clair make an interpretation of the impact of Whitman’s work on the history of modern poetry. 

A quotation is any phrase or statement that is someone else’s exact words. To cite a quotation, simply put quotation marks around the statement in question and document the source using an appropriate style guide. You must always cite the author and the page number when using a quotation:

Ellman and O’Clair write, “Whitman eludes and sometimes exasperates us because, just as he prophesied, he has become part of our environment, the way we look at and thus create our world,” (1). 

OR

“In his poems, Whitman appears to be the archetypal over-reacher, and nothing human is alien to him,” (Ellman and O’Clair, 2). 
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