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Objectives

COMMON ERROR
Identification of the common 
errors committed by graduate 
students.
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DETECTION
Assessing the competency of 
graduate students in adopting 
the APA citation style in 
referencing. 

INFORMATION LITERACY
Improving of the Information Literacy 
Program of the Library.



Hello!
I am Joseph Yap

I am here because I want to share the 
results of my on-going study.

You can find me at my IG account:

@josephmyap
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Joseph M. Yap
Reference Librarian

Subject Librarian for GSB, GSE, GSPP
Nazarbayev University Library

Email: joseph.yap@nu.edu.kz



1.
Background
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“
They said “mistakes in referencing 

may happen, but they can be 
avoided.”

How? 
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In 2018, a group of librarian-researchers 
from NU started analyzing the reference 

lists of theses submitted in an open 
repository and found out numerous errors.

Yap, J.M., Groen, C., Kamilova, Y., Terzi, P., & Zvonareva, D. (2018). What went wrong? A
five-school review of master’s theses reference list. Reference Librarian. 59(4):225-234. doi:10.1080/02763877.2018.1503989.



Four components of a reference list

▷ Author

▷ Publication Date

▷ Title of Source 

▷ Retrieval Information
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Example

Telegenov, K., Tlegenov, Y., & Shintemirov, A. (2015). A 
low-cost open-source 3-D-printed three-finger gripper 
platform for research and educational purposes. 
IEEE Access, 3:638–647. 
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2015.2433937
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Author      Publication Date     Title of Source   Retrieval Information



“Qualitative 
measure of impact, 

influence, or 
quality.”

Citation Analysis
The reference list is a symbol of the content of the 
intellectual work (Hellqvist, 2009). It builds the context of 
the research as interpreted by the researcher. Because 
referencing is a product of citations, this is part and parcel 
of citation analysis.
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https://libguides.library.curtin.edu.au/measure-impact



20 master’s theses 
which received a high 
evaluation and was 
uploaded in a public 
repository in 2018. 
The reference list 
was reviewed in 
2019.

The data
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Results 
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Year Number of 
graduates

Number of 
theses 

uploaded 
in the 

repository

Number of 
theses 

reviewed

Average 
number of 
references 

cited

Average 
number of 

errors 
found

2019 90 20 20 67.4 42.5
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1 55 52 95%
2 55 35 64%
3 76 49 64%
4 56 46 82%
5 145 21 14%
6 92 37 40%
7 111 46 41%
8 115 106 92%
9 62 27 44%

10 72 40 56%

Thesis Number Number of references 
used

Number of presumed 
errors from the reference 

list

% of error

11 75 49 65%
12 71 48 68%
13 64 64 100%
14 57 37 65%
15 45 18 40%
16 55 42 76%
17 81 26 32%
18 68 33 49%
19 40 37 93%
20 37 37 100%

In 2019, the highest number of references used in a thesis is 145 with a 14% error in the reference
list. The lowest number of references used in a thesis is 37 where all of them are considered
mistakes which brings to a 100% error rate.



Comparison between 2018 and 2019
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Year Number of 
graduates

Number of 
theses 
uploaded in 
the 
repository

Number of 
theses 
reviewed

Average 
number of 
references 
cited

Average 
number of 
errors 
found

2018 and 
below

224 36 18 56.17 31.22

2019 90 20 20 67.4 42.5

Percent of Increase 20% 36%
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Author

Date

Source Title

Retrieval Information
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Common Errors (Author)
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▷ Incomplete author details

▷ Names not inverted

▷ Corporate (group) author 
not spelled out (No 
abbreviations in the 
reference list)

▷ No need to mention the 
first names of the authors 
unless there are two 
different authors with the 
same surname and first 
name initials.

▷ Use of “and” and “&” for 
multiple authors



Common Errors (Publication 
Date)
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▷ Incomplete publication 
date details for magazines 
and other source types

▷ Wrong placement of 
month and year for 
magazine / newsletter 
sources



Common Errors (Title)
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▷ Forgot to italicize titles

▷ Forgot to name the title of 
the source

▷ Abbreviated or 
incomplete journal titles

▷ Journal titles are written 
in lowercase letters

▷ Incorrect use of uppercase 
and lowercase letters



Most students commit this 
error in titles
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Common Errors (Retrieval 
Information)

18

▷ Missing place of 
publication

▷ No volume or issue 
number

▷ No doi

▷ Wrong permalinks or 
incomplete URL

▷ Date of retrieval 
unnecessary

▷ ISBN unnecessary

▷ Incomplete pagination

▷ Exclusion of “pp” to 
indicate page numbers for 
edited books

Place of 
Publication

DOI

Place of 
Publication



Conclusions

Last

The errors suggest 

that there should be an 

intensive collaboration 

between the schools, 

the writing center, and 

the library. 

First

The number of errors 

that increased from 

2018 to 2019 implies 

that there is a need to 

review the 

competencies of 

students when it 

comes to using APA for 

citation/referencing.

Second

Majority of the 

students neglect the 

citation format as they 

focus more on content 

of their work. These 

errors will affect not 

only their future as it is 

already digitally 

available like a 

footprint but also the 

image of the 

university.
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Recommendations



▷ Strengthen the IL program by 
collaborating with the faculty 
members teaching research and 
literature review/literature search 
(research seminar/methods class).

▷ Collaborate with the Writing 
Center (ongoing discussion) on 
how to improve the citation and 
referencing / avoiding plagiarism.
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▷ Improve the IL module on citation 
and referencing by adding more 
concrete examples.

▷ Creation of a LibGuide devoted for 
common errors in APA citation. 
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Questions?

Thank you for 
your attention.

Joseph M. Yap
Reference Librarian

Information Literacy Coordinator
Subject Librarian for GSB, GSE, GSPP

Nazarbayev University Library

Email: joseph.yap@nu.edu.kz
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