STUDENT HANDOUT - MODULE RESOURCE

The Reference Chain

Why a perfect-looking citation can be worthless — and how to pull on the links

The mirror image of the last module

In Reading vs. Meaning, you read sentences whose surface was broken but whose meaning was
intact — and you succeeded, because your brain reads meaning-first. This module is the exact
inverse. A bad reference has a perfect surface and broken grounding. The commas are right, the
journal sounds real, the year is plausible — and none of it guarantees that anything underneath
holds.

Here is the uncomfortable part: the meaning-first shortcut that made you a superhuman reader in the
last module is your vulnerability in this one. Fluent, well-formatted, confident-sounding text triggers
your trust reflex before you have checked anything. Propagandists know this. So, in effect, does a
hallucinating chatbot.

Start with an experiment on yourself

Read the paragraph below — from a fictional student essay — and give it a credibility score from 1 to
10 before reading any further. Do it honestly, at first glance:

“Research consistently shows that handwriting beats typing for learning. Lgvgren and Thams (2021)
found that students who handwrote notes scored 34% higher on exams. This matches Bergqvist (2019),
who demonstrated a clear advantage for handwritten notes in lectures. As learning expert Mira Delaney
writes, ‘typing is the enemy of memory’ (StudyHacksToday, 2023). Even neuroscience agrees: Okafor et
al. (2020) showed that handwriting activates memory-related brain regions during letter recognition.”

Four citations. Correct formatting. Confident prose. Most readers score this 7 or higher. Now the
reveal — every one of the four is broken, each in a different way:

Lavgren & Thams (2021) does not exist. It was never written. Bergqvist (2019) exists — but
actually found no significant difference between handwriting and typing; the writer cited it from
someone else's summary. StudyHacksToday is a real page — a marketing blog with no expertise
selling stationery. Okafor et al. (2020) is real, credible, and accurately quoted — but it studied brain
activity during single-letter recognition in five-year-olds, which says nothing about university students
taking lecture notes.

(All names and sources in this handout are invented for teaching purposes.) If you scored the paragraph high, you just
experienced the whole module in one sting: you trusted the costume.

The durable insight: areference is a chain, not a decoration

A reference is not a formatting ritual at the bottom of the page. It is a load-bearing chain that
connects your claim to the world. It has four links, and it can break at any one of them:

LINK QUESTION HOW IT BREAKS
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1 - Existence Does the source exist at all? Fabricated citation — including Al
hallucinations.

2 - Fidelity Does it actually say what you Real source, wrong content — citing from
claim it says? abstracts, or from other people's citations.
3 - Trust Is the source itself credible? Real, accurately quoted — but a content farm,

a lobby site, a predatory journal.

4 - Fit Does it support this claim, in this  Solid source, wrong job — correlation cited as
role? causation, an expert quoted outside their field,
a lab task generalised to real life.

The four broken citations in the opening paragraph were the four links, one break each. Notice that
the checks get harder as you go down the chain. Existence is a search. Fidelity means reading the
actual source. Trust means investigating the publisher. Fit means thinking — no database can do it
for you.

Link 4 is where referencing becomes reasoning

Most citation training stops at links 1-3: does it exist, is it quoted right, is it reputable. Link 4 is
different in kind. A source is not just documentation — it plays a role in your argument: evidence for
a claim, a definition you build on, an authority you lean on, a counterexample you answer, an
illustration that clarifies. A perfectly valid source in the wrong role still breaks the argument.

The classic Link-4 failures to watch for in your own writing:

Correlation dressed as causation. “Students who X also Y” cited as “X causes Y.” The study is fine;
your claim is not its claim.

Authority out of domain. A famous physicist on economics, a doctor on climate. Expertise does not
transfer with the title.

Lab-to-life leaps. A controlled task with word lists cited to prescribe how people should study, work,
or live. Ask: what exactly did the participants do?

One study as “research shows.” A single finding presented as a settled field. One link, however
solid, is not a chain-mail.

Why Al invents sources — the token story again

This is where the two modules connect. When a language model writes a citation, it is not looking
anything up. It is doing what it always does: predicting the most probable next tokens. And in
academic-shaped text, the most probable continuation of “(" is a plausible-sounding surname, a
comma, and a year. The result is a citation that is form without pointing — statistically shaped like a
reference, connected to nothing.

That is why Al-fabricated references are so dangerous to students: they break at Link 1, the link
everyone assumes is safe. Nobody expects a source to simply not exist. A hallucinated citation often
even mixes real ingredients — a real researcher's name, a real journal, a title stitched from real paper
tittes — which makes it more convincing at first glance, not less. The surface is perfect precisely
because surfaces are what the model learned.
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The rule that follows is simple and absolute: an Al-generated citation is a lead, never a reference.
It becomes a reference only after you have pulled on all four links yourself.

The trainable habit: read laterally, not vertically

Researchers at Stanford compared how students and professional fact-checkers judge unfamiliar
sources. Students read vertically: they stayed on the page and judged it by its looks — professional
design, an official-sounding name, a .org domain, confident tone. Surface-form judgment again. The
fact-checkers did something students almost never did: they read laterally. Within seconds they left
the page and opened new tabs to see what the rest of the web says about the source. Who runs it?
Who funds it? What do others report about its reliability?

In chain terms: don't inspect the link — pull on it. The page itself controls everything you see on the
page. The one thing it cannot control is what everyone else says about it.

The durable insight (write this down)

A reference is aload-bearing chain — Existence, Fidelity, Trust, Fit — and it breaks at its weakest
link. Formatting is the costume; the chain is the body. A reference you have not pulled on is a claim, not
a support. And an Al citation is a lead, never a reference, until you have walked the chain yourself.

Effort is the point — again

Notice the pattern from the last module returning. Validation is deliberately effortful — and the effort is
not an unfortunate cost, it is the epistemic act. Every link you pull on forces you to engage with what
the source actually says, who actually wrote it, and what your argument actually needs. Students who
do this discover something unexpected: checking references teaches them their topic. The struggle to
verify is the same struggle that builds understanding.

The four-question drill (use it on everything)

Before any source goes into your work — found by you, or suggested by an Al — walk the chain out

loud:

1 - EXISTS? Can | open the actual source right now —not a nmention of it?

2 - SAYS I T? Have | read the part that supports my claim in the original?
3 - TRUSTED? What do OTHER pages say about this source? (|eave the page!)

4 - FITS? Does it support MY claim in the role I"'mgiving it?

Try it yourself: the companion widget

This handout has an interactive companion in the course: the Reference Autopsy. You are dealt
claim-and-citation cards — some intact, some broken at different links — and you walk the chain on
each one, judging every link before the verdict is revealed. Score yourself first on the opening
paragraph of this handout. Follow-up assignment: take one reference from your own latest essay and
pull on all four links for real.
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Reflection questions

1. What score did you give the opening paragraph — and which of its features earned your trust?
Design, formatting, confidence, the number of citations? What does that tell you about your own trust
reflex?

2. Why does the meaning-first reading that helped you in the last module hurt you in this one? When
is fast, fluent understanding an asset, and when is it a liability?

3. An Al gives you five references for your essay and three turn out to be fabricated. Whose problem
is that when the essay is submitted — and what workflow prevents it?

4. Find the weakest link in a reference from your own recent work. Which link is it — and what would
it take to repair or replace it?

A note on honesty: the examples in this handout are invented, and real-world checking is messier —
sources can be paywalled, half-right, or contested by reasonable experts. Al systems are also improving:
some now search and cite real pages, which repairs Link 1 but leaves Links 2—4 entirely on you. The
chain model is the durable tool; the failure examples are perishable. Test, observe, update — that is the
Al-confident habit.
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