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	Evaluating Sources


Our libraries provide access to over 120,000 books and videos, millions of articles, and billions of web sites. Your critical evaluation skills are a vital part of doing effective research, whether it is for your classes or in your personal life.  There isn’t one perfect indicator of a source's usefulness or reliability, so you need to look at several factors contributing to your overall judgment.

All of the questions on this handout point to the whos, whats, wheres and whys of sources...  What does this source say?  Who says it?  Why do they say it?  What is their evidence?  Where did they find the information?  Why should readers believe it?  Is it known to be true?  Is it the whole truth?  Who else supports it?  Are their arguments reasonable?  

Pre-evaluation

Before you begin doing your research, think about what you’re looking for.  Your evaluation of each source will depend on the function you need each source to fulfill.

· Are you doing this search to get ideas, find factual information, support or refute a position, or something else?

· Does this topic require that you use the most recent information you can find?

· What kinds of sources (e.g. articles, books, government publications) are likely to provide reliable information and would be credible for this purpose?

Content (Accuracy, Scope, Suitability, Relevance)

· What interests you about this source?  How does it support your thesis?

· What is the purpose of the source: to provide new information, direct you to additional information, explain a concept, persuade you?

· Who is the audience: the general public, professionals, experts, scholars?

· What point-of-view, bias, or subjectivity is evident?  Is the information presented as fact, opinion, or both?  How does this impact the value of this source for your project?

· How comprehensive is the source?  Does it go into detail on just one aspect of this topic, or does it briefly discuss many aspects of the topic? How does this affect its usefulness to you?

· Does this source include an index leading you to pages on which specific topics are discussed?  

· Does it contain the kinds of features you need: charts, graphs, statistics, maps, glossaries, illustrations?

Credibility

· Is there biographical or professional information about the authors?  What experience do the authors have with this subject: do they have life experience in this subject, do they hold degrees in related disciplines, are they working in related professions?

· What affiliations do the authors have with related professional or educational organizations?  Is this important for your research?

· Is this source related to others you've found? Have other sources mentioned this author or this source? Does it include a forward or reviews by experts in this field?

· How does this source compare to others on this topic?  Does it agree or disagree with conventional wisdom, popular opinion, established scholarship, professional practice, etc.?

· Is a bibliography or works cited list included?  If so, are the works reputable and appropriate for this subject?  Can you use any of their sources for your research?  If no bibliography, do the authors reveal where they found their information?  

· Who is the publisher: a university, government organization, private entity, or a publishing company?  Does this indicate any bias or conflict of interest?

	(
	Evaluating Internet Sources


In addition to the evaluation issues for other resources, keep the following in mind when evaluating Internet resources.

Pre-evaluation

· Before you begin searching for sources on the Internet, think about how this information might differ from what you've found in print sources.  Are there reasons why the information might be on the Internet rather than published in a journal or book?  Are these reasons important?

Content

· What is the purpose of this site: to sell, inform, or persuade?  Sources hiding bias and subjectivity while claiming to be objective are common on the Internet.  How does its purpose affect its usefulness for your thesis?

· Are the links to outside resources relevant?

· What are the criteria for adding links from this site?  Can any site request a link?

· Are the links described or rated in some way?

· Do other reliable sites link to this one?  You can generate a list of web sites that link to it by doing a "power search" at <www.go.com>.  Ask at the Reference Desk for help with this.

· Is there advertising on the site?  Does this influence information found on the site?  Do the advertisements reveal any sort of bias or conflict of interest?

· Are there errors of fact, spelling, grammar or other indications of carelessness?

Credibility

· Is there contact information for the authors?

· What is the domain for this document?  Beware of misleading or similar URLs. Compare the following sites: www.pierce.com to www.pierce.ctc.edu ; www.harvard.com to www.harvard.edu ; and www.usda.gov to www.usda.com. Government sites end in .gov, educational sites end in .edu, commercial sites end in .com, non-profit sites end in .org.

· Is the organization that hosts this information known and respected?  Is there a conflict of interest in them presenting this information?  Will they benefit from you sharing their point of view?  For example, how suspicious would you be of an article titled “Eating Garlic Makes You Live Longer” if you found it on the web site of a garlic producer?  What if you found it on a garlic-lovers club web site?  How about if you found it on The American Medical Association web site?

Structure / Design

· Do the graphics serve a function or are they just decorative?  Do they supplement the information provided or do they guide (or mislead) your interpretations of the information?

· Is the appropriate technology used for the purpose at hand? Do images, graphics, sounds, and videos enhance and illustrate the information?

For more information… 

For additional help with and interactive tutorials for evaluating sources, look at these web sites:

Evaluating Internet Sites 101 <http://169.226.11.130/divs/usered/webeval/> by Carol Anne Germain and Laura Horn.

Finding And Reading The Best Sources <http://longman.awl.com/lester/activities_4.asp> by James Lester.

How to Critically Analyze Information Sources <http://www.library.cornell.edu/okuref/research/skill26.htm> by Joan Ormondroyd, Michael Engle, and Tony Cosgrave.

Question Content When:


Presents one-sided view that doesn’t acknowledge or respond to opposing views.


Outdated information or sources are used when timeliness matters.


Sweeping language and overclaims (overuse of words like always, never, every).


Claims and assertions are vague.





Question Credibility When:


There is no author information.


There is no bibliography or works cited list, so information can’t be verified.


Information about and reviews of this source are negative or can’t be found.





Question Content When:


Attempts to pull you in emotionally rather than intellectually. Uses anger or empathy instead of intellect.


Presents those with opposing views as wildly irrational rather than as people coming from a different perspective.


Links to outside sources are broken or outdated.


It looks flashy but offers little content.





Question Credibility When:


Authors aren’t identified or contact information is missing.


Subjectivity and conflicts of interest are evident.











Library faculty at the Reference Desks can help with your research in person or by phone at 964-6555 (Fort Steilacoom) or 840-8302 (Puyallup).  Stop by our web site <http://www.pierce.ctc.edu/Library/> for more information about our library or to use our library catalog and periodical indexes.
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