How to Evaluate Information Sources

When you are evaluating political stories which you heard on the news, FactCheck.org can sometimes help you sort out fact from fiction. 

When using electronic documents found on the World Wide Web, the evaluation process is more important than ever since anyone who has an account on a computer linked to the Internet can put up a home page or a World Wide Web document. They don't have to be intelligent or knowledgeable, scholarly or authoritative, and in many cases, the "information" they put on these pages does not have to pass any kind of scrutiny or editing process by their Internet service provider. 

Many institutional or organizational Web sites include statements about the type and source of information which is provided on their home pages, as well as the purpose of the organization itself. If this information is not offered, be especially careful about evaluating the data you find there. 

Source of the Information

· Where did this information come from? 

· Who put it there? 

Authority of the Source

· What qualifications does this person or organization have to talk on this topic? 

· What other information can you find about the author or organization responsible for the content of this web page? 

Purpose of the Document 

· Does the author claim this page to be fact or is s/he trying to persuade you of something? 

· To whom is the author of this page talking? To scholars and experts? To students? To anyone who will listen? 
Where to Look for Source of the Information, Authority of the Source, and Purpose of the Document:

· On a web page, look near the top and the bottom of the page for this information. 

· For organizations, there's often a link called "About the ______ Association" or "About Us" or something similar which leads to a page explaining what the organization's mission is, when and how it was founded and so forth. Read it for clues. 

· For a single person/author, there might be information about the person's educational background or his/her research or other qualifications for speaking on this topic. There might be a link to his/her faculty or professional web pages. 

· Remember that a URL which has a ~ in it is almost always someone's personal home page, as opposed to an organization's official page. 

· To read about tricks sometimes used by people trying to persuade you of their own points of view, visit http://www.propagandacritic.com/)
· If you can find no information on these areas, be very wary. If so, don't use it in a class paper or project.   

Objectivity of the Author(s)

· Does the author or the organization s/he represents have an obvious bias concerning the topic? 

· Does the author or the organization represent a particular point of view? (The Catholic Church, the National Organization for Women, the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company, the Republican or Democratic Party, etc.) If you don't know the answer to this question, be sure to read the "About the _________ Association" page. 

· Do they present facts and arguments for both sides of a controversial issue or only their own point of view? 

Currency of the Information 

· Can you tell when the web page was originally created? When it was last updated? 

· Is this a topic on which it's important that you have up-to-date information (science, medicine, news, etc.) or one where it is not as important that information be recent (history, literature, etc.)? 

Where to Look:
· Look near the top and the bottom of the page to see if any publication date, copyright date or "date last modified" is indicated. 

· Look for other indications that the page is kept current. Is there a "What's New" section? 

· If statistical data or charts are included, be especially careful to notice what dates are represented there and when the data was collected or published. 

Completeness of the Information

· Are you viewing an entire text or a selection from a fuller document? 

· If what you are viewing is a selection from another document, is there a reference or a link to the original document in case you want more detail? 

Where to Look:
· Look near the beginning and the end of the document you're viewing to see if a citation is given to a fuller document. 

· Check the links within the text of the document itself to see if any lead you to a more complete version of the document. 

Relevance of the Document to Your Information Need 

· Does the information you found really answer the questions you had or does it simply contain some of the same words and phrases as your topic? 
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