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From The Little, Brown Compact Handbook 


Questions for evaluating sources

Relevance

■ Does the source devote some attention to your subject? Check whether the source focuses on your subject or covers it marginally, and compare the source’s coverage to that in other sources.

■ Is the source appropriately specialized for your needs? Check the source’s treatment of a topic you know something about, to ensure that it is neither too superficial nor too technical.

■ Is the source up to date enough for your subject? Check the publication date. If your subject is current, your sources should be, too.

Reliability

■ Where does the source come from? It matters whether you found the source through your library or directly on the Internet. (If the latter, see opposite and p. 404.) Check whether a library source is popular or scholarly. Scholarly sources, such as refereed journals and university press books, are generally deeper and more reliable.

■ Is the author an expert in the field? The authors of scholarly publications tend to be experts. To verify expertise, check an author’s credentials in a biography (if the source includes one), in a biographical reference, or by a keyword search of the Web.

■ What is the author’s bias? Every author has a point of view that influences the selection and interpretation of evidence. How do the author’s ideas relate to those in other sources? What areas does the author emphasize, ignore, or dismiss? When you’re aware of sources’ biases, you can attempt to balance them.

■ Is the source fair and reasonable? Even a strongly biased work should present sound reasoning, adequate evidence, and a fair picture of opposing views—all in an objective, calm tone. The absence of any of these qualities should raise a warning flag.

■ Is the source well written? A logical organization and clear, error-free sentences indicate a careful author.

Questions for evaluating Web sites

■ What type of site are you viewing? What does the type lead you to expect about the site’s purpose and content?

■ Who is the author or sponsor? How credible is the person or group responsible for the site?

■ What is the purpose of the site? What does the site’s author or sponsor intend to achieve?

■ What does context tell you? What do you already know about the site’s subject that can inform your evaluation? What kinds of support or other information do the site’s links provide?

■ What does presentation tell you? Is the site’s design well thought out and effective? Is the writing clear and error-free?

■ How worthwhile is the content? Are the site’s claims well supported by evidence? Is the evidence from reliable sources?

