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Evaluating Sources 

Evaluating Sources 

(According to MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th ed.) 

Authority 

 Peer review 

Most scholarly journals and academic book publishers are committed to a policy of consultant 
review (Peer review). Each consultant reads the work and sends to the publisher a report 
evaluating the manuscript. In the scholarly journals, there is always an editorial board that review 
the manuscript before publishing. 

 

 Internet sources 

Assessing internet resources is a challenge. Whereas the print publications are generally issued by 
reputable publishers, relatively few electronic publications have comparable authority. 

 

 What to look for 

- Author  
Whenever you consult a source, print or electronic, make sure that the author of the document 
or the person or group responsible for the publication of site is identified. Some publications 
indicate an author's credentials in the field by including relevant biographical information. On 
the web, you may fine the author's credentials by following a link that lists personnel 
responsibility for the site. You may also consult book review index or digest or search the bet to 
find information about the author. 

 
- Text 

If you are working with historical documents or literary texts that exist in various versions, 
make sure to use reliable versions. The task of an editor is to compare and evaluate versions 
and then produce a version that is historically authoritative. You must look for the text with an 
editor. 
 

- Editorial policy 
Take note of the entire work or site even if you are only interested in a particular document 
within it. Look at the editorial board which is an evidence that the document went under 
consultant review. 

 
- Publisher of sponsoring organization 

The publisher should be stated, either a printed material like books or journals, or the internet 
where you look for the domain. To determine the kind of organization from which a web site 
comes, you have to not the last part of the domain name: org for organization, com for 
commercial, edu for educational institutions, org for nonprofit organization, gov for 
governmental agency. A site with edu is surely a reliable site, whereas a site with com could be 
for advertisements or can offer helpful information. 
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Evaluating Sources 

 

Accuracy and verifiability 

If you are evaluating scholarly material, check the work's sources and make sure they are indicated. The 

titles in the list might also tell you something about the breadth of the author's knowledge of the subject. 

The author of a web publication might supply hyper textual links to the sources. Sometimes the 

document gives you an e-mail address so you can get further information. 

 

Currency 

The publication date of a print source suggests how current the work is. Online documents and sites have 

continuous updating. When considering any sources, be sure at least one date is assigned to it.  

 
 
Websites 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

  

CRITERIA QUESTIONS CLUES TO LOOK FOR 

 
Is the author clearly identified? Author is not necessarily the same 

person as the web master. 

 Is there a way to contact the author? Via email, traditional mail, request on 
the site for feedback? 

 
Is this a personal, government, 
commercial or organization? 

Look at the domain name in the URL.  

.gov      government 

.edu      education 

.org      non-profit 

.mil      military 

.net      network 

.com      commercial 

.au .uk           foreign country 

~       a personal web page 

ACCURACY How is the coverage on the subject? Summary, abstract, full document? 

 Are there links to other sources? Hyperlinks 

 Are there references to works consulted? References, works cited, or bibliography 

 Can the information be verified?  Are the 
claims backed up with evidence? 

Check the information with another 
web site, a book, a journal or an expert. 

 What Is the quality of the writing? Any spelling, grammatical mistakes? 
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 CRITERIA QUESTIONS CLUES TO LOOK FOR 

OBJECTIVITY What is the purpose of this web page? 
To inform, report, entertain, sell an idea, 
or persuade? 

 To whom is this page directed? Is it 
directed to a particular interest group? 

Who is the intended audience?  Is it 
referring to certain readers? 

 What opinions are expressed?   
Are there any hidden messages? 

Biases, stereotypes, words that might 
provoke readers, advertising that is using 
the site to sell things. 

CURRENCY 
When was it first created?  Updated? 
Copyrighted? Reference to more current 
sites?  

Dates, references to dates, copyrights 

 Can you tell if this is a primary or a 
secondary source? 

If it is a secondary source and the event 
occurred recently, the web page will 
most likely be factual.  If time has 
passed, the web page is likely to be more 
reflective and interpretative. 

 Are the links up-to-date? Dead links? Apply the three-click rule to 
links. 

 
Is the information up-to-date, if it applies. 
Is the site well maintained, vital and 
relevant to the topic? 

Check with sources in other formats such 
as journals, books, teachers and 
librarians. 

DESIGN Is it easy to move around this site? 
Links: icons, words to help move from 

page to page.  
A site map? A “table of contents” 

 

Is it easy to read, to follow and is it 
attractive to look at?  
Does the graphic add to the text or 
detract from it? 

Font styles, sizes, use of colors and 
design elements 
Appropriate use of graphic? 
Balanced presentation? 

 Is the information well organized? The same rules of written organization 
for papers that you write. 

 Are plug-ins or other “helper” software 
needed to fully view the web site? 

For example: QuickTime, Shockwave, 
Flash Players, RealPlayer streaming 
video, Acrobat Reader, or fees must be 
paid in order to get the information 

OVERALL Does this web site meet the expectations 
of a good Web resource? 

Based on the criteria that are listed in 
this form. 

 Does this site fulfill your research 
purposes? 

Refer to your research questions. 

 


