Evaluation Criteria

for all kinds of information, both print and electronic.

How do you decide whether a book, an encyclopedia article, a website, or a magazine article will be helpful for your research? How can you tell whether the information is reliable? Here are thirteen criteria to look for and think about. These are presented in order, starting with aspects that are easy to see when you first look at an information source, moving through criteria that can only be determined after you have spent some time examining a source.

Accessibility: Is it easy to find this item? If print, is it available at your library? Can you check it out if you want to take it with you? Is it small and easy to carry? If online, does it show up quickly and smoothly on your screen? Do you need a password or do you have to pay to get this information? If your eyesight isn’t good or if you have a disability, can you still use this source easily?
Presentation and Clarity: Is the layout attractive? Is it easy to look at? Is the text font easy to read? Is the text written in language that you can understand clearly? Are there spelling mistakes or grammatical mistakes? Are colors used to help focus on important aspects of the material? Are there illustrations or diagrams? If so, do they contribute significantly to your understanding of the material?
Organization: Does this source include a useful table of contents, an index, a search box and/or some other finding tools? In what order is the material arranged: general to specific, geographical, easy to complex, alphabetical, chronological, some other order? If you are trying to answer a specific question, can you quickly find the part of the source which gives information about your question?  
Scope: What types of information are presented? Does it cover many topics? Does it cover all aspects of the subject? Does it have lots of detailed information? Does it have the information you want for your research?
Currency: When was this information published? Can you tell when the text was actually written or the information gathered? Does it contain facts that might have changed since it was written? Is it missing recent events that are important for your needs? If it is an online source, do the links still work?

Sources of information: A primary source was written by people who are describing their first-hand experience or recording their own discoveries. Is this a primary source? A secondary source repeats information learned from others. If this is a secondary source, do the writers show where they learned the information they are presenting? Do they give full citations so that you could check their sources?
Authors’ credentials: Are the authors of this item identified? Can you find out the educational or experiential background of the authors? Are their backgrounds relevant to the subject of this item? Will the authors get any kind of benefit if you rely on their information?

Sponsor or Publisher: What kind of organization publishes or sponsors this source?  Is it self-published by the author? Does the publisher use a board of editors to select articles? Does the publisher/sponsor use fact checkers? Does the publisher/sponsor sell products? Are advertisements for products sold by others associated with this item? How do the advertisements relate to the subject of the item? What do you think is the motive of the publisher/sponsor?
Viewpoint: What do you think is the motive of the author(s)? Are the authors/publishers trying to convince you of a particular viewpoint? Do they want you to buy something? Does the source only show information that supports one point of view, or are all relevant facts presented? 

Audience: Do you think this source is intended for use by college students, by the general public, by kids, by experts in the field? Is it focused at the level of knowledge that you want for your research?
Coherence and consistency: Is the information based on facts? Are the facts and conclusions logical? Are there any contradictions or things that don’t quite add up? Is the information presented consistent with what you have seen elsewhere and with your own experience?
Accuracy: This is the most important area of evaluation and the most difficult to determine. There is no easy formula that will let you calculate the accuracy of a source. Sometimes you will not be able to know for sure what is accurate until after you have learned many more things or seen what events took place later. However, looking at the other criteria will help you make an educated decision about whether information is true and which sources you can trust. 

You can find links to more information about evaluating sources on the City College library website:       http://www.ccsf.edu/Library/eval.html
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