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To Use a Source or Not Use a Source, That is the 
Question! 

MSAD 54 Evaluation of Resources Guide 
 

You think you may have found a great site that may provide all the information you 
need in your research. The first thing we want you to remember is to always use more then one 
source in your research. The second thing we want you to remember is to ask yourself Three 
Essential Questions when you decide to use or not use the resource. This guide will help you 
ask and answer those questions as you make your decision. 

 
The Three Questions  

Does the content appear to be useful? 
What is the Apparent Purpose? 

How reliable is the information? 
 

 
Does the content appear to be useful? 
 

 
To determine a website’s usefulness look it over and ask yourself the following; 

• Will this website be useful to my research?  
• Will it help me answer my questions?  
• How easy is it to use this site? 

If you have decided the website provides useful information move on to the question of Purpose. 
 

 
 
What is the Apparent Purpose? 

Understanding Purpose or why the author(s) or sponsor created the site helps you determine how much you can 
rely on the site to give you reliable information.   
 

1. Study the URL or Uniform Resource Locator . This is the address you type in, bookmark, or click on to 
get to a place on the Internet. This is similar to your home address and is where a page or site resides on 
the World Wide Web. 
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What type of domain does it  come from? 
(educational, nonprofit, commercial, government, etc.) 
Is the domain appropriate for the content? 

• Government sites: look for .gov,.mil, .us, or 
other country code 

• Educational sites: look for .edu 
• Nonprofit organizations: look for .org 
• If from a foreign country, look at the country 

code and read the page to be sure who 
published it. 

Look for appropriateness, fit. What kind of information 
source do you think is most reliable for your topic? 

 
Is it  somebody's personal page? 
Read the URL*  carefully: Look for a personal name 
(e.g., jbarker or barker) following a tilde (~ ), a percent 
sign ( % ), or the words "users," "members," or 
"people."  
Is the server a commercial ISP*  or 
other provider mostly of web page 
hosting (like aol.com or geocities.com) 

Personal pages are not necessarily "bad," but you need 
to investigate the author very carefully. For personal 
pages, there is no publisher or domain owner vouching 
for the information in the page. 

 
Is it  published by an source that makes sense? 
Who "published" the page? In general, the publisher is 
the agency or person operating the "server" computer 
from which the document is issued.  
The server is usually named in first portion of the URL 
(between http:// and the first /) Have you heard of this 
source before? Does it correspond to the name of the 
site? Should it? 

You can rely more on information that is published by 
the source: Look for New York Times news from 
www.nytimes.com Look for health information from 
any of the agencies of the National Institute of Health 
on sites with nih somewhere in the domain name. 

 
2. Looking at the author’s affiliations and purpose. 

 
 
Who wrote the page? 
Look for the name of the author, or the name of the 
organization, institution, agency, or whatever who is 
responsible for the page  

• An e-mail contact is not enough  
If there is no personal author, look for an agency or 
organization that claims responsibility for the page. 

• If you cannot find this, locate the publisher by 
truncating back the URL.  Does this publisher 
claim responsibility for the content? Does it 
explain why the page exists in anyway? 

What are the implications? 
Web pages are all created with a purpose in mind by 
some person or agency or entity. They do not simply 
"grow" on the web like mildew grows in moist corners.  
You are looking for someone who claims accountability 
and responsibility for the content.  
An e-mail address with no additional information about 
the author is not sufficient for assessing the author's 
credentials. 
 If this is all you have, try e-mailing the author and 
asking politely for more information about him/her. 

 
What are the author 's credentials on 
this subject? 
Does the purported background or education look like 
someone who is qualified to write on this topic? 

Anyone can put anything on the web for pennies in just 
a few minutes. Your task is to distinguish between the 
reliable and questionable. 

 
What do others say about the author  or  responsible 
author ing body? 

"Googling someone" can be revealing. Be sure to 
consider the source. If the viewpoint is radical or 
controversial, expect to find detractors. Think critically 
about all points of view. 
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 How Reliable Is The Information? 
 

Is the page dated? Is it cur rent enough? 
Is it "stale" or "dusty" information on a time-sensitive or 
evolving topic? CAUTION: Undated factual or statistical 
information is no better than anonymous information. Don't use 
it. 

How recent the date needs to be depends on your 
needs. For some topics you want current information. 
For others, you want information put on the web near 
the time it became known. In some cases, the 
importance of the date is to tell you whether the page 
author is still maintaining an interest in the page, or 
has abandoned it. 

  
Pr imary Vs. Secondary Sources 
Primary sources are the "materials on a topic upon which 
subsequent interpretations or studies are based, anything from 
firsthand documents such as poems, diaries, court records, and 
interviews to research results generated by experiments, 
surveys, ethnographies, and so on."* 
 
 

Pr imary sources are records of events as they are 
first described, without any interpretation or 
commentary. They are also sets of data, such as 
census statistics, which have been tabulated, but not 
interpreted.  
 
Secondary sources, on the other hand, offer an 
analysis or a restatement of primary sources. They 
often attempt to describe or explain primary sources. 
Some secondary sources not only analyze primary 
sources, but use them to argue a contention or to 
persuade the reader to hold a certain opinion. 

  
 

Are sources documented with footnotes 
or  links? 

• Where did the author get the information?  
As in published scholarly/academic journals 
and books, you should expect 
documentation. 

• If there are links to other pages as sources, are they 
to reliable sources? 

• Do the links work? 

In scholarly/research work, the credibility of most 
writing is proven through footnote documentation or 
other means of revealing the sources of information. 
Saying what you believe without documentation is not 
much better than just expressing an opinion or a point 
of view. What credibility does your research need? An 
exception can be journalism from highly reputable 
newspapers. But these are not scholarly. Check with 
your instructor before using this type of material. 
Links that don't work or are to other weak or fringe 
pages do not help strengthen the credibility of your 
research. 

  
I f reproduced information (from another  source), is it 
complete, not altered, not fake or  forged? 
Is it retyped? If so, it could easily be altered. 
Is it reproduced from another publication? 
Are permissions to reproduce and copyright information 
provided? Is there a reason there are not links to the original 
source if it is online (instead of reproducing it)? 

You may have to find the original to be sure a copy of 
something is not altered and is complete. Look at the 
URL: is it from the original source? If you find a 
legitimate article from a reputable journal or other 
publication, it should be accompanied by the 
copyright statement and/or permission to reprint. If it 
is not, be suspicious.  
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