
The Online version of this is at: http://wizard.imsa.edu/evaluate

This is a wordprocessed version of the IMSA Evaluation Wizard 10 Step Guide.

Step 1. What is the author's expertise on the topic?
    * How much experience does the author have in this area?

    * What is the author's occupation?

    * What is the author's educational background?

    * What is the author's reputation among others in the field?

Why? Web pages do not undergo the same rigorous selection processes that are typically applied to the information that appears in published books, magazines and newspapers.

How? Look for other pages by the author on the same site or other sites. If the site has a site-search engine or site map, use them to help you find additional pages by or about the author. If this strategy isn't available, try truncating the URL to find additional pages residing on the same server. To find information on other sites, enter the author's name in a search engine. 

    * Is this a national or international organization?

    * What is the mission of the organization?

    * Is this site sponsoring the author's page or just providing web space?

    * Does the site provide a contact for further information?

Why? The organization that sponsors a site can sometimes provide clues for further investigation. Educational, non-profit and commercial sites tend to sponsor different kinds of information. However, the sponsoring organization is no guarantee of quality.

How?
    * Identify the domain of the site (what are the last letters of the url?).

    * Look for "about this site" links and follow them to find what the organizations have to say about themselves.

      Backtracking through the hierarchy of the URL will often take you to the main home page of the organization where you might find this kind of information.

Description of common/important URL extensions:
. edu Restricted to academy and college websites only, not available to anyone else. Accuracy of data varies. Beware of information on URLs that contain a ~ after the .edu/ as these tend to be webpages of personal accounts at the school and often can contain student research that may be inaccurate.

.gov  Government websites only, not available to anyone else. Data accepted as valid.

.org  Some can be trusted some can't. Points of views are often biased. Does the name of the organization sound like one that can be trusted? (i.e., The American Psychological Association, www.apa.org vs. The Onion, www.theonion.org)

.com  Commercial sites, available to everyone. Information found on these sites tends to be at a *lot* higher risk than the previous three, though good, accurate data can still be found on these. 

Step 3. How reliable are the pages that the author's page link to?
* Do these pages support or contradict facts or opinions on the author's page?

* Do these pages add any new information on the topic?

* Are the pages on another site or the same site?

* Are the pages from the same or a different domain?
Why ? Links to other pages are like footnotes in a hard copy document, they can provide a context for evaluation.. They can tell you how the author supports his argument and what other information he or she considers important.

How? If a link is no longer working, truncate the URL and try to find the same or related page on the same site. (run you cursor over the url then select and delete from the right side back, stopping at different '/' marks) You can also use a search engine to search for the same file name on the site. 

Step 4.  Do other reliable (or unreliable) pages provide links to the author's page?

* Do these pages support or contradict facts or opinions on the author's page?

* Do these pages add any new information or perspective on the topic?

* Are these pages on the same or different sites?

* Are these pages in the same or a different domain?

Why ? Links to a page or site can tell you who considers it a valuable page or site. If other reputable authors or organizations reference the page, it suggests that others have evaluated it positively.

How? Use the "links to" feature of IMSA's meta-search engine or the "links to" features of individual search engines. Another way to explore related sites is to use the "What's Related" feature of the Netscape browser or the Alexa plug-in for Internet Explorer. This strategy is not as dependable as the "links to" approach, but can help you find other sites that may be used to help evaluate a site. 

Step 5. What information on the topic is available from traditional sources such as newspapers, magazines, encyclopaedias or library resources on the web?
*Do these pages support or contradict facts or opinions on the author's page?

* Do these pages add any new information or perspective on the topic?

* Are these sources likely to be more reliable than the author's page?

Why? Pages on the web that are published by traditional publishers or by libraries have been through the traditional evaluation process before being published and provide a more dependable standard for evaluating an author or a page.

How? Check out libraries, professional associations, Biographies, Bibliographies, encyclopaedias and the like online. Look for publications by the author or organization in traditional formats. 

Step 6. How recently was the page published or updated?
    * Does the date of publication affect the reliability of the information?

    * Does the date the document was updated affect the reliability of the information?

    * How accurately can you determine the date of publication or updating?
Why? It is important to know whether the information you have found is current or outdated. Much information on the web is not updated after it is originally published, and it is harder to determine when web information was published or updated.

How? Look at the bottom of a web page to see if the author has indicated when the page was last updated. Authors and web-masters typically put update information there. If you are using the Netscape browser, you can use the "Page Info" option under the View menu to see information about when the document was last modified on the server where it resides.

Step 7. Assess the accuracy of the information in the document.
* Is the content of the site a true reflection of what it says it is?

* Are the facts correct?

* Is there a way to judge accuracy, such as independent access to information upon which the site is based?

* Are there typographical or grammatical errors?

Why? The accuracy of factual information can tell you something about the care the author took in preparing the document and can provide clues to possible bias in the perspective represented in the document.

How? Cross check factual data with other documents on the web by searching for other pages containing information about the facts. Even checking spelling and grammar can sometimes provide a clue about the care taken in creating a document. 

Step 8.  Does the page show signs of bias in its perspective or presentation?
* Is the language of the document often extreme?

* Does the argument appeal more to the emotions than to reason?

* Does the argument oversimplify or over generalize?

* Does the author present a limited perspective on the topic?

Why? Bias is a clue that the author may not have paid careful attention to facts or that the author may not have developed a logical argument to support his or her opinions.

How? Use the find feature in your browser to look for key words, facts, or other words to see how the author uses them in different contexts in the document. 

Step 9. What evidence is provided to support opinions and conclusions expressed in the document?
* Does the author provide data to support each important opinion or conclusion?

* Is the data quantitative or qualitative?

* Is the evidence supported by references to accepted authorities on the topic?

* Is there information on the page that would allow you to contact the author or publisher to check the information?

Why? Opinions and conclusions are only as credible as the arguments and evidence used to support them. The amount, quality and logic of the evidence is a key to the reliability of the information presented in a web page.

How? Look for verifiable facts or references to authoritative sources that can help you determine the credibility of the argument or information. Cross-reference the information to other sources. But in the end, you will have to use your own critical thinking skills to sort out fact from opinion and logical argument from emotional appeals 

Step 10. Can you contact someone with expertise in the area to validate the opinions or conclusions expressed in the document?
* Do you know someone with experience or expertise on this topic?

* Do you know someone who could refer you to an expert on the topic?

* Can you find someone online whose credibility on this topic is well established?

Why? Seeking multiple sources for information (sometimes called triangulation) is a dependable way to be sure that you are getting the whole story and not just part of the story, particularly if the subject in a complex one.

How? Search for the authors of other web pages (or other pages on the web) who have written about this topic and contact them via email. Ask your librarian or teacher or someone else you know who is interested in the topic. 
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