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Introduction 
 In order to create rhetorically effective and engaging pieces, research writers must be 
able to find appropriate and diverse sources and to evaluate those sources for 
usefulness and credibility. This chapter discusses how to locate such sources and how 
to evaluate them. On the one hand, this is a chapter about the nuts and bolts of research. 
If you have written research papers before, searching for sources and citing them in 
your paper may, at times, have appeared to you as purely mechanical processes, chores 
necessary to produce a paper. On the other hand, when writers work with research 
sources, first finding and then evaluating them, they do rhetorical work. Finding good 
sources and using them effectively helps you to create a message and a persona which 
your readers are more likely to accept, believe, and be interested in than if unsuitable and 
unreliable sources are used.  This chapter covers the various kinds of research sources 
available to writers. It discusses how to find, evaluate, and use primary and secondary 
sources, printed and online ones.    

 

Types of Research Sources 

 It is a well-known cliché: we live in an information age. Information has become a 
tangible commodity capable of creating and destroying wealth, influencing public opinion 
and government policies and effecting social change. As writers and citizens, we have 
unprecedented access to different kinds of information from different sources. Writers 
who hope to influence their audiences needs to know what research sources are 
available, where to find them, and how to use them.   

 

Primary and Secondary Sources 

Definition of Primary Sources 

 Let us begin with the definition of primary and secondary sources. A primary research 
sources is one that allows you to learn about your subject “first-hand.” Primary sources 



provide direct evidence about the topic under investigation. They offer us “direct access” 
to the events or phenomena we are studying. For example, if you are researching the 
history of World War II and decide to study soldiers’ letters home or maps of battlefields, 
you are working with primary sources. Similarly, if you are studying the history of your 
home town in a local archive that contains documents pertaining to that history, you are 
engaging in primary research. Among other primary sources and methods are interviews, 
surveys, polls, observations, and other similar “first-hand” investigative techniques.   The 
fact that primary sources allow us “direct access” to the topic does not mean that they 
offer an objective and unbiased view of it. It is therefore important to consider primary 
sources critically and, if possible, gather multiple perspectives on the same event, time 
period, or questions, from multiple primary sources 

.   

Definition of Secondary Sources 

Secondary sources describe, discuss, and analyze research obtained from primary 
sources or from other secondary sources. Using the previous example about World War 
II, if you read other historians’ accounts of it, government documents, maps and other 
written documents, you are engaging in secondary research. Some types of secondary 
sources with which you are likely to work include books, academic journals, popular 
magazines and newspapers, websites and other electronic sources.  The same source 
can be both primary and secondary, depending on the nature and purpose of the project. 
For example, if you study a culture or group of people by examining texts they produce, 
you are engaging in primary research. On the other hand, if that same group published a 
text analyzing some external event, person, or issue and if your focus is not on the text’s 
authors but on their analysis, you would be doing secondary research.   Secondary 
sources often contain descriptions and analyses of primary sources. Therefore, 
accounts, descriptions, and interpretations of research subjects found in secondary 
sources are at least one step further removed from what can be found in primary 
sources about the same subject. And while primary sources do not give us a completely 
objective view of reality, secondary sources, inevitably add an extra layer of opinion and 
interpretation to the views and ideas found in primary sources. As we have mentioned 
many times throughout this book, all texts are rhetorical creations, and writers make 
choices about what to include and what to omit. As researchers, we need to understand 
that and not to rely on either primary or secondary sources blindly.    

 



Writing Activity: Examining the Same Topic through Primary and Secondary 
Sources 

 Primary and secondary sources can offer writers different views of the same topic. 
This activity invites you to explore the different perspectives that you may get after 
investigating the same subject through primary and secondary sources. It should help us 
see how our views of different topics depend on the kinds of sources we use.   Find 
several primary sources on a topic that interests you. Include archival documents, first-
hand accounts, lab experiment results, interviews, surveys, and so on. Depending on 
how much time you have for this project, you may or may not be able to consult all of the 
above source types. In either case, try to consult sources of three or four different 
kinds.  Next, write a summary of what you learned about your subject as a result of your 
primary source investigation. Mention facts, dates, important people, opinions, theories, 
and anything that seems important or interesting.    Now, conduct a brief secondary 
source search on the same subject. Use books, journals, popular magazines and 
newspapers, Internet sites, and so on. Write a summary of your findings.  Finally, 
compare the two summaries. What differences do you see? What new ideas, 
perspectives, ideas, or opinions did your secondary source search yield? As a result of 
these two searches, have you obtained different accounts of the same research 
subject? Pay special attention to the differences in descriptions, accounts, or 
interpretations of the same subject. Notice what secondary sources add to the treatment 
of the subject and what they take away, compared to the primary sources.    

 

Print and Electronic Sources 

 Researcher have at their disposal both printed and electronic sources. Before the 
advent of the Internet, most research papers were written based with the use of printed 
sources only. Until fairly recently, one of the main stated goals of research writing 
instruction was to give students practice in the use of the library. Libraries are venerable 
institutions, and therefore printed sources have traditionally been seen (with good 
reason, usually) as more solid and reliable than those found on the Internet.  With the 
growing popularity of the Internet and other computerized means of storing and 
communicating information, traditional libraries faced serious competition for clients. It has 
become impractical if not impossible for researchers to ignore the massive amount of 
information available to them on the Internet or from other online sources. As a result, it is 
not uncommon for many writers beginning a research project to begin searching online 
rather than at a library or a local archive. For example, several times in the process of 



writing this book, when I found myself in need of information, fast, I opened my web 
browser and researched online. With the popularity of the Internet ever increasing, it has 
become common practice for many student writers to limit themselves to online research 
and to ignore the library. While there are some cases when a modified version of such an 
approach to searching may be justifiable (more about that later), it is clear that by using 
only online research sources, a writer severely limits his or her options.  This section of 
the chapter covers three areas. First, we will discuss the various types of printed and 
online sources as well the main similarities and differences between them. Next, I’d like to 
offer some suggestions on using your library effectively and creatively. Finally, we will 
the topic of conducting online searches, including methods of evaluating information 
found on the Internet.     

 

Know your Library 

 It is likely that your college or university library consists of two parts. One is the brick 
and mortar building, often at a central location on campus, where you can go to look for 
books, magazines, newspapers, and other publications. The other part is online. Most 
good libraries keep a collection of online research databases which are supported, at 
least in part, by your tuition and fees, and to which only people who are affiliated with 
the college or the university that subscribes to these databases have access.   Let us 
begin with the brick and mortar library. If you have not yet been to your campus library, 
visit it soon. Larger colleges and universities usually have several libraries that may 
specialize in different academic disciplines. As you enter the, you are likely to find a 
circulation desk (place where you can check out materials) and a reference desk. Behind 
a reference desk, work reference librarians. Instead of wandering around the library 
alone, hoping to hit the research sources that you need for your project, it is a good idea 
to talk to a reference librarian at the beginning of every research project, especially if you 
are at a loss for a topic or research materials.   Your brick and mortar campus library is 
likely to house the following types of materials:  

 Books (these include encyclopedias, dictionaries, indexes, and so on) 
 Academic Journals 
 Popular magazines 
 Newspapers 
 Government documents 
 A music and film collection (on CDs, VHS tapes, and DVDs) 



 A CD-Rom collection 
 A microfilm and microfiche collection 
 Special collections, such as ancient manuscripts or documents related to local history 

and culture. 
 

According to librarian  Linda M. Miller, researchers need to “gather relevant information 
about a topic or research question thoroughly and efficiently. To be thorough, it helps to 
be familiar with the kinds of resources that the library holds, and the services it provides 
to enable access to the holdings of other libraries.” (2001, 61). Miller’s idea is a simple 
one, yet it is amazing how many inexperienced writers prefer to use the first book or 
journal they come across in the library in their writing and do not take the time to learn 
what the library has to offer.  Here are some practical steps that will help you to learn 
about your library:  

 Take a tour of the library with your class or other groups if such tours are available. 
While such group tours are generally less effective that conducting your own 
searches or a topic that interests you, they will give you a good introduction to the 
library and, perhaps, give you a chance to talk to a librarian. 

 Check your library’s website to see if online “virtual” tours are available. At James 
Madison University where I work, the librarians have developed a series of 
interactive online activities and quizzes which anyone wishing to learn about the 
JMU libraries can take in their spare time. 

 Talk to reference librarians! They are, truly, your best source of information. They will 
not get mad at you if you ask them too many questions. Not only are they paid to 
answer your questions, but most librarians love what they do and are eager to 
share their expertise with others.  

 Go from floor to floor and browse the shelves. Learn where different kinds of 
materials are located and what they look like.  

 Pay attention to the particulars of your campus library’s architecture. I am an 
experienced library user, but it look me some time, after I arrived at my university 
for the first time, to figure out that our library building has an annex and that to get 
to that annex I had to take a different elevator from that which would lead me to 
the main floors. 

 Use the library not only as a source of knowledge, but also as a source of 
entertainment and diversion. I like going to the library to browse through new 
fiction acquisitions. Many campus libraries also have excellent film and music 
collections. 



 

The items on the list above will help you to acquire a general understanding of your 
campus library. However, the only way to gain an in-depth and meaningful knowledge of 
your library is to use is for specific research and writing projects. No matter how 
attentive you are during a library tour or, on your own, going from floor to floor and 
learning about all the different resources your library ha to offer, it is during searchers 
that you conduct for your research projects, that you will become most interested and 
involved in what you are doing. Here, therefore, is an activity which combines a practical 
purpose of finding research sources for a research project with a somewhat more far-
reaching purpose of learning as much as you can about your campus library.   

 

Activity: Conducting a Library Search for a 
Writing Project. 

 If you have a research and writing topic in mind for your next project, head for your 
brick-and-mortar campus library. As soon as you enter the building, go straight to the 
reference desk and talk to a reference librarian. Be aware that some of the people behind 
the reference desk may be student assistants working there. As a former librarian 
assistant myself and as a current library user, I know that most student assistants know 
their job rather well, but sometimes they need help from the professionals. So, don’t be 
surprised if the first person behind reference desk that you speak to will ask someone 
else to help him or her help you.  Describe your research interests to the librarian. Be pro-
active. The worst disservice you can do yourself at this point is to be, sound, and look 
disinterested. Remember that the librarian can help you if you, yourself, are passionate 
about the subject of your research and if, and this is very important, the paper you are 
writing is not due the next day. So, before you go to the library, try to formulate some 
concrete research questions. For example, instead of saying that you are interested in, 
say, dolphins, you may be able to ask a questions about the attempts by people to train 
dolphins as rescue animals or some other similar topic.  If the librarian senses that you 
have a rather vague idea about what to research and writing about, he or she may point 
you to general reference sources such as indexes, encyclopedias, and research guides. 
While those may prove to be excellent thought-triggering publications, use them sparingly 
and do not succumb to the temptation to choose the first research topic just because 
your library has a lot of resources on it. After all, your research and writing will be 
successfully only when you are deeply interested in and passionate about the subject of 



your investigation.  If you have a more concrete idea about what you would like to 
research and write about, the reference librarian will be likely to point you to the library’s 
online catalog. I have often seen, in campus libraries across the country, librarians doing 
searches together with the students, helping them to come up with or refine a writing 
topic.   Find several different types of materials pertaining to your topic. Include books 
and academic articles. Don’t forget popular magazines and newspapers. Popular press 
covers just about any subject, event, or phenomenon, but does it differently from 
academic publications. Also, don’t neglect to look in the government documents section to 
see if there has been any legislation or government regulation relevant to your research 
subject. Remember that at this stage of the research process, your goal is to learn as 
much as you can about your topic by casting your research next as far and wide as you 
can. So, do not limit yourself to the first few sources you will find. Keep 
looking.  Remember that your goal is to find the best information available. Therefore, you 
have to look in a variety of sources, If time is a concern, however, you may not be able to 
study the books dedicated to your topic in detail. In this case, you may decide to focus 
your research entirely on shorter texts, such as journal and magazine articles, websites, 
government documents, and so on. It is, however, a good idea to at least browse through 
the books on your topic to see whether they contain any information or leads worth 
investigating further.   

 

Cyber-library 

 Besides the brick and mortar buildings, virtually all college and university libraries have a 
web space which is a gateway to more documents, resources, and information than any 
library building can house. From that website, you can not only to conduct a search of 
your library collection, but also access millions of articles, electronic books, and other 
resources available on the Internet. I hasten to add that, usually, when trying to access 
most of those materials, it is a good idea to conduct a search from your campus library 
page rather than from your favorite search engine. There are three reasons for that. 
Firstly, most of the materials which you will find through your library site are accessible 
to paying subscribers only, and cannot be found via any search engine. Secondly, online 
library searches return organized and categorized results, complete with the date of 
publication and source—something that cannot be said about popular search engines. 
Finally, by searching online databases, we can be reasonably sure that the information 
we retrieve is reliable.    So, what might you expect to find on your library’s website? The 
site of the library at James Madison University where I work offers several links. In 



addition to the link to the library catalog, there is a “Quick Reference” link, a link called 
“Research Databases,” a “Periodical Locator,” “Research Guides,” and “Internet Search.” 
There are also links to special collections and to the featured or new electronic 
databases to which the library has recently subscribed. While your school library 
probably uses other names for these links, the kinds of resources they offer are rather 
similar to what JMU’s library has to offer.    Figure 1: A Screenshot of James Madison 
University's Carrier Library website  The titles of most of these links are self-explanatory. 
Obviously, the link to the library catalog allows you to search your brick and mortar 
library’s collection. A periodical locator search will tell you what academic journals, 
popular magazines, and newspapers are available at your library. The Internet search 
option will allow you to search the World Wide Web, except that your library’s Internet 
searching function will probably allow you to conduct metasearches, that is searches of 
many search engines simultaneously. However, where a link like “Research Databases” 
or “Research Guides” will take you, is a little less obvious. Therefore, I will cover these 
two types of library resources in some detail.  Let us start with the research databases. 
An average-size college or university subscribes to hundreds, if not thousands of online 
databases on just about every subject. These databases contain, at a minimum, 
information about titles, authors, and sources of relevant newspaper and journal articles, 
government documents, online archive materials, and other research sources. Most 
databases provide readers with abstracts (short summaries) of those materials, and a 
growing number of online databases offer full texts of articles. From the research 
database homepage, it is possible to search for a specific database or according to 
subject.  Research guide websites are similar to the database homepages, except that, in 
addition to database links, they often offer direct connections to academic journals and 
other relevant online resources on the research subject.   Searching online is a skill that 
can only be learned through frequent practice and critical reflection. Therefore, in order 
to become a proficient user of your library’s electronic resources, you will need to visit 
the library’s website often and conduct many searches. Although the web sites of most 
libraries are organized according to similar principles and offer similar types of 
resources, it will be up to you as a researcher and learner to find out what your school 
library has to offer and to learn to use those resources. I hope that the following activities 
will help you in that process.   

 

 

 



Activity: Learning your Cyber-library 
Go to your school library’s website and explore the kinds of resources it has to offer. 

 Conduct searches on a subject you are currently investigating, or interested in 
investigating in the future, using the a periodical locator resource (if you library 
maintains a separate periodical locator resource). Then, conduct similar searches 
of electronic databases and research guides. 

 Summarize, whether in an oral presentation or in writing, the kind of sources you have 
found and your search process. Pay attention to both successes and failures that 
occurred as you searched. 

 

Online Database Searching: A Case Study. 

 To illustrate the key principles of working with online databases, we will conduct a 
search of Research Navigator, an electronic resource published by the textbook 
publisher Allyn/Bacon Longman. Research Navigator can be found at 
http://w w w.researchnavigator.com. Please note that in order to use Research Navigator, 
you must have an access code that is provided by the publisher of the site.  Figure 4.1 
below shows the main search screen of Research Navigator. It allows users to search 
four sources: EBSCO Content Select, The New York Times on the Web, Link electronic 
library, and The Financial Times. Note that Content Select and Link allow the searching of 
multiple databases which users can select from the dropdown menus under the title of 
each resource.    Figure 4.1: Research Navigator  For the purpose of this case study, let 
us select “religion” from the Content Select dropdown menu and search for the phrase 
“stem cell research.” Please see both variables selected on Figure 4.1 By selecting 
“religion” from the menu, we limit the search to those works that have to do both with 
stem cell issues and religion. It is possible to search for the same phrase in other areas 
of knowledge by changing the selection in the dropdown menu.  Figure 4.2 shows the 
first page of the results of the search. Six hundred and thirty results on sixty-three pages 
were returned. Note that many of the results have links to full texts of the articles, 
available either as pdf files or as web pages. The entries without links to full texts of 
article lead to abstracts and further information on where to find complete text of the 
articles.      Figure 4.2: Search Results  Over six hundred results is probably too many to 
sift through. The number of results is high because we used a fairly general search 
phrase “stem cell research.” What will happen if we narrowed the search down to “stem 
cell research and the Catholic Church?” The number of results returned is only five. That 
is a much more manageable number.   



Print Sources or Electronic? 

 In the early years of the Internet, there was a wide-spread mistrust of the World Wide 
Web and the information it had to offer. While some of this mistrust is still present, 
including among writing teachers and students, the undeniable fact is that the authority of 
the Internet as a legitimate and reliable source of information has increased considerably 
in recent years. For example, academic journals in almost every discipline compliment 
their printed volumes with web versions, and some have gone completely online. These 
online journals employ the same rigorous submission review processes as their printed 
counterparts. Complete texts of academic and other books are sometimes available on 
the Internet. Respected specialized databases and government document collections are 
published entirely and exclusively online.   Print and electronic sources are not created 
equal, and, although online and other electronic texts are gaining ground rather quickly as 
legitimate research resources, there is still a wide-spread, and often justified, opinion 
among academics and other writers that printed materials make better research sources. 
Some materials that are available in some libraries simply cannot be found online and vice 
versa. For example, if you are a Shakespeare scholar wishing to examine manuscripts 
from the Elizabethan times, you will not find them online. To get to them, you will have to 
visit the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, or a similar repository of 
scholarship on Shakespeare. On the other hand, if you are researching the Creative 
Commons movement which is a community dedicated to reforming copyright laws in this 
country, then your best bet is to begin your search on the Internet at 
http://w w w.creativecommons.org/. Surely, after reading the website, you will need to 
augment your research by reading other related materials, both online and in print, but in 
this case, starting online rather than in the library is a reasonable idea.  As a researching 
writer, you should realize that, inherently, printed and electronic sources are not bad or 
good. Both kinds can be reliable and unreliable, although with printed materials, publishers 
and libraries take care of not letting utterly unreliable works through to readers. Both 
kinds can be appropriate and inappropriate for a specific research project. It is up to 
researchers and writers to learn how to select both print and electronic sources 
judiciously and how to evaluate them for their reliability and appropriateness for these 
writers’ research and writing purposes.   

 

 



Determining the Suitability and Reliability 
of Research Sources 

 Much of the discussion about the relative value of printed and electronic, especially 
Internet, sources revolves around the issue of reliability. When it comes to libraries, the 
issue is more or less clear. Libraries keep books, journals, ands other publications that 
usually undergo a rigorous pre and post-publication review process. It is a fairly sage bet 
that your campus library contains very few or no materials which are blatantly unreliable 
or false, unless those materials are kept there precisely to demonstrate their unreliability 
and falsehood. As a faculty member, I am sometimes asked by my university librarians to 
recommend titles in my academic field which, I feel, our university library should have. Of 
course, my opinion, as well as the opinions of my colleagues, do not provide a one-
hundred-percent guarantee against errors and inaccurate facts, we use our experience 
and knowledge in the field to recommend certain titles and omit certain others. These 
faculty recommendations are the last stage in the long process before a publication gets 
to a campus library. Before that, every book, journal article, or other material undergoes a 
stringent review from the publisher’s editors and other readers.  And while researchers 
still need to use sound judgment in deciding which library sources to use in their project, 
the issue is usually one of relevance and suitability for a specific research project and 
specific research questions rather than one of whether the information presented in the 
source is truthful or not. The same is true of some electronic sources. Databases and 
other research sources published on CD-ROMs, as well as various online research 
websites which accompany many of contemporary writing textbooks, for example, are 
subject to the same strict review process as their printed counterparts. Information 
contained in specialized academic and professional databases is also screened for 
reliability and correctness.   If, as we have established, most of the materials which you 
are likely to come across in your campus library are generally trustworthy, then your task 
as a researcher is to determine the appropriateness of the information which these 
books, journals, and other materials contain, for your particular research project. It is a 
simple question, really: will my research sources help me answer the research questions 
that I am posing in my project? Will they help me learn as much as I can about my topic 
and create a rhetorically effective and interesting text for my readers?   Consider the 
following example. Recently, the topic of the connection between certain anti-depressant 
drugs and suicidal tendencies among teenagers that take those drugs has received a lot 
of coverage in the media. Suppose that you are interested in researching this topic 
further. Suppose also that you want not only to give statistical information about the 
problem in your paper, but also to study first-hand accounts of the people, who have 



been negatively affected by the anti-depressants. When you come to your campus 
library, you have no trouble locating the latest reports and studies that give you a general 
overview of your topic, including rates of suicidal behavior in teenagers who took the 
drugs, tabulated data on the exact relationships between the dosage of the drugs and 
the changes in the patients’ moods, and so on. All this may be useful information, and 
there is a good chance that, as a writer, you will still find a way to use it in your paper. 
You could, for example, provide the summary of the statistics in order to introduce the 
topic to your readers.  However, this information does not fulfill your research purpose 
completely. You set out to find out, first-hand, what it is like to be a teenager whose body 
and mind are affected by the anti-depressants, yet the printed materials that you have 
found so far offer no such insight. They fulfill your goal only partially. To find such first-
hand accounts, then, you will either have to keep looking in the library or to conduct 
interviews with the people who have affected by these drugs, if you can locate such 
people.  The library website of the University of California at Berkeley offers a 
comprehensive list of criteria for critical evaluation of all research sources which I find 
very useful. The expanded list of criteria and examples can be found at 
http://w w w.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Evaluation.html.   

 

Suitability of Sources 

 Determine how suitable a particular source is for your current research project. To do 
this, consider the following factors:  

 Scope: What topics and subtopics does the source cover? Is it a general overview of 
your subject or it is a specialized resource? 

 Audience: Who is the intended audience for the text? If the text itself is too basic or too 
specialized, it may not match the expectations and needs of your own target 
audience. 

 Timeliness: When was the source published? Does it represent the latest information, 
theories, and views on the subject? Bear in mind, though, that if you are 
conducting a historical investigation, you will probably need to consult older 
materials, too. 

 

  



Authority 

 What the credentials of the author or authors of the sources? This may be particularly 
important when you use Internet sources since a lot of materials by various authors are 
posted online. As a part of your evaluation of the source’s authority, you should also pay 
attention to the kinds of external sources that were used during its creation. Look through 
the bibliography or list of works cited attached to the text. Not only will it help you 
determine how reliable and suitable the source is, but it may also provide you with further 
leads for your own research. Try asking the above questions of any source you are 
using for a research project you are currently conducting.   

 

Reliability of Internet Sources 

 Charles Lowe, the author of the essay “The Internet Can be a Wonderful Place, But…,” 
offers the following opinion of the importance of the Internet as a research source for 
contemporary researchers:   

“To a generation raised in the electronic media culture, the Internet is an 
environment where you feel more comfortable, more at home than the antiquated 
libraries and research arenas of the pre-electronic, print culture. To you, 
instructors just don’t get it when they advise against using the Internet for 
research or require the bulk of the sources for a research paper to come from 
the library” (129-130). 

 Indeed, the Internet has become the main source of information not only for college 
students, but also for a lot of people outside of the academe. And while I do not advise 
you to stay away from the Internet when researching and I generally do not require my 
own students to use primarily printed sources, I do know that working with Internet 
sources places additional demands on the researcher and the writer.  Because much of 
the Internet is a democratic, open space, and because anyone with a computer can post 
materials online, evaluating online sources is not always easy. A surprisingly large 
number of people believe much of the information on the Internet, even if this information 
is blatantly misleading or if its authors have a self-serving agenda. In the chapter of this 
book dedicated to research and writing in academic disciplines, we discussed how 
authority of a text can influence its reception by the readers. I think many students 
uncritically accept information they find on the internet because some of the sites on 



which this information appears look and sound very authoritative. Used to believing the 
published word, inexperienced writers often fall for such information as legitimate 
research data. So, what are some of strategies you can use to determine that reliability? 
The key to successful evaluation of Internet research sources, as any other research 
sources, is application of your critical reading and thinking skills. In order to determine the 
reliability of every source, including online sources, it is generally useful to conduct a 
basic rhetorical analysis of that source. When deciding whether to use a particular 
website as a research source, every writer should ask and answer the following 
questions:  

 Who is the author (or, authors) of the website and the materials presented on it? 
 What is known about the site’s author or authors and its publishers and their agendas 

and goals? 
 What is the purpose of the website? 
 Who is the target audience of the website 
 How do the writing style and the design of the website contribute to (or detract from) 

its meaning? 
 
Website Authors and Publishers 

 Just like with a printed source, first, we need to consider the author and the publisher of 
a website. Lowe whom I mentioned earlier suggest that first we need to look at the tag in 
the website’s URL. Whether it is a “.com,” a “.org,” a “.net, ”or a “.edu” site can offer 
useful clues about the types of materials located on the site and about their credibility.  In 
addition to the three most common URL tags which are listed above, websites of military 
organizations use the extension “.mil” while websites hosted in other countries have 
other tags which are usually abbreviations of those countries’ names. Sites of 
government agencies end in “.gov.” For example, most sites hosted in Great Britain have 
the tag “uk” which stands for “United Kingdom.” Websites out of Italy usually have the tag 
“it,” and so on.     Typically, a “.com” site is set up to sell or promote a product or service. 
Therefore, if you are researching Nike shoes, you will probably not want to rely on 
http://w w w.nike.com/ if you want to get a more or less unbiased review of the product. 
While Nike’s website may provide some useful information about the products it sells, the 
site’s main purpose is to sell Nike’s goods, playing up the advantages of their products 
their competitors’.  Keep in mind that not all “.com” websites try to sell something. 
Sometimes, academics and other professionals obtain “.com” addresses because they 
are easy to obtain. For example, the professional website Charles Lowe whose work I 
mentioned earlier is located at http://w w w.cyberdash.com/. Political candidates running 



for office also often choose “.com” addresses for their campaign websites. In every 
case, you need to apply your critical reading skills and your judgment when evaluating a 
website.  The “.org” sites usually belong to organizations, including political groups. 
These sites can present some specific challenges to researchers trying to evaluate their 
credibility and usefulness for their research. To understand these challenges, let us 
consider the “.org” sites of two political research organizations, also known as “think 
tanks.” One is the conservative Heritage Foundation (http://w w w.heritage.org), and the is 
the traditionally liberal Center for National Policy (http://w w w.cnponline.org).   Both sites 
have “About” pages intended to explain to their readers the goals and purposes of the 
organizations they represent. The Heritage Foundation’s site, contains the following 
information:   

…The Heritage Foundation is a research and educational institute - a think tank - whose 
mission is to formulate and promote conservative public policies based on the principles 
of free enterprise, limited government, individual freedom, traditional American values, 
and a strong national defense. (http://w w w.heritage.org/about) 
 

 This statement can tell a researcher a lot about the research articles and other materials 
contained in the site. It tells us that the authors of the site are not neutral, nor do they 
pretend to be. Instead, they are advancing a particular political agenda, and so, when 
used as research sources, the writings on the site should not be seen as unbiased 
“truths”, but as arguments.   The same is true of the Center for National Policy’s website, 
although its authors choose a different rhetorical strategy explaining their political 
leanings to the readers. They write:   

The Center for National Policy (CNP) is a non-profit, non-partisan public policy 
organization located in Washington, DC. Founded in 1981, the Center’s mission is to 
engage national leaders with new policy options and innovative programs designed to 
advance progressive ideas in the interest of all Americans 
(http://w w w.cnponline.org/people_and_programs.html). 
 

 It takes further study of the Center’s website, as well as a certain knowledge of the 
American political scene to realize that the organization is leaning towards the left of the 
political spectrum. The websites of both organizations contain an impressive amount of 
research, commentaries, and other materials designed to advance the groups’ 
causes.  When evaluating “.org” sites, it is important to realize that they belong to 
organizations, and each organization has a purpose or a cause. Therefore, each 
organizational website will try to advance that cause and fulfill that purpose by publishing 
appropriate materials. Even if the research and arguments presented on those sites are 



solid (and they often are), there is no such thing as an unbiased and disinterested 
source. This is especially true of political and social organizations whose sole purpose is 
to promote anendas.  The Internet addresses ending in “.edu” are rather self-
explanatory—they belong to universities and other educational institutions. On these 
sites, we can expect academic articles and other writings, as well as, often, papers and 
other works created by students. These websites are also useful resources if you are 
looking for information on a specific college or university. Be aware, though, that typically 
any college faculty member or student can obtain web space from their institution and 
publish materials of their own choosing on that space. Thus, some of the texts that 
appear on “.edu” sites may be personal rather than academic.  In recent years, some 
political research organizations have begun to use web addresses with the “edu” tag. 
One of these organizations is The Brookings Institution, whose address is 
http://w w w.brookings.edu.   Government websites which end in “.gov” can be useful 
sources of information on the latest legislation and other regulatory documents. The 
website with a “dot net” extension can belong to commercial organizations or online 
forums.   

 

Website Content 

 Now that we have established principles for evaluating the authors and publishers of 
web materials, let us look at the content of the writing. As I have stated above, like all 
writing, web writing is argumentative, therefore it is important to recognize that authors 
of web texts work to promote their agendas or highlight the events, organizations, and 
opinions that they consider right, important, and worthy of public attention. Different 
writers work from different assumption and try to reach different audiences. Websites of 
political organizations are prime examples of that.   

Activity: Evaluating the Content of Websites  

 Go to one of the following websites:  The Heritage Foundation 
(http://w w w.heritage.org) The Center for National Policy (http://w w w.cnponline.org) The 
Brookings Institution (http://w w w.brookings.edu) The American Enterprise Institute 
(http://w w w.aei.org)  Or choose another website suggested by your instructor. Browse 
through the content of the site have to offer and consider the following questions:  

 What is the purpose of the site? 
 What is its intended audience? How do we know? 



 What are the main subjects discussed on the sites? 
 What assumptions and biases do the authors of the publications on the site seem to 

have? How do we know? 
 What research methods and sources do the authors of these materials use? 
 How does research help the writers of the site state their case? 
 

Apply the same analysis to any online sources you are using for one of your research 
projects.   

 

Website Design and Style 

 The style and layout of any text is a part of that text’s message, and online research 
sources are no exception. Well-designed and written websites add to the ethos 
(credibility) of their authors while badly designed and poorly written ones detract from it. 
Sometimes, however, a website with a good-looking design can turn out to be an 
unreliable or unsuitable research source.    

 

In Place of a Conclusion: Do not Accept A 
Source Just because it Sounds or Looks 
Authoritative 

 Good writers try to create authoritative texts. Having authority in their writing helps them 
advance their arguments and influence their audiences. To establish such authority, 
writers use a variety of methods. As has been discussed throughout this chapter, it is 
important for any researcher to recognize authoritative and credible research sources. 
On the other hand, it is also important not to accept authoritative sources without 
questioning them. After all, the purpose of every researcher piece of writing is to create 
new views and new theories on the subject, not to repeat the old ones, however good 
and well presented those old theories may be. Therefore, when working with reliable and 
suitable research sources, consider them solid foundations which will help you to 
achieve a new understanding of your subject, which will be your own. Applying the 
critical source evaluation techniques laid out in this chapter will help you to accomplish 
this goal. 


