m Part 4 Using Sources to Support Your Argument

Finding Information on the Internet .
Although the Internet gives you access to a vast amount Qf information, jt has
its limitations. For one thing, because anyone can publish on the Web, you
cannot be sure if the information found there is. (ruslwox:thy. timely, o
authoritative. Of course, there are reliable sources of m,format.:on' on the Wel,
For example, the information on your college library’s website is reliable, |,
addition, Google Scholar provides links to some scholar‘ly sources that are g
good as those found in a college library's dat.abases. Even so, you have ¢,
approach this material with caution; some articles accessed throug]? Google
Scholar are pay-per-view, and others are not Furrent or comprehensive.

A search engine—-such as Google or Bing—helps you to locate and to
view documents that you search for with keywords. Different types of
search engines are suitable for different purposes:

s General-Purpose Search Engines: General-purpose search engines
retrieve information on a great number of topics. They cast the widest
possible net and bring in the widest variety of‘information. The dis-
advantage of general-purpose search engines is that you get a great
deal of irrelevant material. Because each search engine has its own
unique characteristics, you should try a few of them to see which you
prefer. The most popular general-purpose search engines are Google,
Bing, Yahoo!, Ask, and AOL Search.

m Specialized Search Engines: Specialized search engines focus on spe-
cific subject areas or on a specific type of content. The advantage of spe-
cialized search engines is that they eliminate the need for you to wade
through pages of irrelevant material. By focusing your search on a specific
subject area, you are more likely to locate information on your particular
topic. (You are able to narrow your search to a specific subject area when
you use a general-purpose search engine, but a specialized search engine
narrows your search for you.) You can find a list of specialized search
engines on the Search Engine List (thesearchenginelist.com).

® Metasearch Engines: Because each search engine works differently,
results can (and do) vary. For this reason, if you limit yourself to 2
single search engine, you can miss a great deal of useful information.
Metasearch engines solve this problem by taking the results of several
search engines and presenting them in a simple, no-nonsense format.
The most popular metasearch engines are Dogpile, Kartoo, Mamma,
Surfwax, Yippy, and Zoo.

Evaluating Sources

Whenever you locate a source—print or electronic—you should al
take the time to evaluate it. When you evaluate a source, you ass¢s

ways
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objectivity of the author, the credibility of the source, and its relevance to
your argument. (Although a librarian or an instructor has screened the
print and electronic sources in your college library for general accuracy
and trustworthiness, you cannot simply assume that these sources are suit-
able for your particular writing project.)

\aterial that you access online presents particular problems. Because
an.ne can publish on the Internet, the information you find there has to
be valuated carefully for accuracy. Although some material on the Inter-
1 for example, journal articles that are published in both print and digi-
t2/ srmat) is reliable, other material (for example, personal websites and
bl may be unreliable and unsuitable for your research. To be reason-
abl ertain that the information you are accessing is appropriate, you
ha' - t0 approach it critically.

s you locate sources, make sure that they are suitable for your
resc.rch. (Remember, if you use an untrustworthy source, you undercut
your credibility.)

[0 evaluate sources, you use the same process that you use v.vhen you
evaluate anything else. For example, if you are thinking about bu).rir.ig a lap-
top computer, you use several criteria to help you make your decxsion——for
example, price, speed, memory, reliability, and availability of technical sup-
port. The same is true for evaluating research sources. You can use the fol-
lowing criteria to decide whether a source is appropriate for your research:

8 Accuracy

u Credibility
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Sources must be
evaluated carefully.
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= Objectivity

8 Currency

» Comprehensiveness

® Authority
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The illustrations on page
help you evaluate a source.

Accuracy A source is accurate when it is factual and free of errors. Oe
way to judge the accuracy of a source is to compare the information it con-
tains to that same information in several other sources. If 2 source has fac.
tual errors, then it probably includes other types of errors as well Needless
to say, errors in spelling and grammar should also cause you to question 2
source’s general accuracy. :

You can also judge the accuracy of a source by checking to see if the
author cites sources for the information that is discussed. Documentation
can help readers determine both the quality of information in a source and
the range of sources used. It can also show readers what sources a writer
has failed to consult. (Failure to cite an important book or article should
cause you to question the writer’s familiarity with a subject.} If possible,
verify the legitimacy of some of the books and articles that a writer cites by
seeing what you can find out about them online. If a source has caused 2
great deal of debate or if it is disreputable, you will probably be able to find
information about the source by researching it on Google.

Credibility A source is credible when it is believable. You can begs
checking a source’s credibility by determining where a book or article was
published. If 2 university press published the book, you can be reasonabiy
certain that it was peer reviewed—read by experts in the field to confirm the
accuracy of the information. If a commercial press published the book. 08
will have to consider other criteria—the author’s reputation and the date of
publication, for example—to determine quality. If your source is an artick,
see if it appears in a scholarly journal—a periodical aimed at experts ins
particular field—or in a popular magazine—a periodical aimed at gd‘m’;
readers. Journal articles are almost always acceptable research SOUrc
because they are usually documented, peer reviewed, and written by expers
(They can, however, be difficult for general readers to understand.) Artic=
in high-level popular magazines, such as the Atlantic and the Fcomoss
may also be suitable——provided experts wrote them. However, aludcsﬂ
lower-level popular magazines—such as Sports [llustrated and Time—2%
be easy to understand, but they are seldom acceptable sources for i |
You can determine how well respected a source is by reading revie™
written by critics. You can find reviews of books by consulting Bk |
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The covers of the
liberal and
conservative
magazines shown
here suggest different
biases.

Review Digest—either in print or online—which lists books that have been
reviewed in at least three magazines or newspapers and includes excerpts
of reviews. In addition, you can consult the New York Times Book Review
website—-www.nylimes.com/pagcs/books/index.html——to access reviews
printed by the newspaper since 1981. (Both professional and reader
reviews are also available at Amazon.com.)

Finally, you can determine how well respected a source is by seeing
how often other scholars in the field refer to it. Citation indexes indicate
how often books and articles are mentioned by other sources in a given
year. This information can give you an idea of how important a work is in
a particular field. Citation indexes for the humanities, the social sciences,
and the sciences are available online and in your college library.

Objectivity A source is objective when it is not unduly influenced by
personal opinions or feelings. Ideally, you want to find sources that are
objective, but to one degree or another, all sources are biased. In short, all
sources—especially those that take a stand on an issue—reflect the opin-
ions of their authors, regardless of how hard they may try to be impartial.
(Of course, an opinion is perfectly acceptable—as long as it is supported by
evidence.)

As a researcher, you should recognize that bias exists and ask yourself
whether a writer’s assumptions are justified by the facts or are simply the
result of emotion or preconceived ideas. You can make this determination
by looking at a writer’s choice of words and seeing if the language is slanted
or by reviewing the writer’s points and seeing if his or her argument is
one-sided. Get in the habit of asking yourself whether you are being
offered a legitimate point of view or simply being fed propaganda.
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Currency A source is current when it is up-to-date. (For a book, you can
find the date of publication on the copyright page, as above. For a;l article
you can find the date on the front cover of the magazine or journal.) If you,
are dealing with a scientific subject, the date of publication can be very
important. Older sources might contain outdated information, so you
want to use the most up-to-date source that you can find. For other sub-

jects—literary criticism, for example—the currency of the information
may not be as important as it is in the sciences.

Comprehensiveness A source is comprehensive when it covers a sub-
ject in sufficient depth. The first thing to consider is whether the source
deals specifically with your subject. (If it treats your subject only briefly, it
will probably not be useful.) Does it treat your subject in enough detail?
Does the source include the background information that you need to
understand the discussion? Does the source mention other important
sources that discuss your subject? Are facts and interpretations supported
by the other sources you have read, or are there major points of disagree-
ment? Finally, does the author include documentation?

How comprehensive a source needs to be depends on your purpose
and audience as well as on your writing assignment. For a short essay for
an introductory course, editorials from the New York Times or the Wall
Street Journal might give you enough information to support your argu-
ment. If you are writing a longer essay, however, you might need to con-
sult journal articles (and possibly books) about your subject.

AT N S gL e S B e B S

Authority A source has authority when a writer has the expertise to write
~ about a subject. Always try to determine if the author is a recognized a}xthor-
~ ity or simply a person who has decided to write about a part.icular topic. For
- example, what other books or articles has the author written? Has your
instructor ever mentioned the author’s name? Is the author mentioned in
your textbook? Has the author published other works on the same subject or
on related subjects? (You can find this information on Amazon.com.)

You should also determine if the author has an academic affiliation. Is
- he or she a faculty member at a respected college or university? Do other
established scholars have a high opinion of the author? You can often ﬁ_“d
~ this information by using a search engine such as Google or by consulting

one of the following directories:

AT

Contemporary Authors

Directory of American Scholars
International Who's Who
National Faculty Directory

Who's Who in America

Wilson Biographies Plus Illustrated




