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Evaluating Websites

You probably use the World Wide Web to learn and research every day, but how can you be sure the websites you use contain credible information?

· Author: Can you tell who created and maintains the website?  Do they identify their credentials or expertise in the area?  Is there a way to contact the author if you have questions about information on the site?  The absence of an author does not necessarily indicate unreliability, as many websites are constructed by more than one author; likewise, presence of an author does not guarantee reliability.  However, if you are able to identify the author, you may be able to learn more easily about his or her authority on the subject matter.

· Organization: Is the website associated with a reputable organization?  Is there a way to contact the organization?  What are their goals and aims?  Research the organization if you are unfamiliar with it so that you can determine whether or not it is considered a reliable source of information.  In addition, knowing who governs or owns material on a site may be a clue to its credibility.

· URL: Organizations with .org or .edu URL’s are associated with organizations and schools, but that does not automatically mean the information provided is accurate.  For instance, the website http://www.martinlutherking.org/ is owned and maintained by an organization called Stormfront, a white supremacist organization, but bills itself as a resource for students to learn about the real Martin Luther King, Jr.  Test the information against other sources to help determine reliability.  Reliable websites often have short URL’s with the organization’s name in the address.

· Currency: Is the information current?  When was the page last updated?  Information online can quickly become out of date.  Depending on subject matter, the information may no longer be accurate.  A technology or science website that has not been updated in ten years may no longer be useful, but a literature website that has not been updated in ten years might be a valid resource.

· Sources and Links: Does the site provide sources for their information?  Do they link to other credible sites?  If the site seems credible, but links to websites that you determine are unreliable or if the site makes claims that cannot be verified against other sources, be wary of using its information.

· Professionalism: Does the website look professional?  Do the links work?  Is the layout easy to navigate and pleasing to the eye?  Are there factual or grammatical errors?  Poorly designed websites may contain credible information, but more often a poor design also means that the site is maintained by one person who may or may not be a reliable source for information.  In addition, professional websites will be carefully proofread and contain few or no grammar errors.

· Fact or Opinion: Newspapers have always had an opinion section, and much of the Web is a place for people to share their opinions with others; however, can you verify the website’s claims against other information?  Do they provide facts and statistics that you can find in context elsewhere?  

· Advertisements: Does the site contain advertisements?  Many commercial sites contain ads, and the presence of ads does not necessarily mean the site is not credible; however, many personal sites are created to generate ad revenue.

Web Site Evaluation/Analysis I
Site: http://www.ncte.org/

Summary of Analysis: The site is a credible, reliable source of information for English teachers at all levels.

	Criteria
	Explanation

	Author
	The site does not have a single author, but does provide contact information and identifies the National Council of Teachers of English as responsible for maintaining the site.

	Organization
	Research about the organization reveals it to be a nationally respected organization for English teachers.  It has been in existence since 1911 and produces a variety of well-respected, scholarly publications, such as English Journal.  The organization’s aim is to help English teachers at all levels connect to their profession through professional development and professional literature.

	URL
	The URL has a .org extension and a short address that indicates clearly that the organization owns the site.

	Currency
	The website has a copyright spanning from 1998-2008, which indicates that some of the material on the site is at least ten years old, while other information was created this year.  The site is current and up to date.

	Sources and Links
	The site does not appear to link to outside websites, and much of the material published on the site has been vetted by a submission process.  For example, lesson plans on the ReadWriteThink companion site must be submitted and are published only upon acceptance.

	Professionalism
	The site has a professional look, and no grammatical errors that I could see.  In addition, the links I tested all worked.

	Fact or Opinion
	Some of the information on the site is opinion, but it is based on research about pedagogy.  For example, NCTE’s site has information about book banning and challenging that indicates they oppose both.  In addition, they provide resources for teachers whose book selections are challenged.  However, the information is grounded in research about student and First Amendment rights.

	Advertisements
	The site does not contain advertisements; however the site does provide contact information for companies and organizations interested in placing advertisements in their print publications.


Web Site Evaluation/Analysis II

http://www.cheathouse.com/
Summary of Analysis: The site is not a credible source of information about learning to write better; the company is engaged in dishonest practices and encourages its users to plagiarize and cheat.

	Criteria
	Explanation

	Author
	The site does not list an author, but appears to be maintained by a group of people.  Contact information is given on the Support page.

	Organization
	It is not clear that the group is an organization.  The copyright is owned by Gradua Networks, and payments are managed by Valvant, Inc.  The direct URL to a site that may be associated with the page (http://graduanetworks.com/) has only three words of text: “Private - go away.”  A Web search for the company provides little information about it; all sites associated with it seem to be free essay and cheat sites.  In addition, a search for Valvant LLC did not produce much information about the company aside from a site that indicated it was for internal use only; however the site did provide an address (http://valvant.com/).  In addition, the site’s aim is to provide essays for students to enable students to plagiarize or cheat, which is a dishonest goal.

	URL
	The URL is short, with the company’s name in the address.  In addition, the .com ending is ubiquitous on the Web and does not indicate either reliability or unreliability per se.  However, the fact that the site contains the word “cheat” would indicate that is associated with dishonesty, and users should be wary of using information on the site.

	Currency
	The website has a copyright that spans from 1995-2008 and appears to be up to date.

	Sources and Links
	The site links to a great many online degree sites and free essay sites.  Quick links in the sidebar take the reader to recently submitted essays.  The essays submitted appear to go through a vetting process.  According to the site, an essay that is being processed can be viewed by anyone.  Essays classified as Regular are available for a fee, and essays labeled Super are available for a higher fee.  While the site does not explain this evaluation completely, it can be assumed the Super essays were considered better than the Regular essays.  However, there does not appear to be a process to determine whether the authors are credible or thorough in their research.  

	Professionalism
	The site has a professional design, and the links I tried worked; however, I did note grammatical errors.  For example, “To stimulate learning. Simply. We have gotten a lot of critisism in the past, and I suspect this will continue in the future, but we are trying to build a community, where students come together.”  In addition to the spelling and comma error highlighted, the example contains poor word choice—“gotten”—as well as vague word choice—“this.”  Because of the site’s aim at helping students cheat to obtain higher grades, errors such as this do not inspire confidence.

	Fact or Opinion
	Much of the site is inaccessible to nonregistered visitors like me, but their press page acknowledges the site is controversial and provides the company’s justification for their services (http://www.cheathouse.com/

page.php?id=press_controversy).

	Advertisements
	The site does not appear to contain advertisements.  It would seem their funding is obtained from subscribed users.


