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500 North 700 East
Provo UT, 84606

Professor Michael Rutter
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Professor Rutter,

I have submitted the report A Guide to Evaluating Credibility of Online Sources in 
Academic Writing for your consideration. This report comes as a reply to the ongoing 
growth of the Internet and its use in academia. This essay is aimed to help mainly 
students who are inexperienced in conducting academic research on the Internet.

This is an increasing problem with online material; the Internet is becoming more and 
more accessible with time. With the increasing level of accessibility also comes a higher 
quantity of information on the web. Information flow is moving faster and further from 
physical locations—book stores, libraries and universities—and is integrating itself into 
the highly interactive and social World Wide Web. Valuable information is becoming 
more accessible and, thus, appears more frequently in academia and scholarly reports. 
However, often for these kinds of reports and papers the matter isn't the quantity of 
information but rather the quality; namely the validity and credibility of online sources 
for academic papers and reports.

This paper addresses an essential skill: how to properly assess the validity and credibility 
of Internet sources in academic writing. The paper is meant to assist mainly students that 
are new to using the Internet for academic research in the process of writing papers or 
working on other scholarly projects. These students don’t necessarily need to be familiar 
with determining credibility in printed text, but it will definitely help if they know how. 
Thank you for your time in considering my report.

Sincerely,

Ethan Mackey
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ABSTRACT

	
 The Internet is a tool that is used in all aspects of our lives—personally, 

professionally, and academically. Since the Internet is so new, there are very little 

common guidelines for publishers to go by. This creates a challenge for the researchers 

who may not be sure when to trust online information. This report informs a student who 

may find themselves in that situation. The student must first be aware of the challenges in  

online publishing.

	
 Once informed of difficulties of publishing online, the student can check for 

different kinds of information to avoid using any misinformation. As this may be a 

difficult thing for inexperienced Internet users to do, students can turn to other sources, 

such as libraries or instructors, for assistance. Thus the approach to teaching the student 

skills in evaluating credibility of online sources: 1) learn about problems, 2) learn how to 

overcome the problems, and 3) where to turn to if additional questions arise. 
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A GUIDE FOR EVALUATING CREDIBILITY OF ONLINE SOURCES IN 

ACADEMIC WRITING

I. INTRODUCTION

	
 The Internet has experienced explosive growth. In just 25 years, the Internet has 

gained approximately 1.8 billion users with 100 million more each year1. That’s an 

amazing increase from what was available online just ten years ago. Information flow is 

moving faster and further from physical locations—bookstores, libraries, and universities

—into the World Wide Web. The fast growth has made it an important part in all aspects 

life—personal, professional, and academic. There are many complications that arise from 

using information from the Internet, in academia especially. The overarching concern 

about the Internet isn't the quantity of information but the quality of information. The 

1

1 While finding this exact number in a primary source is very difficult, these figures seem to be consistent with other 
blogs and secondary sources. Information taken from <http://www.searchenabler.com/blog/growth-of-world-wide-
web_01/>.



concern is the validity and credibility of online sources for academic papers and reports. 

Many students (and others) have doubtless faced this problem in writing. Since the 

Internet continues to grow, and therefore play a larger role in society, students need to 

learn how to determine the credibility of online information.

	
 The first step of determining credibility is to become informed of the problems at 

hand, but this is a challenge. Students must be aware of key pitfalls of online publication 

to successfully research on the Internet. Finding guidelines to do so may be difficult. Very 

little has been standardized in Internet use as it is very new. This is true on both ends of 

the publisher and the researcher. Anyone can publish information in any way they want. 

Anyone can pull this information from the Internet and integrate it into their writing. The 

Internet’s open publicity is both its greatest strength and weakness.

	
 As the Internet is so open, no current regulation for Internet use, which means the 

researcher is responsible to check the credibility of online sources. The skills to do so 

require time to develop. While in the beginning stages of developing these skills, it is 

recommended that students work closely with an instructor or library assistant to assure 

the information used is actually credible. After working with an assistant, the student 

should get an idea of what to look for. 

	
 This paper combines information from different editions of the MLA Handbook, 

the Chicago Manual of Style, and Purdue OWL (acronym for online writing lab) to assist 

students in learning how to use the Internet. This paper will assist students by: 1) 

informing its readers of electronic publication pitfalls of incorrect information, outdated 

information, bias, narrow opinions, and special interest writing in chapter one; 2) giving 

guidelines of verifying and seeking authorship, authority, accuracy, verifiability, currency 
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and publication dates to combat electronic publication pitfalls in chapter two; 3) pointing 

students to additional sources for assistance in using the Internet in chapter three; and 4) 

summarize the report’s main ideas in the concluding chapter four.
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II. GENERAL PUBLISHING PITFALLS

	
 Due to the public nature of the Internet, anyone can publish material online. This 

leads to many problems in online information. When you begin researching, you may 

find it difficult to find good, credible online information. Before addressing how to find 

appropriate material for your academic writing, it is important first to understand the 

obstacles you need to avoid.

	
 Students may already be familiar with problems in printed text—this is a good 

point to start from. The Purdue OWL suggests that “understanding the difference between 

what you can find on the web and what you can find in more traditional print sources is 

key” (Evaluating Print). When the student understands shortcomings and strengths of 

print publishing, they will be better able to spot out the strengths and shortcomings of 

online publishing2. As the focus of this section is to simply inform the reader of potential 

publishing pitfalls, approaches to overcoming these problems will not be addressed.

	
 The following text is an accumulation of publication pitfalls as illustrated by the 

Purdue OWL (online writing lab), different editions of the MLA Handbooks, the Chicago 

Manual of Style, and authorial conjecture. 

Incorrect an/or Outdated Information

	
 While traditional print sources go through an extensive publication process, 

Internet sources are not necessarily subject to such processes. Internet sources tend not to 

have fact-checkers, multiple reviewers, and editors to ensure quality. In fact, anyone with 

4

2 If you are not altogether very familiar with the printed publication process, there’s no need to worry: the 
following information gives a general outline of the challenges to help the reader follow along.



a computer and access to the Internet can publish a website or electronic document. Most 

web documents do not have editors, fact-checkers, or other types of reviewers.

	
 When the information has been published is important to know. Students should 

avoid including outdated information in scholarly projects. For example, it likely is a 

disadvantage using a credible article from the 1800’s to argue for stem cell research. 

However, some articles can be 100’s of years old and be accurate—if not more accurate

—than more recent articles. For example, old responses to literature, opinion articles, 

literary exegeses, philosophy, and other literature from old primary sources may be 

credible. Be wise in how these sources are used, and, if necessary, seek advice from an 

instructor or library assistant.

Poor Logic

	
 Poor logic might be published for a number of reasons. The publishers may be 

biased. The publishers might have overlooked a small passage in an enormous document. 

The argument could be irrelevant in light of new information. Any amateur could have 

published the article. This is just a possible obstacle that students need to be aware of 

when they do research online.

Bias, Narrow Opinion, and Special Interests

	
 While bias certainly exists in traditional publications, printing is more expensive 

and difficult to accomplish. Most major publishers are out to make a profit and will either 

not cater to special interest groups or will clearly indicate when they are catering to such 

groups. Publishing on the Internet is much more simple and requires much less effort. 

Because of the easiness to publish online, it is much easier to find biased information.

5



	
 The purpose of the online text may be misleading. A website that appears to be 

factual may actually be persuasive and/or deceptive. One problem that students will run 

into a lot, even if something seems credible on the Internet, is that much of what is 

written online is aimed at a special interest audience. The logic, ideas, etc. that are 

expressed may not be representative of widely accepted ideas.

One Last Thing

	
 This list is not meant to be comprehensive, but is meant to prepare the reader to 

research with a defensive mentality. There might be other possible problems with online 

information, and the researcher needs to be ready to assess credibility should unique 

situations arise.
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III. OVERCOMING THE PUBLISHING PITFALLS OF THE Internet

	
 Learning to discern which information is credible online is an essential skill, 

especially when the Internet continues to grow at its exponential rate today. Here are 

some common things to keep your eyes out for:3

On Authorship and Authority

	
 First and foremost, check for the author and publisher. As mentioned before, the 

greatest strength and weakness of the Internet is its open publicity. Students need to know 

whether an article was written by an expert in the field or blogged by another 

inexperienced student. This first step is essential before any research is done in any 

website.

	
 Check for prominent information. Check for a prominent notice that the 

information has been “peer-reviewed.” Peer-review, as defined by 

dictionary.reference.com, means that “evaluation of a person's work or performance” is 

done “by a group of people in the same occupation, profession, or industry” (“Peer-

review”). This is a common preventive measure against misinformation. There are 

different kinds of peer-review. Two of the most common kinds are professional peer 

review (review of performance of professionals in a specific field) and scholarly peer 

review/ “refereeing” (editorial review by experts in similar fields). If students can find 

which sort of peer-review took place, they may be able to better discern whether the 

information was published with bias or poor information.

7

3 The organization of the breakdown was taken from different editions of the MLA Handbook. Additional 
material has been added. If you wish to see the original breakdown, it can be found in the 5th MLA 
Handbook.



	
 Along with a notice of peer-review, “make sure that the author of the document or 

person or group responsible for the publication or site is identified” (Gibaldi 27). This is 

an important aspect in assuring the nature of the website is unbiased and credible. Along 

with letting the audience know the information has been peer-reviewed, well-established 

authors, organizations, and publishers also usually prominently display their own 

information. Authors and publishers provide information of their online document, 

whether that means a group of editors that works on the Internet site, a mission statement, 

or corresponding email address. By so prominently publishing their information, 

publishers and authors wear their information like a badge of honor, given they have 

worked to maintain a reputation of credibility and reliability.

	
 The prominently published information invites the readership to read other 

articles written or published by a particular group or organization to better evaluate their 

reliability. The Modern Language Association encourages readers to take note “of the 

entire work or site even if you are interested only in a particular document within 

it” (Gibaldi 27). Keep the document in its original context to get a feel of its functionality 

and tone. Students will get better insight whether the document is based on a political 

orientation, whether it is biased or unbiased, etc.

	
 Another approach to assessing the nature of the information is by looking at the 

last part of the domain name (e.g., the .com in “www.nytimes.com”)4. The suffix 

(otherwise known as “top-level domain,” or TLD) lets its readers know what the nature of 

the information likely will be. This will help students in particular evaluate the potential 

8
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be updated.



usefulness and shortcomings of different websites. The following top-level domains are 

the five most commonly used of the hundreds that exist.

	
 Government (.gov). This TLD is limited for government entities and agencies in 

the United States. These sites are, obviously, of a political nature and can inform of 

government policy.

	
 Education (.edu). These sites are done by schools and universities. These sites 

have calendars, directories, as well as other forms of valuable information. Beware of 

student-produced articles, essays, papers, documents, and other scholarly projects; these 

documents may have not been sufficiently reviewed by an editorial staff.

	
 Commercial (.com). These sites were initially created for commercial 

organizations. When reviewing older websites or web pages, the material is likely of a 

commercial nature.

	
 However, the “.com” TLD has evolved to include almost any kind of website. 

Any “.com” website created within the last ten years may or may not be of a commercial 

nature. To evaluate the exact nature of more current “.com” websites, read the text and 

additional information for clues on the nature of the website and the document.

	
 Military (.mil). Like “.gov,” this TLD is also restricted. It is only used by the US 

military.

	
 Organization (.org). This is a generic TLD that can be used by any organization. 

It was initially created for not-for-profit organizations. Like in the case of “.com,” it has 

evolved where most any organization can use this TLD. However, due to the popularity 

of using “.com” rather than “.org,” an internet address with “.org” usually signifies a not-

for-profit organization.
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 There are other secondary TLD’s that students need to be aware of (e.g., 

the .blogspot in “googleblog.blogspot.com”). The nature of a lot of these websites is that 

of private publishing. These are popular among independent writers, musicians, and 

photographers. A good rule of thumb is to be cautious if there is a secondary TLD in the 

website name. However, this doesn’t meant that all websites with secondary TLDs are not 

useful, some might be very credible. There also may be other independent sites (e.g., 

blogs) that can be used as sources. It all depends on what students need to use their 

source for, and where the source actually comes from.

	
 Key things to look for.

• Whether the document has been peer-reviewed. 

• Prominent name of the author and the publisher of the work.

• Author’s and publisher’s credentials, either on the website or on a link.

• The DTS (e.g., .com, or .gov) in the website address.

• The secondary DTS (e.g., .blogspot, or .tumblr) in a website address.

On Accuracy and Verifiability

	
 If an Internet site contains credible information, students still need to decide 

whether the information is accurate.

	
 Creating a professional correspondence. Often credible sources will have 

contact information listed, such as a mailing or email address, where the publisher or 

author can be reached. The information is displayed to create a correspondence of their 

readership. The readers or other experts can help by correcting misinformation or poor 

logic. To maintain a reputable publishing repertoire, a publisher will take measures 

necessary to avoid negative correspondence with experts in the field; a publisher 

10



understands that when a document is printed, they are putting their public image at risk. 

This also allows the publisher and authors to respond with further clarification, given they 

need to justify their claims. If there is prominent contact information, that is a good 

indicator that the publisher and authors are willing to take responsibility of their work.

	
 The contact information can also lead to other publications done by the authors or 

publishers. One thing students can do is make sure the work’s sources are indicated, so 

that its information can be verified. MLA writes “the titles in the list might . . . tell you 

something about the breadth of the author’s knowledge of the subject” (MLA 5, 28). 

Reading articles where the sources are not listed or scrutinized is a good indicator that it 

is likely an inappropriate source for an academic paper.

	
 Using sources appropriately. Verify which of the listed sources in the works 

cited or bibliography seem to be credible documents themselves. Often just a quick 

peripheral glance over the sources will give a good idea whether they are credible or not. 

Look for variety in their sources. Look for primary sources articles. An example of poorly 

used sources is Wikipedia. While there are plenty of useful and perhaps even academic 

articles on the website, there are many articles that have for their sources newspaper 

articles and tabloids that are used to support political or scientific claims. Don’t let a 

professional looking article fool you. Always check the sources in use.

	
 If students are well read on the subject matter, it will be easier to use sources in 

tactical ways. There are a few ways this will offer you strength in you research and 

writing. One way is that if offers a much better understanding of acceptable opinions and 

viewpoints. Being well read on a subject will allow you to better evaluate whether a

11



Fig. 1 (Taken from <http://www.mlahandbook.org/private/handbook/hbl1.6.1>)
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claim seems reasonable or accurate. Another approach is to use your own sources 

strategically. Most students will use sources to support their theses, especially in technical 

communication. But there are many different ways to use sources. For example, you can 

disagree with the citation to illustrate your point or you can further clarify a specific 

point. You can in many different ways “push off” someone else’s writing to strengthen 

your unique stance on your subject. If students find information from a credible site, but 

still seems inaccurate or misrepresentative, they can easily make such a claim in your 

paper. It is essential that site itself is credible and relevant. For example, if a claim is 

made that the Onion News (a satirical news network) has an incorrect view on child 

cloning, using that source will contribute very little, if not detract, from the main 

argument.

	
 Take note on how the author or publisher uses their sources. Be wary if you find 

the author or publisher disputing many credible sources to make their claim. However, 

this in itself is not an absolute indicator of the accuracy of the article—it is very common 

for experts to “push off” of others arguments. In these cases where the article is written 

by a verifiable expert and the expert is disputing a good portion of his or her sources, the 

best thing to do would be to follow their logic. Are their claims logically sound? Do the 

claims seem radically different from those of other experts who have also written on 

similar subjects? Be a critical reader, and engage with the text and information rather than 

just letting it inform.

	
 Key things to look for.

• Address to write to should you need additional clarification or newer information.

• Works cited should be varied and based on well-respected sources.

12



• How the author or publisher use the sources in supporting or refining their claim.

• The flow of logic in the argument.

On Currency and Publication Dates

	
 Checking for the information’s currency is always crucial when conducting 

research. The importance of timeliness in publishing will vary greatly depending on the 

subject matter. For example, if you are writing an article on 16th century thought on 

literature, using older sources written during that time ought to be fairly credible. 

However, if you are writing an article on the developments of the evolutionary theory, 

reading mainly from sources that were created in the 1800’s, you might find it 

challenging to create a persuasive argument.

	
 The Internet has multiple facets of chronology attached to it. Students not only 

have to worry about the period when something was published, but they also have to keep 

in mind that it is extremely easy to update or edit something on an Internet site. Students 

also have to keep in mind that hard copies of a document (commonly shown in PDF 

format) are commonly offered online. There may be multiple dates associated with any 

given site, between electronic publication, the publication of the actual text, and dates of 

the cite being edited. MLA points out that “electronic media . . . so far lack agreed-on 

means of organizing works. Moreover, electronic texts are not as fixed and stable as their 

print counterparts” (Gibaldi 178). The timeliness of publication from an Internet source 

can be complicated. When determining the credibility of a source, remember that it is 

extremely easy to change text or ideas without notifying potential readers. For this 

reason, many websites lack information that informs the readers of publication or editing 

dates.

13



	
 However, MLA also points out that although “online documents and sites have the 

potential for continual updating, many remain in their original states and, depending on 

the subject, may be out-of-date” (Gibaldi 178).  The best thing to do when students 

approach Internet sites in research is be mindful of all dates listed. Ideally, a document 

should have all of the dates of publication and revision listed. If a student has questions 

are on what seems to be a reliable site that is lacking these publication and revision dates, 

they likely have it recorded elsewhere. Contact the author, organization or publisher to 

ask for the latest publication and revision dates.

	
 Things to look for.

• Publish and revision dates.

• Contact information for further clarification on publication and revision dates.

14



IV. SOURCES FOR ASSISTANCE

	
 As earlier indicated, students can turn to a local or university library for assistance 

in learning how to conduct research. The library should have trained individuals on how 

to find good material for research papers and scholarly projects. A lot of the resources 

used in the library have been “peer-reviewed. The 7th Edition of the MLA Handbook 

says: “your library’s Web site may provide links to important Internet sources, which 

were likely selected after careful evaluation and consideration” (MLA 28). Don’t 

overlook this tool. Take advantage of the systems the library has carefully established for 

students. If students need individual help, a “librarian might also be able to advise you 

about sites relevant to your research” (28). Libraries often have a system for maintaining 

academic excellence in their collections of articles, essays, journals, books, and papers, 

whether they are stored physically or electronically. A lot of libraries have gateway sites 

designed for students to access high-quality papers.

	
 Students also can reach out to an instructor or an academic department for 

assistance in finding relevant, credible material in your research (MLA 28). They have 

had a lot of experience in writing and reading scholarly papers and know what to look 

for. Lean on their experience if you need any assistance.
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V. CONCLUSION

	
 This paper is significant because there is not a lot written by way of evaluating 

validity of online information for academic research. The Internet is becoming more and 

more an integral part of academic research and writing. Students should do all they can to 

learn proper use of the Internet. They will find a high payoff for the effort that they put in. 

While the accessible material on the Internet can be problematic, there are so many 

advantages to using the Internet. For a student to take full advantage of the Internet, he or 

she must learn how to use the Internet responsibly. The student can do this successfully 

by first becoming aware of publishing problems the Internet has: incorrect and/or 

outdated information; poor logic; bias, narrow opinion and special interest groups. When 

the student recognizes these problems, he/she will know key things to look for in an 

online document that address these problems: elements of authorship, authority, accuracy, 

verifiability, currency, and publication dates. Careful searching of the document or other 

attached documents will inform the student of the credibility of the material. If any 

questions arise, the student should turn to other sources for assistance in using the 

Internet, such as library assistants, academic departments, and instructors.
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