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Validating a Web Site

Standard 2.19: Evaluate electronic sources of information.

INTRODUCTION

At the start of a research project, an English teacher brings her class into the library for an introduction to electronic research on the Internet. Once it is clear that students understand how to use the different search tools (Internet directories, search engines, and meta-search engines), she focuses the lesson on evaluating information for quality.
To illustrate how students can be misled by sources on the Internet, the library teacher tells the class about a student who, after visiting a number of Web sites, firmly believed that the 1969 moon landing was faked by NASA. Another student, after reading information on a Web site written by a Holocaust revisionist, was convinced that the concentration camps were really an effort by the Nazis to eradicate typhus-carrying head lice.  The teachers lead the class in a discussion of how these students could have critically evaluated these Web sites for authenticity, reliability, validity, and bias.

Using an LCD projector connected to her computer, the library teacher conducts an Internet search as the class watches. The teacher tells the students that it is possible to determine the origins of a site even before going to the site. She asks students to look closely at the URLs, or Web site addresses, that appear in the list of search results. She points to one URL that has the domain name of “edu” and asks the class if this means the site is sponsored by an educational institution. When the students tell her that they think it denotes sponsorship, she points out that “edu” simply indicates that the site is using the server of an educational institution. She then shows the class that a tilde (“~”) in the same URL shows that the site was created by an individual who has been given space on the university’s server. She shows the class another URL that contains the word “users,” indicating another personal home page.
The teacher clicks on the URL of the personal home page with the “…edu/~…” in the address. She asks the class to look for more information that might tell them something about the author’s credentials. Finding only the author’s name, the class discusses ways in which they might discover more about the author.  The teacher shows the class how to run a search for the author’s name in a meta-search engine which, in this case, results in numerous entries. The teacher asks the class to examine the URLs of the listings to see if there is anything interesting, aside from the fact that many people have referred to this person in their writing. The teacher reminds the class that, because the school uses a filter, this list may be incomplete. Having previewed the sites before class, the teacher goes to one that presents an objective overview of the site author’s credentials and the controversy incited by his views.
Returning to the Web site being evaluated, the teacher now asks the students to determine if there are links to other recognized sites. From the home page, they see that there are a number of working links. The teacher shows the students how they can determine if these links are to external Web sites or if they are internal links to other pages on the same site.  The same name appears after the “~” in the URL of most of these linked pages. The class discusses why this pattern of all internal links on a Web site should raise doubts of the credibility of information presented.
The teacher explains that we can also learn a great deal by looking at the pattern of links pointing to a Web site from the outside. The author of a Web site has no control over who links to his site from the outside, and it is possible that the author does not know who is linking to his site. However, a search engine with a link command can be used to find easily all the links pointing into a Web site. The teacher demonstrates how to do this by copying the URL from the source site and pasting it after the word “link:” in the “search for” box of the search engine.
Now that the students have been shown how to check the credibility of sources, they are ready to evaluate Web sites themselves.
PRACTICE/ ASSESSMENT

The teacher asks students to write down the steps they would take to evaluate a Web site. (The teacher uses this to assess individual learning.) This is followed by a class discussion in which a set of criteria is developed and written on the board for all to see. The teacher leads the class discussion using the following set of guidelines:
What is the source of this information? In general, it is possible to determine the type of organization by the domain (or suffix in the URL):
· Educational institutions: .edu

· Government: .gov

· Military: .mil

· Professional organization: .org

· Commercial sites: .com

· Internet providers: .net

Who sponsors the site? Who writes the material that appears on it?

· Does an individual or an organization sponsor the site?

· Is the author or organization a recognized authority?

· Had you heard of the organization or author before you found the site on the Internet?

· Are the author’s credentials mentioned on the site?

· Does the author/publisher provide an e-mail address?
When was the site created?

· Has the site been updated recently?

· Does the site need to be current?
Site Quality

· Do the links work? Do they lead to other useful material?

· How reliable is the information posted on the site?

· Does the site give links to other recognized sites?

· Is the information factual?

· Is the text well written?

· Does the page cite a bibliography or references to confirm accuracy? Is there author bias?

· Are the topics included explored in depth?

· Are the articles or other posted materials dated?
Follow-up

After dividing the class into groups of about four students, the teacher then

gives each group a URL for a Web site that the teacher has previewed and

evaluated in advance. Each student team is then asked to evaluate their Web

site using the criteria developed in class.

