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Examining Sources for Reference Purposes

1. Read the annotation in ARBA, Balay (or another review source) or your text. 

Note: Not every source will be included in these sources.

2. Scan the preface or introductory material for information about purpose, scope, authority, etc.

3. Dip into the contents.  

4. Look something up in it.

5. Be aware of:

a. Authority:

· Title as commonly used – which may be the author’s last name (e.g. Balay) or an abbreviation of the title (e.g. Oxford English Dictionary = OED).  

· Publisher – some subject areas have standard publishers that you should become familiar with (e.g. Hoovers publishes business sources; Wilson publishes many indexes and abstracts).  

· Author, editor or editorial board – credentials of those who contribute to the contents and information contained in the source.

b. Sources used.  

c. Scope of what is included (and not included).  For example:

· Kinds of and amount of information about the subject included

· Time period or year range covered

· Forms of literature included

d. Access:

· Arrangement

· Table of contents

· Index(es)

· Format(s) – print, electronic, other

e. Treatment

· Accuracy of information

· Objectivity/ Evidence of Bias

· Intended Audience/ Appropriateness

f. Special features, either positive or negative, that enhance or limit the usefulness of the source for reference purposes (e.g. illustrations; tiny print; flimsy paper)

6. Take notes on each source in whatever way works best for you – on index cards, in a database, in a binder, etc.


