Source Evaluations

Purpose

The purpose of this assignment is to familiarize students with a range of standard and specialized reference sources and to prompt students to think about how, when, and why they might use particular resources.  Upon completing source evaluations, students should have a firm understanding of the typology of references sources, how similar sources relate to one another, and the types of questions/ reference interactions for which each source might be useful.

Approach

Students should begin attain an overview of each resource.  For print resources, begin by reading the introduction or other front matter, which tends to set out the author’s intention, the scope, and purpose of the work.  With online resources, an “about,” or “help” page should offer similar information.  This area should also give clues to the author’s knowledge and credibility.

Next, observe how information is arranged and/ or accessed.  Take note of navigation/ access tools such as table of contents, indices, page guides, field searching, thesauri, etc.  How easy is this resource to use?

Finally, delve into contents.  Look up some information and take note of how the material is treated- what level of language is used, how in-depth (or brief) is the information, is jargon or technical language used?  Does information seem accurate, complete, and reasonably current?

Pay attention to special features that help to set that resource apart.

Annotations

While it is important to note each of the evaluation criteria while reviewing sources, certain aspects will be more important to focus on.  Remember that the primary objectives for this bibliography are to:

1. Familiarize yourself with resources

2. Create a resource for yourself for referring to and using resources in the future

3. Preparing for the final

These objectives should help you to focus your reviews.  In general, you should focus on:

Content and scope


Knowing what information is contained in a resource and how comprehensive the resource is will be the key to knowing when to use that source.  

Arrangement/ Access


How information is organized and how the researcher can locate information within a resource will allow you to make efficient and effect use of that source.  In some cases, arrangement can be assumed (i.e. a dictionary will be arranged alphabetically) and in such cases you can just note anomalies (i.e. a dictionary arranged by topic then alphabet).

Treatment

The important thing to notice here is how in-depth or detailed information is.  For instance, many dictionaries offer short phrases or sentences as definitions.  Thus, a literary dictionary that offers paragraph-long definitions with references to primary sources for examples would be noteworthy.  A page-long biography in Biography Reference Bank will obviously be more superficial than a book devoted to a single person.

Special Features

What makes this resource stand out, especially in comparison to others like it?  For instance, the OED’s etymologies based on quotations is a unique feature and should be noted.  Academic Search Complete’s visual search is still one of the few available so that is noteworthy.

Other Criteria

Most of the remaining criteria can be dealt with very briefly.  Authority, accuracy, and objectivity can be assumed for nearly all of the resources you will be reviewing, so it is really only important to note a problem or anomaly.

Reminder

These source evaluations are for your own use, and notes can be used at the final.  They will not be collected or evaluated except through your performance on the final exam.  Thus, the most important thing is to take notes in a way that is comfortable and useful to you.  Polished annotations with complete sentences are not necessary, unless they help you to organize your thoughts and feel more comfortable with material.  Do what works for you.

Sample Source Evaluation

American men and women of science. (2005). New York: Bowker 1971-

Multi-volume “biographical directory.”  Covers active, biological and physical scientists practicing in the United States and Canada who have made “significant” contributions to their field.  Short entries provide contact information as well as a short biography focused on subject’s work, areas of research, and awards.  Arranged by Field, then geographic region (state and city) and then alphabetically by last name.  Relies mainly on self-reporting by subjects.

