Rule 17: Use the Web with Care

Use the Web with care
Enter afew keywords and the Web wil] give

on almost any question or issue. All manner of v;
Jble, almost instantly, that V\'/ou.ld take forever to turn up if we had to search
pi nstakingly and by hand in libraries or by correspondence,

Reliability, though, is quite another
some checks on.the reliability of the books 'fmd other materials they collect,
Reputable publishers consult the: community of experts before presenting
any Views as expert. Some publishers are even renowned for employing
offices of fact-checkers of their own. But on the Web anyone can say any-
thing whatsoever, and with a little skill or money even the flimsiest opin-
jon site can be dressed up to look sober-minded and professional. There are
very few checks on the content of Web sites—often no checks at all,

Only rely on Web sources, then, if you are dealing with an identifiable
and independently reputable source. Don’t rely on a Web site at all unless

ou have some idea of its source. Key questions are: Who created this site?
Why did they create it> What are their qualifications? What does it mean
if they don't tell you? How can you double-check and cross-check its claims?

Be aware also that Web search engines do not search “everything”—
far from it. They search only what is indexed, which is only 10 to 20 per-
cent of the available Web, and heavily weighted toward merchandising and
“hot” sites. Especially on controversial issues where evidence and conclu-
sions are in dispute, the sites that come up first (and are often designed to
come up first) are likely to be opinionated bluster from non-experts with
agendas. In fact, the best information is often in databases or other aca-
demic resources that standard search engines cannot enter at all. Normally
you have to search within these databases to find the most reliable articles
or information on any given topic.

When you really need to know something, then, dig deeper than the
standard Web search. What you’ll get usually will require harder and more
careful reading and thinking—which is what you want, of coursef—and
sometimes a password (hopefully available to you as a student or library
patron) in turn. If you are preparing a research project for a class, your
teacher should be able to guide you to appropriate Web resources. If not,
ask your librarian!

matter. Libraries have at least
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ing refiable Web sources
Rule 17, see the “Recognizing reliable Web
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Recognizing reliable Web sources

Objective: To help you distinguish between reliable and unreliable sources
on the Web.

Instructions: Read Rule 17 before beginning this activity. Then, complete
each of the following steps in order.

1. Find the Web page for this activity on the companion Web site for
this book. Go to the companion Web site for this book. Click on
the link for “Part 3.” Then, click on the link for “Recognizing
Reliable Web Sources.”

2. Examine each of the Web sites linked from the Web page for this
activity. The Web page from Step 1 will contain links to various
Web sites. Some of these sites are legitimate sites on which
well-informed, relatively impartial experts present information.
Others are not (in one interesting way or another). Examine
each of the sites carefully, trying to distinguish the sites that
make reliable sources from those that do not. For those that do
not, try to tell, if you can, what the intention of the site actually
is and who its creators might be.

3. Make a list of sites that would be reliable sources of information and
a list of sites that would not be reliable sources of information. Next
to each entry on your list, make a few notes about how you came
to the conclusion about the site’s reliability as a source.

4. In a small group, compare fists to devise a list of veliable sources, a list
of unreliable sources, and a list of sources about which you are unsure.
If everyone agrees that a particular site is reliable, put it on your
group’s list of reliable sources. If everyone agrees that a site is
unreliable, put it on your group’s list of unreliable sources. If your
group disagrees on a site, see if you can resolve that disagreement
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through discussion or further research. If you cant, put it on your
group’s list of sources about which you are unsure.

5. As a class, compile a single list of reliable sources and a single list of
unreliable sources. As a class, compare the lists that each group
produced. Try to resolve any disagreements and uncertainties
through discussion so that everyone agrees on which sites belong
on which list.

Final product: The final product of this activity should be three sets of
lists: your own lists of reliable and unreliable sites; your group’s lists of sites
that are reliable, sites that are unreliable, and sites about which your group
is unsure; and your class’s lists of reliable and unreliable sites.
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