Assessing the Validity of Online Information

The recent National Education Association (NEA) sponsored study, "Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Distance Learning in Higher Education", contained the following characterization of quality online programs:

General Tips and Questions for Evaluating Online Resources
1. Check authorship:  Ask - Who wrote this?  Is it possible to check the author's qualifications and affiliations?  Can they be verified?

2. Check timeliness: Ask - When was this written?  Is it possible to determine when the website was created or last updated? Is the site actively maintained?

3. Check scope: Ask - Is the focus of this site clear?  Is it easy to determine the content of the site from its navigation?

4. Check objectivity: Ask - What is the affiliation of the author?  Are biases stated?  Who is the audience? Is the site governmental (.gov), educational (.edu) or commercial (.com) etc.?  What effect might advertising have on the validity of information in the site?

5. Check reliability: Ask - Are assertions factually accurate?  Are there glaring errors in spelling, grammar and punctuation?  How do these reflect upon the reliability of the site?

CARS

Here is a more specific checklist for assessing the credibility of online information.   Many of its points can be recalled by remembering the acronym "CARS" which stands for the characteristics associated with quality online sources -   Credibility, Accuracy, Reasonableness and Support. 

Credibility: trustworthy source, author’s credentials, evidence of quality control, known or respected authority, organizational support. 
Goal: an authoritative source, a source that supplies some good evidence that allows you to trust it.

Accuracy: up to date, factual, detailed, exact, comprehensive, audience and purpose reflect intentions of completeness and accuracy. 
Goal: a source that is correct today (not yesterday), a source that gives the whole truth.

Reasonableness: fair, balanced, objective, reasoned, no conflict of interest, absence of fallacies or slanted tone. 
Goal: a source that engages the subject thoughtfully and reasonably, concerned with the truth.

Support: listed sources, contact information, available corroboration, claims supported, documentation supplied. 
Goal: a source that provides convincing evidence for the claims made, a source you can triangulate (find at least two other sources that support it). 

(Source: Robert Harris, http://www.sccu.edu/faculty/R_harris/evalu8it.htm, used with the permission of the author)

