It takes work to become an information-literate person


But using these checks as you review Web pages will help you be a more information-literate consumer of information.

Authority: Who created the Web site? Is the site signed by anyone? Does the creator of the site list any reputable credentials? Is there a way to contact the person who created the site, either by e-mail or by phone, if you have questions? Is the organization or institution sponsoring the Web site reputable?


What you’re looking for is something that allows you to draw conclusions about the credentials and reputation of the creators and sponsors/hosts of the site. You might look for an “About Us” link to find out more about the creator and his/her affiliations.

Coverage: Is the site better or different from other materials you have found? Is it superficial, or is some in-depth material provided? Who is the intended audience? Is there a lot of jargon that only experts or scholars would understand, or does the site have easy to understand language and appropriate for a general audience? 


Here you’re looking for whether or not you’ve discovered comprehensive information.  You also want to figure out if the site matches your level of knowledge about the subject or if it is too complicated or too basic.

Objectivity: Does the creator have an ax to grind? Is there advertising on the site?


This is where you try to determine if there is an opinion or bias being presented. There may be nothing wrong with using biased information as long as you realize that it might be very one-sided. The creator could be using data to persuade readers, or could be presenting information under the pretense of being objective while not telling you about an affiliation with an organization advocating a particular point of view. Again, it’s useful to look for an “About Us” link or something that tell you about the mission or purpose of the Web site.

Accuracy: Is the information in the Web site true? How can you tell? Anyone can publish anything on the Internet. If something seems too good to be true, then it probably isn’t true. If a fact seems to good to be true, then it probably isn’t true.  If a fact seems too bizarre to be believed, then be skeptical. Try to find other sources that will either confirm or refute the information you’ve found.  Examples might include materials from your local library; U.S. government sites, or sites from organizations that advocate different viewpoints about the initial topic.

Currency: Is the information up to date? Has it been revised recently? Is there a date on the site? Are the links to other sites working? This tells you how much someone cares about keeping the information current. If there are references to events or publications on the site, dates of when things happened or were published also should be included.


Also consider how current you want or need the information to be. For example, with scientific or medical information you probably want up to date information, just in case something new has come along to disprove something old. Information about when the Web site was last updated is sometimes included at the bottom of the Web page.


The criteria listed above are past of a set of information skills that librarians refer to as either Information Power (usually in K-12 school libraries) or Information Literacy (typically in all other libraries). These skills include the ability to know when information is needed, how to find and evaluate the information, and how to use the information legally and ethically. 


Probably the best single tip for being an information-literate person, particularly as you use electronic resources is think critically (and skeptical) about the information from any Web sites (or from any other source, for that matter…) that you’re thinking of using.


Now for an advertisement: We are librarians, so we’ll recommend the librarians index to the Internet at http://www.lii.org; it is a directory of Internet resources that have been evaluated by librarians.

