Website Evaluation
Ask yourself: is this website REAL?

Read the URL You can determine quite a lot about the authenticity of a website from its URL (web address) alone.  When examining a URL, ask yourself these questions:
1) Do you recognise the domain name? eg: www.adhs.act.edu.au
2) What is the extension in the domain name?  This is important because it gives you a clue as to what kind of establishment owns the domain name.  Knowing who owns a site can help you determine what their motives for producing the site might be.  .edu and .gov can only be owned by education and government institutions, so their information is more reliable.  Look out for .com, .org and .net as these extensions can be owned by anybody.
	Extension
	Establishment

	.edu
	Educational institution

	.gov
	Government department

	.com
	Commercial 

	.co
	Commercial (UK)

	.org
	Any organisation

	.net
	Network


3) Are you on a personal page?  Although personal pages can contain excellent information, realise that such sites are more likely to be biased (see how to identify bias below). 

These are all clues that you are looking at a personal page if they appear after the first forward slash 
in the domain name: 

· a name

· a tilde symbol ~

· a percent sign %

· the words users, people or members
Activity:  Look at the following URLs and find the extension in the domain name.  Without visiting the sites, what can you tell about them just from examining the URLs?  How reliable do you think the information contained on each site would be for research purposes?
a) http://nike.com/ ______________________________________________________________________
b) http://adhs.act.edu.au __________________________________________________________________
c) http://taronga.org/ ____________________________________________________________________
d) http://cancer.org.au/ ___________________________________________________________________
e) http://anu.edu.au/~user ________________________________________________________________
How to identify bias
Define bias (you may use an online dictionary to look it up if you need to) _____________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

When reading a website, ask yourself these questions to help you identify whether the information is fair and balanced, or if it is biased:

a) Does this website have a political reason to say what they do?
b) Do the claims of this site make sense?
c) Does this person have any reason to lie? Does anything they say not really add up?
d) Where does the money for this site come from?
Source: Daniels, M. 2008, ‘How to detect bias on the internet’, accessed 10/3/10, http://factoidz.com/how-to-detect-bias-on-the-internet/

Examine the content

Just because a page looks flashy, doesn’t mean it will contain reliable information.  When reading a website ask yourself these questions:
1) Is the information on the site helpful?

2) Does the site provide extra resources and links?  Do these links work? (broken links indicate an unmaintained page which can mean that the information is no longer current).

3) Is the site up to date?  Can you tell when it was last updated?

4) Is the information correct?  Does it contradict information I have found elsewhere? 

Ask about the author and owner
[image: image1.jpg]“On the Internet, nobudy knows you're a dog.”



As the cartoon illustrates, anyone can publish a website on the internet (OK, so maybe not dogs, but you get the point).  Because of this, an important step in validating a website is determining who wrote the site and why.  
Ask these questions when assessing the credibility of an author:

1) Is the author’s name provided?

2) Are contact details for the author provided?
3) Is any biographical information about the author provided?

4) Does the author seem knowledgeable?  Are they an expert in the field?

5) What kind of results do you get if you conduct a search on the author’s name?

Remember: A credible author with nothing to hide will happily include their name and contact details on their website.  You have every right to contact them and ask questions about the content of their site.
Source: ‘On the internet, nobody knows you’re a dog’, 2010, flickr, accessed 10/3/10, http://www.flickr.com/photos/ben_lawson/155595430/
Activity:

a) Examine the URL www.martinlutherking.org.  What can you tell from the URL?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b) Now go to this site on the computer.  Who is the author/ owner of this website? ____________________

Are any biographical details about the author or any means of contacting them provided? ______________________________________________________________________________________

c) Who or what is Stormfront? (type it into Wikipedia and see what you get)  Knowing this, would you say the information on www.martinlutherking.org is accurate and unbiased?  Explain your answer. __________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Other useful tools

· easyWhois (www.easywhois.com/) reveals the author or owner of a website and provides contact names and addresses should you wish to verify the website.

· The wayback machine (www.archive.org/) allows you to see what a website used to look like.  This can be useful as it lets you see how the site has changed, which could raise questions.

Activity: Go to www.archive.org/ , enter the domain www.martinlutherking.org and hit the “take me back” button.  Click on the results for April 21st 1999 to see how the page used to look.  Compare this to how the page looks today.

a) Are any of the links, pictures or articles the same? ___________________________________________

b) Are there any references to schools or students at all on the 1999 version of the page? ______________

c)
How does this show that the target audience of the website has changed? _________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________
Look at the links
There are two types of links on websites:

Forward links are links from the website to other web sites- be suspicious if all the links from a page are written by the same author as the information is likely to be biased- a credible author will refer to multiple sources, as this is good research.

Back links are links to the website from other websites.  If credible websites are prepared to link to the site you are looking at, it is a good sign as they wouldn’t risk their reputation by linking to unreliable information. 
Activity:  How to search the back links for a website

Go to Alta Vista (www.altavista.com/) and type link: before the URL of the site you are using- make sure you don’t have any spaces before or after the colon.  Click the “find” button and ask these questions as you examine the results of your search: for this activity type in link:www.dhmo.org
a) Who is linked to this website? Look at the URLs of these sites to determine their purpose.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b) Why do you think these sites have included a link to your website?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
c) What do the other sites say about your site?  Look for bias here.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

d) Do your answers to these questions reassure you of the quality of your website?  Explain your answer.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Activity: Now try putting what you have learned into practice by evaluating one of these websites:

· Genetic Engineering: http://www.genochoice.com/
· Dihydrogen Monoxide: http://dhmo.org/
· Endangered Animals: http://nationalzoo.si.edu/
· The Pacific Northwest Tree Octopus: http://zapatopi.net/treeoctopus/
· Cancer Council of Australia: http://www.cancer.org.au 
· Australian Immigration: http://www.immigration2australia.com/
· Greenpeace: http://www.greenpeace.org.au
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