
Notes to “Evaluating Information Sources” 

Presentation Portion 

Slide 1: Welcome and thank you for coming. What is this workshop about? This workshop is about 

determining whether the news article or a journal article that you found is reliable. Is it, for instance, 

a good source to cite in a memo or brief? 

As a quick philosophical disclaimer, I understand that this is a subject that is often associated with 

“truth” or, God help us, “truthiness.”  If you believe that there is an objective truth discoverable via 

methodological means, then this workshop is for you. However, if you believe that truth is a social 

construct (maybe your worldview aligns closer to the Existentialists, Postmodernists, and 

Deconstructionists), this workshop is also for you. This is because, even if, as Nietzsche tells us, 

“there is no truth, only interpretations,” we can still agree that all sources are biased in some way. 

Thus, it will be incumbent upon you to discover these biases and collect sources that reliably 

represent a diverse array of perspectives.   

Slide 2: So these are my “Eight Simple Rules for Evaluating Information Quality.” Does anyone 

remember this show? Do you remember how awkward it was when it went on for two seasons after 

John Ritter passed away? That is the same awkwardness that you will incur when you cite to a source 

that is a joke, propaganda, or written by someone who doesn’t know what he or she is talking about, 

and a professor, or opposing counsel, or a judge discovers it. 

Slide 3: So rule #1: consider the source. Does anyone remember Weekly World News? It was a 

tabloid that had fantastical headlines about aliens, Sasquatch, ghosts, and their relationships with 

celebrities and the American presidency, respectively. Now you and I know that this is not a reliable 

source, it is just a rag for entertainment. But what if it was stylized to look like the New York Times or 

the Wall Street Journal? What I am saying is, don’t let looks deceive you! Look into the background of 

the publication: how long has it been around? Who are the editors? Who is the publisher? Often this 

can be achieved by simply looking at the publication’s Wikipedia page, but you will need to look at 

the masthead when the source is not well known. 

Slide 4: Rule # 2: check the author. What are his or her credentials? Is the author an anonymous 

blogger? A scientist? A political operative? A scholar? A foreign government? I think this is 

especially important when it comes to law review articles. Is the author a law professor? A practicing 

attorney? A student? What law school is the author at? What else has he or she written? Is this 

subject his or her area of expertise? Look for an official biography on a university of law firm web 

page. If you cannot find one, that may be a red flag. 

Slide 5: Rule #3: check the date. Does anyone know this story? The election of 1948 was a strange 

one. President Truman was trailing New York Governor Thomas Dewey in the polls for most of 

the race. The Chicago Tribune, a paper aligned with the Republican Party, saw Dewey wining in the 

early returns and began printing late on election night. However, by the next morning, it was clear 

that Truman had been reelected. As a general rule, information becomes more accurate over time. It 



is true with election results, and it is also true with scientific and statistical data. Over time, more 

information becomes available and methodologies improve, so always check the date. 

Slide 6: Rule #4: check your biases. Humans have a tendency to overvalue information that 

confirms their worldview, and to reject information that obstructs that worldview. So be aware of 

your political and social biases. Seek out information from sources with divergent views. 

Slide 7: Rule #5: “read beyond.” Newspapers traffic in sensational stories. In the age of “pay-per-

click,” this is as true now as it ever has been. So dig deeper. Read the whole story. See if the claim 

made in the title stands up to in the text. 

Slide 8: Rule #6: look to the supporting sources. While you are in the text, check out what sources 

the author links to or cites to support the assertions the he or she is making. Are these sources 

themselves reliable?  

Slide 9: Rule #7: is the source you’ve found a joke? This story has been freaking out Reese’s lovers 

across social media lately, but it originates in a satirical news site. Why do people still believe it? Well, 

in 2012, didn’t Hostess go bankrupt and discontinue Twinkies for a time? I believe that this is how 

intended jokes go viral and become widely believed: people come to associate them with a similar 

story that is true. So watch out for that. 

Slide 10: Rule #8: ask the experts! I usually hate it when people claim to be “experts.” Yet, when it 

comes to information, I literally have a master’s degree in it. All the reference librarians do, and 

we’re always happy to help you decide whether the information you’ve found is reliable.  

[Author’s note: I suggest including your contact information on this slide.] 

Slide 11: So now, let’s give it a try. This link goes to five information sources. Read them, click 

around, and use some of the strategies we have talked about. After that, we’ll come back and talk 

about whether these sources are reliable.  

 

Discussion Portion 

[Author’s note: Before turning to each slide, ask for volunteers to share what they have found.] 

Slide 12: “Robotic Marriage and the Law.” It’s a strange article in a weird journal, but the author’s 

credentials and information about the journal suggests that it is a reliable source. HeinOnline’s 

ScholarCheck even shows that it has been cited in another law journal. 

Slide 13: While Naomi Schaefer Riley is certainly a reputable journalist and the New York Post is an 

established publication, it is important to remember that this is an opinion piece. I might very well 

cite this source, but I would include a “but see” in my citation. 



Slide 14: I wish this Facebook post were true, but Snopes goes to great lengths to demonstrate that 

it clearly is not. Also, notice the date. Wouldn’t this movie have come out by now?   

Slide 15: This article was a hoax perpetrated by an accomplished physicist to demonstrate the 

vapidity of contemporary academic rhetoric.  

Slide 16:  The phenomenon of news features reporting that chocolate helps you lost weight is yet 

another hoax, this one perpetrated by a science journalist in order to demonstrate how junk science 

pervades contemporary news media.  


