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Building career and college readiness
how to evaluate online sources

Empowering students to access desired information in 

mere seconds offers an opportunity to enrich curiosity 

and knowledge like never before. However, most agree that 

the immediacy at which information can be obtained via 

commonly used search engines doesn’t always produce 

the best outcome. In fact, many students unquestioningly 

accept the legitimacy of the online sources they find, instead 

of critically scrutinizing the quality and accuracy that 21st 

century information literacy demands. 

This white paper is designed to help educators address this 

issue. It presents a suggested lesson for teaching students 

how to effectively evaluate the online sources they come 

across while working on homework assignments, school 

projects, or personal knowledge-building. 

Within the following lesson, you will find step-by-step 

guidelines for introducing the topic and illustrating how 

students can use one of the tools provided to conduct an 

evaluation of online sources. This lesson, which is tied to 

the Common Core standards, incorporates Britannica Digital 

Learning’s online information resource, Britannica School, 
as one model for applying the rubric and building these 

important digital literacy skills. Educators can use the lesson 

as written or modify it for other sources of online content, 

other evaluation tools, or students at other grade levels.

Introduction
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educators are highly familiar with the advantages and challenges 
associated with using the internet as a learning tool
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Building skills for objective 
evaluation of online sources
grade level  6-12

objective

         Students Will:

Be able to objectively evaluate online sources 
for credibility and accuracy before using them 
for research.

Length: 1-2 class periods

materials

additional notes

Copies of an appropriate tool for evaluating 

online sources. Reproducible templates of 

possible tools to use are provided in Appendix A. 

Access to Britannica School or other online 

sources in the classroom, library, computer lab, 

or outside of the school setting.

a. Complete Step #4 before Step #3 to give  

    students an understanding of how the  

    ratings are applied before they analyze the  

    rating scale itself.

b. In Step #4, skip the discussion of non-whole  

    number scores – only allow students to  

    give scores of 0, 1, 2, 3, or 4; ask students  

    to choose the score that is the ‘best fit.’

c. In Step #5, ask students to evaluate  

    fewer than 5 sources, and consider  

    doing at least one of the evaluations  

    together as a group before asking students  

    to work independently. 

To simplify the process for younger students 

or for students who need additional support, 

please consider the following suggestions:

key standards addressed 
(examples):

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8 Gather 

relevant information from multiple print and 

digital sources, assess the credibility and 

accuracy of each source, and integrate the 

information while avoiding plagiarism. 

additional standards addressed:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1  
Read closely to determine what the text says 

explicitly and to make logical inferences from 

it; cite specific textual evidence when writing 

or speaking to support conclusions drawn from 

the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7  
Integrate and evaluate content presented in 

diverse media and formats, including visually 

and quantitatively, as well as in words.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1  
Prepare for and participate effectively in a 

range of conversations and collaborations with 

diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and 

expressing their own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4  
Present information, findings, and supporting 

evidence such that listeners can follow the line 

of reasoning and the organization, development, 

and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and 

audience.

pre-lesson preparation

procedures

1. Make one of the following evaluation tools  

    available to each student:

     a. Source Educational Evaluation Rubric  
         (SEER) published by Turnitin  
         www.turnitin.com

     b. The Five W’s of Web Site Evaluation  
         (©2001-2009. Kathy Schrock)

     c.  Internet Content Checklist 		   

         This checklist is available through  

         Britannica School and is based on  

         the web site “Evaluating Information  

         Found on the Internet” written by Elizabeth  

         E. Kirk and published by Johns Hopkins  

         University’s Sheridan Libraries  
         http://guides.library.jhu.edu/evaluatinginformation

2. Develop evaluations of two online sources  

    using the evaluation tool you’ve selected to  

    share during the lesson. (It is best to choose  

    sources on opposite ends of the rating scale; e.g.,  

    Britannica School from Britannica Digital Learning and  

    Wikipedia.) If you do not have access to  

    Britannica School through your school or  

    library, you can access it temporarily for this  

    lesson. http://school-preview.eb.com  
 

    User Name sepreview 

    Password sepreview 

    E-mail edsupport@eb.com  
    (to extend this preview)
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1. In a large group, ask students to list the online sources they most often use when conducting  

    research for an assignment or project. Collect and record at least 5-8 sources based on students  

    suggestions.

2. Tell students that a key component of choosing appropriate sources requires understanding  

    whether a source is credible and accurate. Ask students how they know whether the sources  

www.turnitin.com
http://guides.library.jhu.edu/evaluatinginformation
mailto:edsupport%40eb.com?subject=
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    they currently use fit these criteria. Collect students’ ideas about  

    how they might best evaluate online sources for credibility and  

    accuracy and the things they would look for to make this  

    determination.

3. Introduce students to an evaluation tool from the three listed  

    above or another you prefer either by projecting it on a whiteboard  

    or distributing hard copies to each student. (This lesson uses the  

    Source Educational Evaluation Rubric (SEER) for illustrative  

    purposes but the procedure can be easily adapted to another  

    evaluation tool if preferred). 

    a. Begin by reviewing the 5 categories for assessing online 

        sources in the SEER rubric: authoritative, educational value,  

        intent, originality, and quality. Discuss each term to ensure that  

        students understand the meaning of each one, particularly in  

        this context. 

    b. Divide the class into 5 smaller groups. Assign each group one  

        category and ask them to closely read the 5 different ratings in  

        that category that a source could receive. Specifying an  

        appropriate timeframe within which the groups will do this  

        activity, ask each group to create a list of items that might be  

        present in an online source that would make it eligible to  

        receive the highest rating in this category; e.g., what does the  

        ‘perfect’ source look like? Also, ask each group to create a  

        list of at least 3 different questions that students could ask  

        before checking the relevant box for that category. For example,  

        the questions for “authoritative” might include: Do the authors  

        of the source have expertise in the area they are writing about?  

        Are the sources available well cited? Is the source regarded as  

        reputable? For the “originality” category, questions might  

        include: Does the source contain original content? Does the  

        source provide citations for any content that is not original?  

        Where does the content of the source come from?

    c. When the time limit for the activity is up, ask each group  

        to share with the rest of the class their list of items that may  

        be present in a ‘perfect source’ as well as the list of questions  

        to ask while making an evaluation in their assigned category.  

        Create and record their responses on the whiteboard  

        or a flipchart.

4. Using the information you developed in #2 of the pre-lesson  

    preparation, share these examples with the students to  

    demonstrate the evaluation and scoring procedure. Tell them that  

    when assigning the rating for a source within a particular  

    category, their ratings may fall between a 3 and a 4, for example,  

    and can be given a numerical score that reflects this; e.g., a  

    highly credible source may not receive a perfect score of 4 but  

    rather a 3.8 or 3.5 depending on how closely it fits the given  

    criteria.

5. Divide the class into five groups again. Provide students in each  

    group with the name of an online source you’d like them to  

    evaluate using the SEER tool (or another evaluation tool you  

    prefer), along with blank copies of the rating chart (Appendix B).  

    This rating chart corresponds to the SEER rubric but can be  

    adapted to any other evaluation tool you prefer. 

    Use the sources from the list generated at the start of the lesson  

    or provide others, but be sure to give each group a different  

    source and include sources that will produce a diverse range of  

    scores. Allow students enough time to evaluate each source  

    and calculate their rating scores. Remind students that ratings  

    will be discussed when completed and that they should be  

    prepared to explain their rationale for giving a score to the source  

    they were assigned. 
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    They should also make a note of instances in which they struggled to score a source in a given category. (The evaluation/scoring part of  

    the lesson can be completed in small groups or individually, either in class or as homework. Having each student complete a rating sheet  

    will provide more data and also illustrate how people may rate a source differently even though they are using the same rubric.)

6. If students have completed their evaluations individually, ask them to come up with a single rating for each source in their group. Ask  

    individuals to note instances in which classmates convinced them to change the ratings they gave or when there was strong disagreement  

    around scores.

7. Bring the class together to share their group ratings. Have each group post their ratings on a chart (see Appendix C for a chart template  

    you may want to use for this part of the lesson). Discuss any ‘outliers’ in the data – ratings that are vastly different and stick out from the  

    group. Ask students to comment on which sources were easiest to rate as well as which ratings were most challenging and why. 

8. Discuss as a group how the rating activity was useful in assessing the credibility and accuracy of online sources and how students can use  

    this information as they do future research online.

Assessment   

 During the class and small group discussions both before and  
     after completion of ratings, observe students and note their level  
     of participation in discussion, clarity of reasoning when explaining  
     their thinking with others, and overall understanding of the evaluation  
     process.

 Collect students’ ratings charts with notes as a work product.

 Ask students to complete an additional rating of an online source (one they  
     may or may not be familiar with) on their own to hand in. Require students to  
     explain, in writing, the score being given for each key category, as well as the  
     overall score. Ask students to explain why or why not this source would be  
     appropriate to use for research (and if so what kind of research  
     would be most appropriate). 5

procedures  (contd.)
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©2001-2009. Kathy Schrock. All rights reserved. Page may be reproduced for classroom use.

a breakdown

THE FIVE W’S OF WEB SITE EVALUATION

1. WHO…
…Wrote the pages and are they an expert? Is a 
biography of the author included? How can I find 
out more about the author?

2. WHAT…
…Does the author say is the purpose of the site?

…Else might the author have in mind for the site?

…Makes the site easy to use?

…Information is included and does  
it differ from other sites? 3. WHEN…

…Was the site created?

…Was the site last updated?

4. WHERE…
…Was the site created?

…Does the information come from?

…Can I look to find out more about  
the sponsor of the site?

5. WHY…
…Is this information useful for my purpose?

…Should I use this information?

…Is this page better than another?
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internet content checklist

“Caveat Lector” means “Let the reader beware.” When you are doing research for a report or a project, it is important to 
have a variety of reliable, accurate, unbiased, and current sources of information. Always take the time to take a critical 
look at your Internet sources. This checklist will ensure that the sources you are using are the very best for your topic.

Research Topic:

web site name:

web site address:

Is the author an authority or a reliable 
source on your subject?

Does the Web site include a bibilography 
and acknowledge its sources?

Can the information on the Web site be 
confirmed or verified?

Is the Web site from a recognized 
organization or publisher?

Is the information current and up-to-date?

Is this Web site a good source of 
information for this research project?

criteria questions yes no

authorship

publishing 
body 

(Publisher)

point of view 
or bias

referral 
to and/or 

knowledge  
of the Literature and 
Verifiability of Details

currency

conclusion

Is this Web site neutral and unbiased?

This checklist is based on the web site “Evaluating Information Found on the Internet” written by Elizabeth E. Kirk and published by  
Johns Hopkins University’s Sheridan Libraries. This web site can be found at http://guides.library.jhu.edu/evaluatinginformation 

http://guides.library.jhu.edu/evaluatinginformation
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 appendix c

evaluating online sources
Cumulative class rating chart

student 
group 

number

online 
source 

evaluated

educational 
value intent originality quality total ratingauthoritative

1

2

3

4

5
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