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A Student Guide for Writing Webliographies
Thanks to modern technology, today’s history students can view thousands of historical photographs, read nearly countless documents from our past; and interact with scholars, historical sources, and a host of other media. Webliographies (or web site reviews) for history courses are assigned as a means of teaching students about this significant body of historical evidence and analysis now present on the World Wide Web; and as a method of engaging students in active research and critical thinking. Instructors may assign specific web sites for review; or they may ask that students search for appropriate web sites. 
Unfortunately, the same technology that brings students and scholars such a wealth of information also brings information that is not selected for a specific educational task. When students go to their local library, or to a web site assigned by a professor, they can be assured the resources there have been screened, evaluated, and judged to be appropriate for the student. Most online materials receive little or no screening—especially from scholars, librarians, and professionals. Therefore the first step a student needs to take is to carefully evaluate web sites and online resources before using them.
Evaluating and Selecting Web Sites for History

A Johns Hopkins librarian makes a critical point for us to consider, “anyone can write a web page” (Kirk). Indeed students are often assigned that very task—writing a web page about their research. But, how do we know that a page contains the “truth”? How do we know if it is biased or incomplete? How do we know if the page contains mis-information? 

Students can begin evaluating a web site by asking several questions. First ask if the author is clearly identified and is someone with clear credentials and experience in the field. A web site by an unknown author or someone calling himself “Harry-the-History-buff” is not likely to be as reliable as sites produced by scholars and professionals. Ask who sponsors, supports or publishes the web site. Look for sponsors like universities, libraries, government agencies, scholars, and public communications experts (such as National Public Radio). Ask if the site is extremely biased—and if so avoid the site. We all deal with matters of controversy—especially in history. Controversy is acceptable, but only if the site (or another web site with opposing views) covers both sides of an issue. Avoid sites that take only one side of the discussion. Finally, ask if the site uses other sources and openly tries to share the resources used in developing the site. This type of question focuses on the verifiability of the web site—we know it contains material that is verifiable through other sources. 

Government sites from the National Archives, the Library of Congress, and the Central Intelligence Agency can all be helpful. As can sites from research universities, professional associations, and public news media. Sites to avoid include those authored by a single un-credentialed person, those sponsored by extremist commercial or political groups, and those hosted by hate groups. If a controversial issue is under consideration it may be necessary to visit biased sites sponsored by specific advocacy groups—so long as other viewpoints are researched as well. One category of web sites must be avoided entirely—online reference sites. Sites like “Wikipedia” and “about.com” are “open-source” sites. This means that there is no record of who or what submitted the information you read. You have no way of verifying the truth of the site. All online dictionaries, encyclopedias and the like must be avoided.  
Organizing Your Web Site Review

Once you have a site assigned or selected, you must begin to organize your reactions and write your essay. Be sure that you address any specific questions your professor asks if you are evaluating a web site assigned to you by the professor. Always ask if the professor will review a draft of the paper before it is due.

Your paper must follow MLA format as is used in this “Guide.” The paper must contain four critical components. Reviews should begin with a formal MLA citation; followed by a brief summary of the author’s intent and the site’s contents; then include an analysis of the site’s reliability and credibility; and lastly discuss your conclusions about the overall effectiveness of the site, and what has been learned from the site.
Citation

The citation must be written in proper style. Most college history courses use either the Modern Language Association Style (MLA), or the American Psychological Association Style (APA); but other styles are used and students should contact their instructor for the recommended style guidelines. The MLA is used in this “Guide.”
Begin with the author, if known; then the title of web page in quote marks; the sponsor, organization or data base publishing the web page; the date posted on web if known; the Uniform Resource Locator (URL) of page with the blue hyperlink removed; and the date the web page was retrieved. 
This is a correct citation:



Ken Burns and Paul Barnes, “Not For Ourselves Alone: The Story of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony.” Public Broadcasting System. No Date.  http://www.pbs.org/stantonanthony/index.html (August 26, 2002).



Summary

In one to two opening paragraphs immediately following the citation, briefly summarize the intent of the author and the contents of the web site. You can summarize with relative ease by posing several questions and their respective answers. What is the author(s) trying to accomplish by publishing this site? What subjects and time periods are covered? How much detail is provided? Does the site include examples? Is the site primarily text based, interactive, or media based? How is the site navigated? Is the navigation user-friendly?
In your summary avoid generalities. A good method of summarization is to make a statement like, “…this site contains excellent photographs….” And then, follow that statement with specific examples from the site that supports your statement such as, “The three photographs of depression-era bread lines illustrated the impact of the first four years of the Great Depression.” Always give multiple examples which support your conclusions about the web site.   

Analysis

Then, in two to three paragraphs make your assessment of the site. In order to analyze or assess the web site, you must reflect on the meaning of what you have read. You have already described the content in your summary; and now you must judge it! Your professor may have given you questions to answer regarding the web site—if so, address those as you analyze the site.
Ask questions. Is the information complete, consistent, and valid? And give an example. Does it confirm or contradict what you already know about a topic? How does it compare (this includes compare and contrast, or similarities and dissimilarities) to other information you have found? How does it compare to information from your textbook or class notes? Does the site exhibit evidence of fairness and balance; or do you see personal, political, or cultural bias? You should look for problems. For instance, exceptional web sites do not have spelling errors, obvious factual errors, or broken hyper-links. Remember, our language and the proper spelling of words had evolved over time, and some spelling from earlier times may see “different” to you, but is not technically incorrect for that era. Ask if the author is a credentialed expert in this field? Does the sponsoring organization have a reputation and/or mission of fairness and objectivity? And remember, always give examples which support your analysis—if you find the author creditable, then describe why with specifics about his or her credentials.
Conclusion

In one final paragraph, end your review with a short re-summarization of the site and a concluding critical comment regarding and the overall usefulness of the site. If, in your opinion, all of these elements come together and make the site useful, then purpose was achieved. Describe this overall picture and give vivid examples from the site. If elements are missing, your conclusion should point them out and provide examples. 
Editing and Publishing Your Review in MLA Style


Proper edits of your final paper will take as much time as the research—but the results are always worth the effort. Begin by going over the department’s writing standards. Avoid passive voice and first person voice. Write and organize by paragraphs—one thought at a time. Make each paragraph the same tense—preferably the past tense. Be sure you have used a readable font, have used 12 points in the font, have double spaced material, and have added one inch margins. Papers must be submitted in Microsoft Word (versions 2003 or 2007), or in rich text format. Follow submission instructions.
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