

Conducting Basic Research
How to Assess Sources
 “Evidence, broadly construed, is anything presented in support of an assertion. This support may be strong or weak.”
Evidence can be:
Useful –     How valuable something is in answering a question – it will vary in degrees.  
Reliable –  How credible/trustworthy/dependable a source is; how likely is it to be accurate.  


    Is it a trustworthy publisher, website or author?  Is the information dated?
Relevant –  How does it answer the question?
Significant/Significance – The importance and impact; intended meaning.  
Types of Evidence:
Primary:  Sources from the time of the event (includes people who were involved, witnessed it or knew persons involved in the event (eg, newspaper articles from the time, diary entries from those who participated, etc).  It can also be objects (artifacts) or visual evidence (paintings, photos, sketches, maps).  Scrutinise sources for bias (eg, a diary entry from a British soldier in WWI would likely have a very different view of the war when compared to a diary from a German soldier).
Secondary:  Sources made at a later time.  They include written information by historians or others after an event has taken place.  If someone was involved in the event but interviewed in a newspaper fifty years later, it is still primary because the person was there (although it would not be as reliable as an interview of the person conducted a day after the event).  A video of Hitler’s speech is primary; an analysis of the same speech years later by someone who was not there = secondary.
Evidence can be primary or secondary depending on the circumstance.  All textbooks are secondary but usually have some pieces of primary evidence (eg, a photo of Hitler, an excerpt from his speech).  Any type of evidence can be either primary or secondary:  it depends on the content, context and time it was made.  Textbooks and history books interpret primary sources for people:  this makes them secondary.  Remember, all sources depend on the audience; who was it written for?
Evaluating Websites:
Remember - anyone can write anything on a website (check the date to see when it was last updated – the more recent the source, the more likely it is to reflect new findings).  Check the URL – does it end in .mil, .gov., or .edu – then they tend to be more credible as they are more likely to have been vetted.  Endings such as com, .org, and .net can be purchased and used by any individual. However, the domain .edu is reserved for colleges and universities, while .gov denotes a government website. They tend to be credible sources.  Is the author named?  This can allow you to check on his/her background and credentials. Wikipedia can be used to get a general overview, but do not cite it per se; you can scroll down to the endnotes /bibliography and use the sources cited in Wikipedia, but do not cite the text.    
Writing Style: Poor spelling and grammar are an indication that the site may not be credible. In an effort to make the information presented easy to understand, credible sites typically watch their writing style closely.
Bias: If the source's author is known to be emotionally or financially connected with the subject, be aware that the source may not fairly represent all views. Sometimes research is necessary to determine relationships that indicate the possibility of bias.  One school of thought holds that everyone is bias.  Study all you can about the author of the source and their possible biases.  Be on the lookout for exaggerated and emotive language – which are tipoffs for bias.  Fox News is very biased for Republicans and Donald Trump, and against Democrats such as Hilary Clinton.    
Examples of Bias:  Conclusions that describe something in extremes - "bad or good" or "right or wrong" should be examined closely. Take for example, "...these and other despicable acts..." vs. "...these and other illegal acts...". The latter describes the acts in terms of the law (an objective source, somewhat) whereas the first example judges the actions according to the author's own belief of what is despicable.  If the site uses such emotive words as in the above, it does not necessarily mean it is not credible, only that is less credible. 
Fact = something that is indisputable true and can be proven by evidence (eg, I can see with my eyes that Mr. Andrew is wearing a shirt). 
Opinion = a belief, judgement or appraisal of something, that rests on grounds insufficient to produce certainty (eg, Mr Andrew’s red shirt looks tacky). 
Remember:  No source is infallible.  Never write: “This source is reliable because…”  Instead:  “This source is more likely to be reliable because…”  With sources, we speak in such terms as ‘probability’ and ‘likely’, not absolutes.  
Cartoons, paintings, sketches, photos):  These are evidence.  Who is the audience?  What is the historical and social context?  Who published it?  Are there widely recognised symbols that are metaphors for something else, eg, a bear to symbolise Russia, a kangaroo for Australia.  What is the emotion the author is trying to generate in the target audience? 
Possible Information Sources for Global Studies Research
 “Chance favors the prepared mind.” 
         – attributed to Louis Pasteur
What is Research?  It is “the systematic investigation into and study of materials and sources in order to establish facts and reach new conclusions.”  


– Brink, H. (2006). Fundamentals of Research Methodology. Cape Town, South Africa: 
   
   Juta and Company, p. 3.
The key to sound research is the same advice for good health:  just as one should eat a variety of foods from many different nutritious sources, good researchers should consult a variety of sources and not rely too much on any one source or type of source.  These include:  books, magazines, newspapers, websites, diaries, documentaries, films, and Youtube.  If you cite an image, do not write “from google images.”  Provide the specific URL.   
Mission Heights Library:  Go to Mission Heights Online and click into the Library and scroll down to “EPIC.”  The most useful databases for Global Studies include:  
Academic OneFile:  These are high level publications including magazine articles and journals.  The reading level is Year 11 and above.  
General OneFile:  This is a database where you can find general interest articles mostly from magazines and newspapers.   
Australia/New Zealand Reference Centre:  a focus on newspaper and magazine articles from Australia and New Zealand.   
MasterFILE Complete:  Covers a variety of mostly newspapers and magazines from around the world.  
Major types of sources:
Books:  Most books are vetted (meaning the information is checked by experts on the topic).  Books tend to focus one subject and be very detailed.  A book is only as reliable as its author.  Is the writer a respected authority on the topic they are writing on?  What education does the writer have?  Where did they go to university?  Have they won any awards?  What do other respected experts say about them?
Newspapers:  These can be very good for obtaining information on day-to-day life that you might not find anywhere else.  However, the problem with them is that because most are printed every day, stories are often written quickly under a tight deadline, so there tend to be a lot of mistakes.  PapersPast from the National Library of New Zealand can be accessed online by simply typing in PapersPast.  It has digitized New Zealand newspaper from the mid-1800s to 1975.  However, nearly all end at 1945.  
Magazines:  They tend to be more reliable that newspapers because they are usually published every month or every other month.  This means that reporters can take their time to make sure that the information is correct.  Magazines are usually in greater depth than newspapers because of the time they have to write the story and check on facts.  
Online sources:
Websites:  Always check to see when the website was last undated.  If it is 10-years-old, the information may be outdated.  Websites that end in .mil, .gov, and .edu tend to be more reliable as .gov = a government office; .mil = the military of a certain country, while .edu = a school of some type.  No source is totally reliable but some are more LIKELY to be reliable.  Be sure to check the ‘About the Author section.’  How qualified is the person who wrote the webpage, on the topic?      
Can I use Wikipedia?  It is an acceptable strategy to consult Wikipedia to gain a broad overview (big picture) of a certain topic, but avoid using the text.  You can, however, use the sources that the text was based on, by clicking into the footnotes.  The websites, books and other sources mentioned in these footnotes, are perfectly acceptable to cite in your research, but Wikipedia text is not as it can be changed – and often is.  For instance, Donald Trump’s Wikipedia page has been altered and changed back, dozens of times in the past few months.  
Auckland Libraries Council:  access online by going to the Auckland Libraries Council webpage.  Students will need to get their own library card from the Botany Library Library (and any another library in the system, but Botany is close by).  You can sign up online – it takes just 5 minutes – by going to the Council website and clicking “Join the Library.”  If under 18, your parents will need to sign the form – or you could go to the library with a parent.  Even without your parent’s signature, you should be issued a temporary card right away once you go to the library – and you will have access to the databases, even on your temporary card.  However, to activate the card long-term, you will need top go to the library with one of your parents and show identification. 
Google Books:  simply type in “Google Books” and it will give you access to millions of books.  For books that have “Preview” next to them, you can typically view 10% of the book; usually you can see one or two chapters of each book.  If it states “snippet view” you can only view one or two sentences from any page.  “No preview” means you cannot view any of the text.  You cannot print any of what you see on the screen, but you can copy it or do a screen shot.  
The Wayback Machine:  if you want to see what a website was claiming in the past, consult “The Shadow Internet” which has snapshots in time of how the internet looked on any given day going back over a decade.  There are currently over half a trillion saved and archived pages.  Access this site by typing in “The Wayback Machine” or “http://archive.org/web/”
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