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Abstract: Most students will start a written

assignment by conducting an internet search. Are

they equipped to evaluate the academic merit of

materials found in this way? This poster describes an

activity in which students rate pre-selected sources,

prior to tutor-led discussion of their suitability.

Introduction: The Internet provides an apparently

bottomless pool of information, but there are

concerns (e.g. [1],[2]) that students may not possess

the skills to appraise the merits of different online

sources. We have developed a blended-learning

tutorial to help students evaluate online resources.

Details of activity: Students work individually to

rate a series of internet-based sources, and their

responses are collated to produce overall scores for

the cohort. Following this, tutors lead a one hour

discussion of the relative merits of the sources.

One week prior to the tutorial, the students are sent

instructions for the activity, including links to two

online documents: (i) A file apparently listing the top

eight hits for a Google search on “mitochondria”

(Fig. 1) and (ii) A proforma for evaluating the sources.

For each source, the students are asked to rate the

“academic quality” of the material on a scale from 1

(low) to 10 (high), and to determine the “suitability”

and the “relevance” of each source for two distinct

assignments: (i) a first-year essay on the role of

mitochondria in energy production, and (ii) a final-

year dissertation on the role of mitochondria in

ageing. For each of these categories a 5-point Likert

scale is offered. Finally, they are asked to give a short

explanation of their reasoning.

Outcomes: Some principal findings are given in

Table 1. The most alarming observation concerned

the readiness of students to accept the suitability of

an essay generated via a paper-mill. 50.0% (2010)

and 46.4% (2011) considered that the sample essay

used here was “probably suitable” or “definitely

suitable” as a source when writing a first-year essay.

Evaluation: 118 respondents completed an 

anonymous evaluation of the activity. The vast 
majority were highly positive; 92% of students 
agreed (54%) or strongly agreed (38%) that this was 
a useful exercise. Comments included: 

• “In some instances my opinion and the actual 
answers differed by quite a lot. This activity gave 
me greater insight into how sources are viewed in 
terms of authority at a university level”
• “It really opened my eyes to some aspects I had 
never given a lot of thought to”
• “It made me aware of how important the quality 
of sources is and how to judge this”.

Conclusions: This activity has proven useful in

raising students’ awareness of the need to evaluate

the merits of online sources. The task is available to

colleagues to be used “off the shelf”. Alternatively,

the model is easily contextualised for different

disciplines.
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Figure 1: Eight carefully selected sources are presented
to the students as a “Google search” results page

Table 1: Comparison of tutor and student evaluations 
of the academic quality of the eight source materials


