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The dangers of using material from the web.

When it comes to doing a literature review for a dissertation, or some research when preparing to write an assignment or do a presentation, or revising for an examination, there is a wide variety of published sources of information to draw upon. Some of these are on the Web, but you should be aware that the Web is a dangerous place for students. There are two main risks.

1. It encourages cheating/failing.


For some of you there is an overwhelming temptation, particularly when you are tired, anxious and forced up against a dead-line, to copy words from websites and paste them into your assignments as though you had written them yourself. Be advised, that this is a form of plagiarism, and the penalties for committing that offence can be draconian (see the University's assessment regulations on the SU home-page). Moreover, because most sites are written in a foreign language (American) this particular form of plagiarism is unusually easy for your markers to spot!

2. It is packed with rubbish and bias.
Very few sites are maintained by calm, 'objective', neutral individuals or organisations anxious only to offer you material suitable for academic writing tasks. Maintaining websites (like this one) takes effort, and individuals or organisations need to have a motive for doing so.

Commercial sites
If the organisation owning the site is commercially oriented, such as a private company or a trade organisation, then the motivation is to increase sales, or profits, or support for the interests of the organisation. Consequently the majority of such sites offer biased, one-sided information designed to persuade readers to agree with the views of the sites' owners. Since the University is keen for you to develop the ability to weigh up conflicting data and evidence and then make balanced judgements and decisions, this kind of material (on its own) is not helpful. By the same token, if you can find data form other sources that contradicts or conflicts with information you have found on a site, you may then be able to critically assess the value of both sources and construct an academically acceptable argument.   

Government sites
In general, the data and reports you find on official government sites are more reliable than those offered by commercial organisations. However, governments also have a position that they would like to defend. Thus, although statistical data may be quite reliable, even this may require 'interpretation'. For example, during the Thatcher years in the UK, the government changed the way the official unemployment statistics were calculated on more than twenty occasions. As a result it became very difficult to know precisely how reliable the official British unemployment statistics were. Many of those who needed the statistics reacted to this problem by trying to make international comparisons of the way the statistic were calculated or by trying to find internationally agreed measures rather than trusting the official British Government data. Having issued that warning, it is also true that in some subject areas a country's official statistics may frequently be the only data on some topics that you have will access to. Moreover, you will rarely be criticised by markers for quoting official government data.

Government reports are slightly more problematic. They will tend to reflect the policies and political preferences of the political parties in control, and thus be biased, so use with caution.

. 

NGOs
There are a growing number of sites maintained by Non-Government Organisations such as the IMF, the World Bank, various charities and the like. The reliability of their contents is similar to that of government sites. Usually the parent organisation will have an axe to grind or a point of view that they are trying to promote, and the content should be handled with caution accordingly.

Personal sites
Sites maintained by individuals are the least reliable of all. The individuals doing the maintenance are extremely likely to be motivated by some 'passion' or obsessive interest. Once more, the veracity of the information on such sites is, to say the least, questionable. [Since you ask, the reason I work on this site is that by writing this information down and making it permanently available to students, it reduces the number of times I have to explain all of these points to individual students. Now I just say: 'Go and have a look at my website'. In other words grasshopper, I work in order to reduce my workload. JR] The owners of individually maintained sites are unlikely to be particularly bothered if the information they offer is distorted or untrue. Since one of the University's expectations of you is that you possess accurate information as one of the foundations of your understanding of a subject, it is wise to avoid such dubious sources. 


In general, the only people who are concerned about the accuracy or lack of bias in the material they offer are academics. If a Law professor, say, in some American University puts her name to a piece of work and makes it available on the web, and it turns out to pure rubbish, it will do her reputation no good at all, and you can be sure that her colleagues around the world will miss no opportunity to rub her nose into her mistakes. Consequently, the quality of the material on most academic websites is above the norm for the Web. Thus, in general you would be well advised only to refer to material held on official University servers. You can identify such sites from their URLs. British university sites always have 'ac' in the URL like these examples:

 http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools

http://www.scit.wlv.ac.uk/ukinfo/
American university sites always have 'edu' in them like these examples:

http://www.uis.harvard.edu/compprod/

http://ec.princeton.edu/

University 'gateways'
Many Universities have established gateways on their own websites that lead users on and out into corners of the wider web. This University's library site for example, includes links to a variety of other sites and databases containing full-text electronic academic journals and the like. These are undoubtedly good places to begin wider searches of the web. However, you should be advised that even the more expensive Publishers' databases and websites that Universities subscribe to frequently contain low-level journalistic rubbish amongst the academic 'gems'. So, be careful out there.   

Conclusion
I hope it is clear to you that, unless you are deliberately looking for biased information in order to critically assess some other material you possess; and with the exception of official University sites and some official government sites bearing statistical data; it is extremely difficult to find material on the Web that is of much use in academic work. As a result, the best overall advice about using such material is to do so with caution. Be extremely sceptical. Try to find out who actually owns and maintains the site, think about what the owner's motivations are likely to be and then read the material with a sceptical eye, alert for signs of partiality, prejudice or bias. Try to develop an ability to spot 'non-academic' language as an early indicator of potential trouble. For example, if you are reading an article on what you had assumed was a respectable, high-quality site and you start to spot tabloid expressions such as: 'they were devastated' and 'the company was stunned', then get out of there! 

Finally, the contents of academic text-books published by University presses are a much safer bet than any website.

Wary trawling.

John Ramsay,

West End

May 2002 
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