
 

 

 

Evaluating Books and Articles for Academic Use

 

Assessing the quality of books and periodical articles before using them for academic research is a 
necessary step in the research process. Be aware that not every source housed in a library or on a 
library’s database is automatically appropriate for this level of research. Library collections also have 
books, articles, and other resources for entertainment purposes. Note: For information regarding 
evaluating Web-only sources, refer to the following Mission College Handout: Evaluating Web Pages 
for Academic Use. 

Authority: What are the qualifications/credentials of the person or organization responsible for the 
book or article? 

• Can you find/verify the author’s qualification?  
• Is the book publisher reputable? 
• Is the periodical or periodical publisher reputable? 

If you cannot determine the authority of the author or publisher, then you should not use it. 
Peer-reviewed articles are always recommended. 

Accuracy: Is the information correct? 
• Is there a bibliography or list of citations available? 
• Is the information verifiable with other sources? 
• Is it clear who has responsibility for the information? Do they have expertise in the subject? 

If there is no method for you to determine if the information in the source is accurate, or that 
the author/publisher has expertise in the subject, then you should not use it.  

Content: Does the source adequately address your topic? 
• Will the information in the book or article be helpful for your research? 
• Does it include any new or useful information? 

If the source does not cover your topic well or provide any new or useful information, then you 
should not use it. 

Objectivity/Bias: Can you determine the objectivity of the book or article? 
• Is there a slant or bias? 
• Does it try to sell a point of view or product? 
• Is there an obvious purpose or audience? 

If the book or article is not objective, it may still be okay to use it; it will depend on the purpose 
of your research and your ability to find other sources that present the opposing viewpoint.  
  



Rev. 5/20 

 

Currency: When was the information published? 
• What is the publication date? Does the date affect the author’s point of view? 
• Does more recent data or thinking discredit the work?  
• If material is presented in graphs and/or charts, is it clearly stated when the data was 

gathered? 
If the information is not current, it may still be okay to use it, but it depends on your topic. For 
example, a current date is not required for most literary topics such as John Steinbeck and The 
Joy Luck Club, or for historical topics such as World War II or the 2000 U.S. presidential 
campaign. 

Data: Are statistics, charts or graphs used to show a result or lend proof to an author’s idea? 

• How is the data organized? Does it appear confusing or set up to imply a trend? 
• Do charts and graphs use odd formatting or increments without clear explanation?  
• Where was the data collected? How was the data collected? Is it borrowed? Has it been 

changed? 
 
Papers, even papers published in reputable resources, can have charts, graphs, and data that 
that later are discovered to prove a fallacious or biased conclusion. You should evaluate the 
data carefully to avoid presenting disproven evidence in your research. 

Illustrations/photographs: Do the illustrations or photographs have a reasonable place in the book or 
article? 

• Do the illustrations or photographs represent the article? Do they help show research methods, 
apparatuses used in an experiment, help show a detail about an experiment or situation?  

• Do they have captions that connect them to author’s ideas or conclusion? Do they clearly 
explain the illustration or photograph? 

• Where was the photograph taken? Is it a stock photograph? Is it borrowed? Has it been 
changed? 

 
Academic papers and articles can sometimes include photographs or illustrations from stock 
sources. Be aware that these visual aids sometimes can mislead readers. If it is a stock photo 
or illustration, the author should put this information in the caption. 

A Note About Biographical Information: 

Books and journal articles should reference an author, publication title, publication date, publisher, a 
volume number if the resource is from a journal, magazine, periodical, or an encyclopedia, and page 
numbers. Authors should cite any paraphrasing or use quotation marks when directly quoting a source. 
Academic papers typically have several citations throughout the body of the work and references at 
the end of the paper. Books may refer a reader to a section at the end of the book with numbered 
citations.  If a work does not clearly state where the information originated, the information may not be 
verifiable and therefore may be unsuitable for a research paper. 
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