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Using online encyclopedias and other similar information
websites
As a tool for research, free online encyclopedias can be valuable resources, but there are several reasons

why students should be cautious in using them:

• they tend to be general encyclopedias

• very often the author is unknown

• there is no guarantee that the content meets standards of academic rigour—it may not, for example,

have been through a process of peer review

• the content can be unstable, in that it can change at any time.

Teachers, supervisors and coordinators may choose to caution against the use of free online

encyclopedias and other similar information websites. Certainly a bibliography that only cites these for

reference or an argument that is overly reliant on them will not demonstrate the necessary “range of

sources” required by the assessment criteria for the extended essay. They may also not be relevant or

appropriate for the research question being explored.

Many online encyclopedias are not scholarly sources; however, if used appropriately and critically they can

offer a useful starting point for many students undertaking research. Rather than absolutely discouraging

the use of these sites, it may be more supportive to explore their potential as a platform for training

students in research and thinking skills, especially in terms of assessing and evaluating the information

they provide.

The internet is part of the education information ecosystem and a “real-world” source that many students

engage with. The rise in popularity of free online encyclopedias has led to a shift in how knowledge

and expertise is viewed, with new definitions of notions such as authority and expertise. For this reason,

ensuring that students use it in an informed way is essential if they are to develop the necessary research,

critical thinking and reflection skills in which the extended essay places value.

If using free online encyclopedias, students should do the following.

• Follow the references provided by the encyclopedia; this will help to verify the information given.

• Consider whether the article is part of a larger project, where a number of people are contributing to

the discussion. If it is, then it implies that the writers have more than a casual interest in the topic being

written about.

• Look to see if there is a rating for the information provided. If there is then this means that the

information has undergone some sort of peer review and been given a rating. While not the same as an

academic peer review, it can aid the judgment of the “quality” of the information.
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The key point to remember, if students do use information that is found on the internet, is that they are

responsible for ensuring that it is both reliable and accurate. One way a supervisor could facilitate this

as a learning opportunity is in terms of a discussion with students about the quality of their sources. This

could take the form of asking students to produce an annotated bibliography as part of their Researcher’s

reflection space. An annotated bibliography provides a concise summary of each source and some

assessment of its value and relevance. A good annotated bibliography will:

• encourage students to think critically about the sources they are using and how these relate to their

chosen research area in terms of their relevance for example

• provide a way to help students determine whether a source is of use to them in their research

• allow students to keep track of their reading and enable them to make informed decisions about which

sources to use in writing their essay.


