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Specialized encyclopedias exist for almost any subject, and can provide an excellent orientation to a new 
topic. Try your hand at finding and evaluating an encyclopedia article on a topic of your choice. 
 

I. FINDING AN ENCYCLOPEDIA ARTICLE – try either of these techniques 
 

A. BROWSING THE REFERENCE COLLECTION (sometimes the simplest technique!) 
 
Scan the wall poster listing the Library of Congress Classification Scheme, or obtain the LC 

Classification handout by the Reference Desk or from “Research Guides” on our website.   
Choose a BROAD category related to your topic, and browse the shelves for that code.  
 
Topic: _______________________ 
 
LC code: ______                           
 
Subject: ______________________ 
 
 
Go to the Reference Collection and browse the shelves at that code for an encyclopedia on your subject.  
 
B. SEARCHING THE LIBRARY CATALOG – a couple of useful tricks; try either or both.  

Remember to use a broad subject – e.g., medicine, climate, or advertising – to identify an 
encyclopedia; you’ll then check it for your specific topic, such as hepatitis, polar bears, or tobacco.  

 
    1. At the Keyword search on the home page, search for your broad subject plus encyclop*  
          The asterisk is a “truncation” character – encyclop* retrieves encyclopedia(s), encyclopaedia(s),… 

Example: anthropology encyclop*  
 
 Search term: __________________________________       # Hits: _____ 
  
    2. At the catalog’s main page, click “More Search Options” to go to the Advanced Keyword screen.  
        Enter your broad subject (e.g., climate) on the top line, searching in “any field.”  
        In the “Collection” box, highlight “Reference” and click the “Submit” button. 
        This will find only items in the Reference collection – most of these will be encyclopedias.  
 
 Search term: __________________________________       # Hits: _____ 
 
Choose a printed encyclopedia from the list, and use the call number to find it. 
 
However you found it, make sure you are using a printed encyclopedia with individually signed articles.  
     (If it has lengthy, signed articles, consider it an encyclopedia even if it calls itself a “dictionary.”) 
 
FIND AN ARTICLE (also called an “entry”) in the encyclopedia that relates to your topic.  
   (Check the contents; if that fails, look in the index; if that fails, ask for assistance!)  
 

Finding & Evaluating Information in…  
Subject Encyclopedias 

(Print Editions) 

Example: for information about identity theft, you might try: 
          K (law),  
          HV (“social pathology” – e.g., crime), or even  
          HB-HJ (commerce / business) 
Consider academic departments that would be concerned with 
your topic, and find that section. If you are having any trouble with 
this step, ask a librarian for help! 



II. EVALUATING ENCYCLOPEDIA ARTICLES 
 
Generally, encyclopedias have an editor who is an expert in the subject, and is responsible for the overall 
quality of the material. The editor finds other experts to write articles in their areas of expertise. So these 
are usually pretty credible and reliable resources. But here are things to check to make sure!  
 

Title of Encyclopedia: __________________________________________________ 
 

Title of Article: ________________________________________________________ 
 
  Author(s) of Article: ___________________________________________________ 
       (The author is usually listed at the end of the article, before or after the references.) 
 
A. AUTHOR’S QUALIFICATIONS TO WRITE ON THE TOPIC:  
     Find the encyclopedia’s List of Contributors. 
 (Usually in the “front matter” of the first volume. If not, check the table of contents.)  
   
    What information is given about the author of your article?  

Credentials:     Affiliation(s):   
 
    Editor(s) of the Encyclopedia: ___________________________________________________ 
       (Try the title page or elsewhere in the “front matter.” Many editors? Use “chief” editor.) 
 
    What information is given about the editor of the encyclopedia?  

Credentials:     Affiliations:  
 

B. SOURCES CITED (look at the end of the article) 
 How many references are cited?      0    1-5     6-10     >10 
 What kinds of sources are cited most?  ____ Journals & Academic Books 
      ____ Magazines, Newspapers, & Websites 
C. AUDIENCE  

Is this encyclopedia       ____ “Scholarly”: written by experts for their peers 
        ____ “Popular”: written for a non-expert audience 

 
D. PUBLISHER:  Name: _____________________________ 
  
   (Circle one):  university         commercial        professional society         can't tell 
 
E. PUBLICATION DATE: __________   
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EXTRA - If no information is given (or to find out more) try this:  
   Google the author – often a faculty page will come up. 
   Search Google Scholar or EBSCO for articles by this author.  
 Feel free to ask a librarian for help with this! 


