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Reasoning and Rhetoric
Judging Validity

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

Authors present arguments. An argument is a series of statements that try to persuade you 

to change your mind about something or to believe that something is correct. Imagine you are 

doing research about the solar system. You see the following argument about the moon on a 

website called “Solar System Facts.”   

Since the moon is round, and because it looks white in the night sky, it can be inferred 
that the surface of the moon is made from the same material as a soccer ball. Scientists 
have proved it!

What do you think? Is the author’s argument valid? It appears on a website. The author says that 

scientists have “proved it.” But that does not mean that the argument is correct.

Your job as a reader is to determine if the argument is valid. You need to judge the validity of 
the author’s statements before accepting (or rejecting) the information as being correct.

 ► You can use the following steps for judging the validity of online data, as well as for 
information you find in books.

YOUR JOB AS A READER IS TO...                                         HOW DO YOU DO THIS?                                        
HOW WOULD YOU DO THIS FOR 

YOUR SOLAR SYSTEM REPORT?

...find out if the author’s 
statements are verifiable. Can 
you find other reliable sources 
that support the author’s 
statements and prove they are 
correct?

Look online or in books for 
reliable sources of information. 
The author of this statement says 
“scientists have proved it.” Can 
you find statements by scientists 
that prove the moon is a big 
soccer ball? 

A reliable source of information 
about the solar system could be 
a well-known and well-respected 
Astronomy Department at a 
university. Or, you might look at 
the NASA website. NASA is a 
government agency responsible 
for technology and research 
related to space. 

...determine if the author is 
credible. Does the author have 
the background and credentials 
that would make him or her a 
reliable source of information?

Do research online or at the 
library about the author of the 
statements.  Find out about the 
author’s background knowledge 
on the topic. Also, determine if 
the author is well-known and 
well-respected by his or her 
peers.

Find at least two reputable 
sources that show that the 
author has the knowledge and 
expertise to make the claim, or 
that the author has done fair and 
careful reporting about the topic.

...confirm that the website you 
are looking at is well-maintained, 
correcting and updating 
information on a regular basis.

Look at the dates of the posts 
on the website. Make sure the 
website’s information is current. 
Information posted long ago  
may be outdated and no  
longer correct. 

Determine when the author 
posted the information. 
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One last - but important - step: You must determine the author’s intent. What if the next part of 

the author’s statement on the Solar System Facts website said: 

Since the moon is round, and because it looks white in the night sky, it can be inferred 
that the moon is made from the same material as a soccer ball. Scientists have proved it! 
Actually, I’m kidding. The moon’s surface is made up of a variety of elements, including 
silicon, iron, and aluminum. The elements form a hard, rock-like surface.

A good reader needs to determine if the author was trying to be funny or sarcastic, or was trying 

to be ironic. You still need to validate the information about the moon’s surface, but now you 

know that the author was kidding about the moon being a giant soccer ball in the sky. 
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 ► Look at each set of excerpts, then decide which one is considered a valid source and which 
one is not.

1. Which website is a valid source?

A. 

The population of the state of Vermont declined to 624,594 in 2016, which means it has 
one of the smallest state populations in the country. The median age of Vermont residents 
is 42.7 years old.  

Source: www.census.gov, the website of the U.S. Census Bureau, which is the leading 
source of statistical information about the United States.

B. 

Creatures from Neptune landed on Earth about 500 years ago. They changed their 
appearance so they could blend in with Earthlings. Some of these creatures sailed with 
Christopher Columbus as he explored the New World. In fact, Neptune Beach, Florida, was 
named in honor of these space travelers.

Source: www.reallyranders.com, a satirical website created by an anonymous writer

Which website is a valid source: 

Why is this website likely to be a valid source?
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2. Which book article is a valid source?

A. 

“Tips on How to Stay Healthy,” a book written by a medical doctor who has 30 years of 
experience caring for patients, and who has written many awarding-winning books about 
health and nutrition that have been praised by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services.

B. 

“Tips on How to Stay Healthy,” a book written by someone who has learned about 
healthcare from Internet websites, but has no formal training in Western or Eastern 
medicine. This book received a “thumbs up” from the author’s mother and his publisher. 

Which book is a valid source?  

Why is this book likely to be a valid source: 

3. Which newspaper article is a valid source?

A. 

Headline: Manmade satellite discovers new life form on distant planet. The newspaper 
article appears in a periodical with limited distribution, does not include a byline, includes 
numerous unattributed quotes, and relies on science fiction authors as sources of 
information about space travel. 

B. 

Headline: First manmade satellite reaches the edge of our solar system. The newspaper 
article appears in a major national periodical, was written by a journalist who has covered 
space exploration for more than a decade, includes named sources, and has multiple direct 
quotes from NASA scientists.

Which newspaper article is a valid source?  

Why is this newspaper article likely to be a valid source: 
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