
An encyclopedia is an easy-to-use reference tool found in all libraries. It 
may be one volume and have a very specific topic as its subject, or an 
encyclopedia may have multiple volumes that cover a wide range of topics. 
Because encyclopedias are so easy to use and so accessible, many people 
use them as their first choice for a reference tool. These types of resources 
are located on the second floor of the library.
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Sample topic: Michelangelo
An art history paper is assigned, but you know little or nothing about this artist. You can start 
with a general multi-volume encyclopedia like Encyclopedia Britannica. Here's the beginning of 
the entry for Michaelangelo:

From this brief excerpt, you now know
a few basics about the artist: his full name,
when/where he was born and died. You
might begin to see KEYWORDS you can
search for elsewhere:

The rest of the article will provide more
general and biographical information.
Note that this small excerpt also refers
you to another source of information:

There are also subject-specific encyclopedias you can consult, and they will 
generally provide greater depth of information. Rouquette Library has the 
Encyclopedia of World Art, among others; volume 9 contains an entry on 
Michelangelo. 

Can you use Wikipedia?
Yes and No

Here's what Wikipedia has to say for itself on this subject:

Wikipedia:Academic use   
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Wikipedia is not considered a credible source. It is increasingly used by people in the academic 
community, from freshman students to professors, as an easily accessible tertiary source for 
information about anything and everything. However, Wikipedia is not considered a 
credible or authoritative source. This is especially true because the information on wikipedia 
can be edited at any time by anyone.
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Follow this simple advice:
Do your research properly. Remember that any encyclopedia is just a starting point for 
research, not an ending point.

• An encyclopedia is great for getting a general understanding of a subject before you begin 
to seriously do your research. Using scholarly books and journal articles will provide more 
credible and reliable information on your topic. These will be the sources that you actually 
cite in your paper, not wikipedia. 

• Some details, such as the population of Canada, can be found on Wikipedia, but it is best 
to verify the information using an authoritative source, such as the CIA World Factbook. 

• A very obscure detail, such as the name of the first self-identified philosopher in the 
Arabic tradition, Abu Yusuf Ya‘qub ibn Ishaq Al-Kindi (ca. 800–870 CE), might be very hard 
to find without the aid of an encyclopedia like Wikipedia, but you would not cite Wikipedia 
in your works cited page.  Instead, you could cite the article on Al-Kindi in the online 
edition of the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy <plato.stanford.edu>.  You can cite 
subject-specific encyclopedias, if the articles are signed by an authority in the field, or just 
use the citations at the end of the article to move on to more indepth scholarly books and 
journal articles.
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