How to Write an Annotated Bibliography 

Below is an example of an annotated bibliography that was included in a practical report write-up for an experiment about a pendulum:

Annotated Bibliography

Eastwell, P. (1996). Physics Spectrum. McGraw Hill: Sydney

The author, Dr Peter Eastwell, is the Editor of The Science Education Review and has over 27 years experience in science education. The text is a Senior Physics Textbook written for students studying a non-calculus course in physics, based on the 1995 Queensland Physics syllabus. It takes a constructivist approach to teaching. The text has a good section on the pendulum, but more importantly, it gave a value for acceleration due to gravity in Brisbane.

Medina, C., Velazco, S., & Salinas, J. (2005). ‘Experimental Control of a Simple Pendulum Model’, in M. Matthews, C. Gauld & A Stinner (Eds.), The Pendulum – Scientific, Historical, Philosophical & Educational Perspectives. Springer, The Netherlands.

A chapter published in an anthology dealing with the science, history, methodology, and pedagogy of pendulum motion. The chapter authors are from The National University of Tucuman in Argentina. One of the editors of the anthology, Michael Mathews, is an academic in science education and the history and philosophy of science at the University of New South Wales. He also edits the journal Science and Education. The book is intended to be of use to scientists, historians and teachers. This chapter conveys information about a Physics laboratory experiment for university students with some prior knowledge of oscillatory motion. Specifically, the laboratory experiment uses the pendulum as a pedagogical tool to promote a better understanding of the scientific modelling process: assumptions, errors, and scientific control. The mathematical techniques used in the chapter are beyond the requirements of secondary students; however the chapter makes some very useful points about variables in the experimental model.  

Morgan, M. (1995). Galileo’s Pendulum Experiments. Rice University. <http://galileo.rice.edu/lib/student_work/experiment95/galileo_pendulum.html> (Retrieved 31st July 2007.)

A website specifically dealing with Galileo’s experiments with pendulums. It is a page explaining one of three experiments conducted by students at Rice University, recreating Galileo’s work. This webpage is a part of a broader project, called the Galileo Project, which is a source of information on the life and work of Galileo Galilei. As stated on the website, the information is intended to cater for all ages and levels of expertise. Galileo’s discovery of the relationship between the length and the period of oscillation is correctly stated, and was used to place my investigation into its historical context.

The Pendulum. (1997). <http://muse.tau.ac.il/museum/galileo/pendulum.html> Tel-Aviv University. (Retrieved 31st July 2007.)

This page recounts Galileo’s first inklings about pendulum motion – his observation of a chandelier swinging back and forth in a cathedral. It is a page from the Tel-Aviv University’s Science and Education Centre. One of the main goals of the centre is to give visitors a “hands on” experience of the concepts and phenomena that Galileo investigated. This information was used to place my investigation into its historical context.

Tipler, P. (1991). Physics for Scientists and Engineers (3rd Ed – extended version). Worth Publishers Inc: New York

The author, Dr Paul Tipler, is a Physicist at Berkley, California. He has well over 30 years experience teaching Physics at university. The text itself is a university level Physics book. The mathematical techniques used in the section on the pendulum are beyond the needs of secondary students; however, his discussion of the requirements of a simple pendulum and a comparison of a simple pendulum to a physical pendulum was useful.

The “Five Point Model

 Obviously your annotated bibliography will be specific to your assignment, but hopefully the previous example gives you the right idea. To make it easier, you can use the sub-headings: authority, accuracy, objectivity, currency and coverage. The examples above basically do this without explicitly stating it.

Authority refers to the author’s, webage’s, book’s status/credibility – i.e., Jimbo Jones’ myspace about his own halitosis (and subsequent lady troubles) has a low authority; whereas Dr. Marvin Munroe’s (a Professor at the Mount Sinai Medical Centre in New York) paper on the results of a trial of a new treatment for halitosis, published in The New England Journal of Medicine, would have high authority. I.e., authority is a bit of background information on who wrote/produced your article/book/webpage. Also, does it have its own references and are they decent references? This is one way to check if a Wikipedia article is likely to be reliable or not, for example. (And no, you shouldn’t reference Wikipedia in assignments, but it is a good place to start your research.) Unreferenced work – unless published in a respectable (preferably peer reviewed) journal – should be treated suspiciously. 
Accuracy is self-explanatory, except to say how does one know if an article is accurate? By comparing it to all the other articles, textbooks, encyclopaedia entries you have read, to look for any inconsistencies. If it’s the “odd one out”, then it’s reasonable to assume it is the inaccurate one (unless it has high authority and all the others were dodgy).
Objectivity refers to bias. It shouldn’t be an issue with factual, non-controversial information (unlike, say, an opinion piece on global warming), but some clues are the language that is used. Is the author using emotive language or speaking about a personal experience? Then, perhaps, the article is not particularly objective. If the language is “a matter of fact” and simply explains the subject matter “scientifically”; then it’s reasonable to assume it is objective (as much as anything can be). 
This can also link back to who wrote it. I.e., are they trying to sell something? Who is paying their salary? Do they have something to gain by trying to persuade you? Would you believe everything you read about global warming that was written by the chief scientist for Shell Oil, or the chief “scientist” for Friends of the Earth? (My advice - read everything they both say with great skepticism.) 
In saying that, being “biased” doesn’t necessarily mean someone is wrong either. For example, people might say I’m biased when I say: “Astrology is a load rubbish and all people who believe in astrology are deluded fools”, because I use the emotive words “rubbish” and “fools” (“deluded” isn’t emotive as it means they have “deceived minds” – this is a matter of fact, and as such a correct usage). However, though I do use biased language, there is no evidence astrological claims have any validity whatsoever; all the evidence from all the properly controlled studies that have been done (and there have been plenty) show it to be bunkum. Therefore I am accurate in what I say.

In the first example I gave, Jimbo Jones would obviously not be objective as he is writing about himself. Whereas a paper published in a peer-reviewed science journal by someone (Dr. Marvin Munroe) who (as far as we know) has nothing to gain from it personally (besides kudos from his boss) is likely to be objective.
Currency refers to the date the article was published. Old doesn’t necessarily mean bad, but science and the discoveries of science move at a rapid pace. More recent articles, by definition, should have the latest information about your topic. However, in saying that, if your subject matter has been well understood for quite some time (e.g., Newton’s Laws), its currency should not be an issue. 

Coverage is simply where you point out all factual information the article covers and the detail/depth it goes to. You don’t need to say “the coverage was good”, or, “the coverage was bad”. You simply need to state what the article covered, to what depth and which bits were of use/not of use. 

Here’s a link to an excellent website on annotated bibliographies – How to Prepare an Annotated Bibliography – Cornell University Library.

