
Performing Effective Searches: Handout   Monday, October 12, 2009  

 

Page 1 of 7 

 

 

Title: Performing effective searches 

 
 

 

Introduction Slide: Hi, I'm Donna, one of your MATC Librarians. In this 
short HOWLER module, let's look at some ways to search effectively. 
As we get started, notice the handy navigation bar at the bottom of the 
screen which you can use to pause, rewind, or view closed captioning.   

 
 

 

Effective searching techniques can help you whether you are using 
library catalogs, periodical databases, or the internet.  

 
 

 

In this unit, let's briefly explore some of the search strategies that can 
be helpful particularly when you are looking for specific information for a 
research assignment or paper. 

 
 

 

There are some common concepts that will help you: (1) Get better 
results and (2) Save Time. 

 
 

 

Keyword searches are the most common- and are a good way to get 
started. Keyword searching allows you to enter any word or string of 
words. 
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and most library catalogs, databases or search engines will search for 
all occurrences of the word(s)... 

 

 

... in citations, abstracts (short summaries of the text), and full text if 
available. 

 

 

However, the results might not always be exactly what you were 
expecting. 

 

 

Also, keep in mind, that generally, the more words you enter, the fewer 
results are returned. So, you may want to start with a few relevant 
keywords, see what results you get, and then revise your search 
accordingly. Let's look at some other techniques that may be even 
more useful.  

 

 

Subject searching uses a set of standard terms to describe books or 
articles. It is a more specific search than keyword searching.  

 

 

Subject and Keyword search options are available in library catalogs 
and most library databases.  
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Subject terms can also help you narrow or broaden a search, or find 
related terms.  

 

 

Cross References, Subject Headings, and Suggested Topics can lead 
you to other useful subject terms related to your topic.  

 
 

 

You might start with a keyword search, look for these clues to 
appropriate subject terms, and then search again using a subject 
search.  

 

 

Here's a quick review question: Which type of searching is the most 
specific and can be used in most library databases? Click the radio 
button of the correct answer. subject search, robotic search, or keyword 
search. 

 

 

Boolean searching uses the terms "AND", "OR", and "NOT" to modify a 
search 

 

 

The term "AND" narrows a search and may often be the most useful.  
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For example, "wolves AND Wisconsin" tells the database to search for 
items that contain both of these words. This helps focus your search on 
materials relating only to wolves in Wisconsin. Some search engines 
assume the word "AND"  between terms.  

 

 

The term "Or" broadens a search. For example, the search "wolves OR 
Wisconsin" would look for all documents containing either one or both 
of those terms. Search results might include items about wolves in 
Texas or farming in Wisconsin.  

 

 

The term "NOT" excludes a word from a search and is used less 
frequently. So "wolves NOT Wisconsin would look for items containing 
the term "wolves" but not containing the term "Wisconsin".  

 

 

Compare the number of results obtained by moving your mouse over 
these sample searches.  

 

 

Review Question : Which of the following boolean operators tells the 
database it has to have both words in the document, so it helps make 
your search more focused? Click the radio button of the correct answer. 
not, or, and, focus. 

 
 

 

Many databases, library catalogs, and search engines have limiters; 
options that can help you further modify your search. Examples of 
limiters include: full text availability, date, publication type and scholarly 
or peer-reviewed sources.  
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Your choice of limiters will vary depending on the database you are 
using. 

 

 

Click the limiter in this database which will return only results that are 
available as full text. 

 
 

 

Publication search options can  be very useful, especially if you are 
looking for a particular newspaper, magazine or journal title.  

 

 

You can browse issues or search within a publication. To browse: click 
the issue you're interested in to review the list of articles included from 
that issue. Or search within the publication for a particular topic.  

 

 

True/False. Publication searching in library databases can make it 
easier to find a specific back issue of a recommended journal.  

 
 

 

Advanced Search options are actually often very easy to use and 
helpful.  

 

 

 


