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Competency H


With the recent proliferation of electronic databases and the World Wide Web in the last twelve years, a librarian’s ability to search on such systems has become an important part of librarianship.  Special libraries may require librarians to search on fee-based databases.  Public, school, and academic libraries may require librarians to search on databases or the web.  (Of course, there will be librarians who will not need to know search strategies on electronic systems for their jobs, but the majority of librarians will need such knowledge.)  For this competency, I will demonstrate my proficiency in the use of current information and communication technologies, and other related technologies, as they affect the resources and uses of libraries (and other types of information providing entities).  


This competency covers searches on a wide array of electronic information structures.  For this competency, I will limit myself to two broad areas in electronic searching.  One topic area covers search strategies on electronic databases provided in different formats by different vendors.  Another topic area covers search strategies on the World Wide Web.  For this statement of competency, I will first cover topics in searches in electronic databases.  I will follow that with topics in searching the World Wide Web (the web).  Lastly, I will introduce my evidence for this competency.


Electronic databases were first created in the 1960’s.  Since they were the first electronic information systems being used, their search functions had a major impact on subsequent electronic systems; many systems, including the web, used similar search concepts in the years following the first electronic databases.  In my Library 244 course (Introduction to Online Searching) at San Jose State, I learned how to search on several  electronic database systems, including Dialog, specifically DialogClassic.  DialogClassic follows the original Dialog system quite closely, meaning that it has a command-driven interface.  All current electronic search systems are one of or combinations of three conceptual interfaces: command-driven (searcher types in commands), menu-driven (searcher chooses search types from a pre-selected menu), or form fill-ins (searcher fills in blank within certain parameters). (Marchionini, 1998)  The earliest form of interface was command-driven.  Admittedly, in the beginning I had trouble with this interface because I was not familiar with it, having used a combination of form fill-ins and menu-driven interfaces for my electronic database searches.  But once I became proficient in command-driven searching, I could see its advantages, as well as its relation to other, more recent search formats.  Being command-driven, I had to select a database (or more than one) at the start by typing: BEGIN followed by the name of the database(s).  That really was only the beginning, because Dialog has so many databases on file that searching on a particular subject (or number of subjects) required familiarity with the databases that covered particular subjects.  Dialog provides users with such a list.  Furthermore, each database comes with an explanation of its subject coverage, search parameters, output capabilities, and cost referred to as Bluesheets.  Such broad and detailed coverage of subjects and their retrieval helps to make Dialog accessible to professionals and information professionals; it behooves Dialog to provide excellent coverage, because it is in the business of providing access to information at a fee to professionals.  Dialog users who do not wish to use the control-centered, command-driven interface may select from a range of other interfaces, which resemble present-day form fill-ins and menu-driven interfaces.  


After typing BEGIN, I use SELECT and enter search terms, then return.  I have the control/option to SELECT a search in certain fields, such as title.  These searches are saved on the system until I log out or I am cut-off due to power outage, etc.  With SELECT, I can use Boolean search terms as well as proximity operators.  Boolean search terms include AND, OR, and NOT.  Proximity operators can search for a combination of terms within a certain number of words from each other.  Proximity operators can also search a term within a paragraph or link headings and subheadings (good for searching chemical databases).  Wildcards and truncation were also possible search operators: wildcard allow substitution of any character in a term (hypothetical example: wom*n, where * equals the wildcard) and truncation allows searchers to pick-up any terms after the end of a search term (hypothetical example: environmental!, where ! is the truncation indicator).  I can also string search commands together using Boolean terms and parenthesis.  The saved results of searches can be combined into new searches through SELECT; this has great advantages, because a searcher can use previous searches to refine them into a useful current search or add new terms to a previous search to create a new result.  The searcher also may list the history of searches, thus refreshing their memories whenever necessary and perhaps gaining a new perspective on their search.  Certain searches can also be run so that the result lists nearby terms to an authority term, such as an author search.  From there, the searcher can select the author they want to see.  The results can be manipulated in a number of ways.  One way is that he returns of a search can be displayed in different ways, some costing more than others, so that full text will cost more than a citation.  Dialog allows different presentations of the results, for example, a list of critics who write on a certain work can be ordered so that the critic who has written the most on the work is presented at the top of the list.  There are other functions in DialogClassic, but the length and focus of this statement does not allow for further discussion.  For more information related to databases, such as indexing, please refer to my Competency E.


After Dialog, other fee-based electronic databases were covered: Lexis-Nexis, Factiva, and Westlaw.  Each of these had specific search functions that added to Dialog functions (all were missing some of Dialog’s accessibility), such as: returning a search term only after a certain number of occurrences, clustering (grouping search returns in subject clusters), and returning a search term that occurs in the first 50 words of an article.  All three of these systems used some form of the form fill-ins along with menu-driven interfaces.  Since the class was familiar with command-driven interfaces, we were able to discuss the defaults (in form fill-ins) and menu choices with a view on the possibilities available in a non-default system.  These systems resemble contemporary electronic databases interfaces such as Ebsco.  These system searchers are able to find terms with less labor but they lost some control, therefore they lost some possible returns.  


Having had an overview of electronic database search functions, I know that databases have better search capabilities than internet search engines, and that they have higher quality and full text items.  Electronic databases will share some search features, such as Boolean and phrase searches, but they will translate other functions differently or not at all, therefore it is important to look at the “Help” or “Search Tips” link of any electronic database before using search functions such as proximity operators.


Next, I will discuss web searches.  Search engines on the web do not have the ability to store a complete history of one’s previous searches.  They do return a great number of items very easily, though.  So, it becomes a matter of narrowing down returns on the web to get higher quality results.   In other words, a good web searcher must be able to make more precise or precise search results.  There are a number of ways to gain greater precision.  One can get a more precise return with the use of functions that resemble electronic databases functions: Boolean logic and proximity operators on Google.com and others.  Google and others can also eliminate certain domains from searches, too, for example if I do not want any .com returns in a search about environmentalism, I may enter the search string: “environmentalism” -com.  Like different database vendors, different search engines translate these functions differently, so it is important to read up on search tips for a search engine before attempting to use these and other search functions.  Some search engines, such as Google, also allow searches for a certain media type like images, video, or audio.  Since I had knowledge of an array of search functions from electronic databases, I am able to recognize the meanings of different search functions presented in search engine search tips.  I can also look for certain functions in particular search engines when I perform a specific search; proficiency in electronic database searching carries over into web searches.  Metasearch engines search queries through a number of regular search engines.  Metasearch engines are good at locating esoteric sources.  It would seem that they cover a lot of web area, but in reality each return is only from a fraction of each search engines’ results, and metasearch engine may not have the level of search functionality as a search engine (review search tips). (Hock, 2004)  An example of a metasearch engine is DogPile. 

Another way to gain greater precision on the web is to locate different search engines or finding tools for different types of queries.  A search engine returns a great number of items, so it covers a great web area, as far as finder tools are concerned.  So, if I were looking for something, but I only have a vague idea about my topic, a search engine could be a good starting point, because it may return something related to my general topic search.  Another type of finding tool is a web directory.  Web directories are created by humans who cull web pages and judge if they are quality sites.  If so, the page will be categorized under a subject area.  The Librarian’s Index to the Internet (www.lii.org) is an example of a web directory.  Different subjects are listed in a directory and usually when one clicks the link, it lists linked subheadings.  Directories are great for searches where the searcher rough idea of the subject and wants more precise returns on the topic.  There are also specialized directories that concentrate on certain topics, such as the social sciences: Social Science Information Gateway (http://sosig.esrc.bris.ac.uk). (Hock, 2004)  The drawback here is suspect quality in search returns.  There are also directories that cluster returns, such as clusty.com.  Clusty.com groups results on the left hand side in different subject areas, so that the searcher to can use the subject area that is closest to their topic of interest.  The clusters show subheadings on the results page, further informing the searcher of possible avenues of research.  Having learned what area a topic is in, the searcher can then search more precisely in Clusty.com or another relevant finder tool.  Joining groups or mailing lists on the web can be very helpful, because they link the searcher up with others who are interested in the subject and could provide information; in many cases answer questions on the subject. (Hock, 2004)  Yahoo.com has many groups that one could join.  A drawback is that it may take time to get an answer to a question.  The answers may also be suspect in quality, but they do at least help a person to introduce a person to a topic.  There are many resources on the web that can grouped together to form a kind of librarian’s reference shelf, with search tools equivalent to encyclopedias, almanacs, maps, phone books, etc.  (Hock, 2004)  These will definitely return precise information on their subject areas.  If one is looking at the subject of current news, one could use one of the search engines that provide news, such as Google or Yahoo, but it would be more precise and going more in-depth to use a media source, such as BBC (http://news.bbc.co.uk).  


After having used all these search tools to find information on the web, there is still a large area of the web that cannot be located.  This portion is referred to as the Invisible Web.  Specifically, the Invisible Web is that part of the web that search engines cannot find, because it does not know the page exists, it decided not to index it, it was asked not to index it, it does not have the technology to index it, or it does not have the password to enter the web page (such as a fee-based database vendor like Dialog). (Hock, 2004)  There are ways to find information on the Invisible Web through internet sites such as Direct Search (www.freepint.com/gary/dirct.htm), invisible-web.net (www.invisible-web.net), and CompletePlanet (http://compeleteplanet.com). (Hock, 2004)  


Since I am on the topic of the Invisible Web, I will now introduce my first piece of evidence, which has to do with finding information on a portion of the Invisible Web: American government information and documents.  The reason so much U.S. Government information is in the Invisible Web is because much of its documents are in PDF; a format search engines are not designed to pick-up and index.  Google is in the process of indexing PDF documents, but the process is not complete.  My evidence discusses the many avenues a searcher can take to find government documents in the Invisible Web, mostly through location of agencies that hold relevant information.  The location of these agencies’ web pages is also discussed.  This evidence goes more in-depth with the topic of the Invisible Web, and it also demonstrates the importance of using the right finding tool for a particular subject.


My second piece of evidence is a lesson plan that applies my discussion of searching on electronic databases into practice.  For my internship at Contra Costa College Library, I had to teach several classes.  In one of these classes I taught students how to search for information on Contra Costa College Library’s databases, thus applying the search strategies I examined earlier in this statement of competency.  For example, I taught the use of truncation and wildcard, proximity operators (or proximity searches as stated in the lesson plan), and Boolean logic.  I also covered other areas: basic versus advanced searches; keyword, subject, and natural language searches; stop words; and phrase searches.  After teaching these search strategies, the class performed some simple searches on different database vendors, and each time I emphasized the importance of reading the “Help” or “Search Tips” link before running searches.


My last piece of evidence is a lesson plan for teaching internet searching to college students at Contra Costa College.  The class session is fifty minutes.  This class applies some of the search strategies discussed (such as Boolean logic), but goes further in that it teaches students how to correctly evaluate the quality of a found web page.  Students learn how to judge web page quality based on authority, accuracy, objectivity, currency, and coverage.
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