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Research Skills: Using the World Wide Web

1. Index

Search engines

Most scholarly books contain an index in the back, which allows one to find passages where key terms, people, and ideas are discussed.  If you want to find out everything your psychology textbook says about dreams, you can turn to the index and look up “dreams.”

A concordance is a book that indexes all of the words in a given body of work.  Concordances exist for many important literary works—the Bible, the works of Shakespeare, works of other major poets and authors.  This enables one to look up, for instance, all of the passages about “love” in the Bible, or every Shakespeare reference to “lawyers.”

Search engines on the web work in the same fashion—they index material from web pages, which they are constantly scanning.  Unlike the index in an academic book or a concordance, search engines’ indexes are not generated through careful human labor, but through the operations of automated programs using sophisticated algorithms.  Also unlike print indexes, search engines catalog a vast array of sources that vary enormously in content and quality.

Search engines are extraordinarily effective tools for finding the sources of quotes, authors of books, dates of events, and other discrete pieces of information (though double or triple-check what you find before you trust its accuracy).  It is possible quickly to find things that would be extremely time-consuming to find in other ways.  For such searches, a page’s contextual content may be irrelevant.

Some good search engines:

www.google.com
www.about.com (unlike most, it offers evaluations of many websites)

www.alltheweb.com
www.altavista.com
Websites

In addition to search engines, there are many helpful online versions of traditional indexes: dictionaries (of English, as well as two-language ones), thesauri, encyclopedias, concordances, books of quotations, etc.

The list of these is vast, but here are a few that I like:

www.dictionary.com
www.bartleby.com
http://www.geocities.com/etymonline/
http://wordsmith.org/awad/index.html
Some other very good sources in this category are not free to the general public, though you have access to many of them via the ODY library website.  These include the Oxford English Dictionary and Encyclopedia Britannica.  We will discuss these when we discuss the virtual library in a few weeks.

2. Duplication of Print Sources

The web is also a fine source of print books and articles that have been digitized.  Sometimes it is more convenient to find such sources on the web.  You can find an increasing number of public domain novels (those for which the copyright has expired), including many utopian novels.  You can also find many journal articles (though you will mostly need to access these through the library website—we will discuss this more fully in later sessions).  It is also a great place to find newspapers from all over the world.

A few interesting sites for these kinds of sources:

http://promo.net/pg/index.html
http://digital.library.upenn.edu/books/
http://www.nytimes.com
http://www.washingtonpost.com/
http://www.wire.ap.org
http://www.guardian.co.uk
As in the previous category, some such sites are accessible only through the university, which pays to subscribe to them.

3. Research materials

As a tool to find substantive works on academic topics, the web is a decidedly mixed bag.  Most of the information you will find online will be superficial, some will be error-ridden, and a small portion downright inaccurate or misleading.  Anyone can put anything on the web, and does.

You can find wonderful sources, but you may have to sift through much sand to find the gold nuggets.  You will need to exercise your analytical skills to find out what is useful.  A number of fine guides to evaluating websites exist, and we will work with two in class.

WORKING WITH SEARCH ENGINES

Some things to think about when working with search engines:

A. The search engine must order what it finds according to a system, so that it can decide how to display to the user in batches of 10-20 the 876,212 successful instances of the word or phrase it has found.  These include: frequency of the search term in each document; popularity of each document with other users; number of links to each document; prioritizing servers that have paid money to be listed.  When using a search engine, try to find out how it works, so that you know what kinds of results you’re getting.

B. Keyword searches in search engines yield a vast number of results, most of them useless for what one is looking for.  The better search engines allow users to limit their searches to help weed out what is irrelevant. 

C. Most search engines do not evaluate what they find, but simply display it.  It is up to you to figure out if the information is useful and/ or accurate.

Most users do not take advantage of the myriad features search engines include to narrow searches to find what you are looking for more effectively.  I will illustrate with a few aspects of Google (one of the most popular search engines, and my favorite):

Word order matters.  When you do a Google search, the search engine weights words’ importance in the order you type them in.  Utopian communities will yield different results from communities utopian.

Phrase searching.  If you put quotation marks around a group of words, it will find only that unique string of words.  “Utopian communities” will yield only results that include the phrase “utopian communities.”

+ and -.  If you search for multiple words without phrase searching, you can make term inclusion mandatory, or you can exclude specific terms.  Utopian +communities will run a search that gives priority to the search term utopian, but will only include results that also include the word communities.  Utopian communities –Oneida will run a search for utopian communities that excludes all mention of the Oneida community.

Limiting domain.  Google’s advanced search page allows you to easily screen out certain categories of website (such as commercial sites).  For instance, you can search for results within the .edu domain (educational institutions) or .edu and .org (non-profit organizations), or you can simply exclude .com (commercial businesses).  You can also limit by words in the URL with allintitle:, allinurl:, inurl:, and intitle:.

Other limitations.  You can also limit by language, date, and number of occurrences of your search term.  You can also restrict a search to a single website’s set of pages.

Category search.  You can use Google’s own directory of websites (that works much like a phone book) to find helpful categories and subcategories of information.  A search of utopian communities yields one directory category of Society> History > . . . > Intentional Communities > United States.  This could be a useful category if you want to find out about American intentional communities that may not be easy to find with keyword searches.

Links to a specific page.  One interesting way to evaluate web pages is to find out what other pages have created links to them.  Link:www.stlawu.edu will list sites that have a link to the SLU webpage.  Who is (or is not) linking to a site you’re interested in can be revealing.

Information about a page.  Info: followed by a web site will provide whatever information Google has about the site’s ownership and management.  Another source of information on a site’s proprietorship is http://www.networksolutions.com/cgi-bin/whois/whois.

These are merely examples of what you can do to achieve more effective searches with one search engine.  It is worth learning about what various search engines can do for you.

There are also numerous indexing sites that evaluate websites.  They evaluate primarily sites that they deem reputable and probably worthwhile, so this does not give you access to everything on the web, but in exchange, it generally gives you access to better web pages (if of course the indexing organization does a good job).
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