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About this document

These materials are part of the Multimedia Training Kit (MMTK). The MMTK provides an integrated set of multimedia training materials and resources to support community media, community multimedia centres, telecentres, and other initiatives using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to empower communities and support development work.

Copyright information

This unit is made available under the Creative Commons Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike License. To find out how you may use these materials please read the copyright statement included with this unit or see

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/legalcode 

Overview of this unit
This unit takes you through the steps of how to search the Internet for the information you want to find. 

We are going to approach this task by:

· Understanding more about the Internet as an environment for finding information.

· Exploring the strengths and weaknesses of different search tools available: picking the right one(s) for the job.

· Learning to use the tools appropriately: re-phrasing your questions in a search tool-shaped way.

· Evaluating the information that search tools provide: efficiently creaming off the most relevant results

· Developing a strategy for building up your own well-structured bank of links for future reference: allowing you to bypass the search tools altogether.

The Internet as an environment for finding information

There are several distinguishing features about mapping and navigating the Internet, which are worth bearing in mind before we embark on our journey to find the information we seek:

· As content is being continuously updated and added, there are no accurate current statistics concerning the amount of information accessible on the Internet – it was estimated in 2001 to contain 3 billion documents. 

· These documents are not indexed with any standard system. Unlike most libraries with their indices of subject headings, authors and titles, the Web needs us to guess at what words will be in the pages we want. 

· It is not possible to search the WWW directly. Your computer cannot find or go to all the web pages, which reside on computers ("servers") all over the world. What you can do through your computer, using the skills we will be developing in this unit, is access some of the many search tools available, and get them to do the work. 

· A search tool lets you search its database or list of sites – this is a relatively small subset of the entire World Wide Web. The search tool gives you hypertext links with URLs to other pages. You click on these links, and retrieve documents, images, sound, and more from individual servers around the world.

Behind the mechanics of how the information is stored and distributed, lie people who have produced it - People who are just as flawed as the ones who produce printed information. The existence of information on the Internet makes it neither more nor less accurate than if it were published somewhere else. Likewise content will only exist on the Internet if some person has seen fit to publish it there. An idea cannot make its way onto the Internet without the backing of a human being – however valuable and sought–after that idea is.

Getting started – choosing the right search tool for the job

There are dozens of search tools accessible on the Internet. This brief tour will introduce you to the basics of the tools available, but a deeper understanding will only come from practice and actually using the tools.

Search engines

Search engines work by searching through an index from a database which is automatically compiled by "spiders" (computer-robot programs) – not people. The search engine tries to match your searched-for keywords with words in the text of selected web pages.

The amount of content that search engines search through varies from those which are small and specialist, to those covering over 90 percent of the index-able web.

Getting good results from search engines is just as much about your familiarity with the features and syntax of the search engine you are using, as it is about the size of the search engine's index.

Good For: When you can be precise about what you are looking for.

Not Good For: When you need help with finding a path that leads through different subject areas that you may not have been aware of at the outset of your search.

The major search engines include 

Google

http://www.google.com/ 

alltheweb (previously called "Fast Search")

http://www.alltheweb.com/ 

AltaVista

http://www.altavista.com/ 

Google has the most comprehensive search engine database, but no single search engine is likely to find all possible information on a topic.  

Meta-search engines

Also relevant here are meta-search engines, which can quickly skim-search several individual search engines at once (they usually reach about 10% of search results in any of the search engines they visit). This means you cannot benefit from using the more advanced search syntax of any one search engine. You are best sticking to simple searches, which use a single term or phrase.

SurfWax
http://www.surfwax.com/  

Ixquick
http://www.ixquick.com/  

Information gateway-type resources

These may be called Internet catalogues, subject directories, virtual libraries or gateways. They specialise in resources from a particular field, and tend to be searchable as well as organised into a hierarchical format. Some of them work like a catalogue resource for a particular field, whilst others are catalogues of catalogues. They are always compiled by people (rather than indexed automatically) who organise information according to a classification system. This means you can expect the items that are listed to have been sifted and evaluated for their relevance and quality. See the example in the handout.

Examples of gateway-type sites are:

ELDIS
The ELDIS gateway to Development Information serves as a central access point for resource guides, country profiles, news, jobs, and other resources.

http://www.eldis.org/ 

World Wide Web Virtual Library
The World Wide Web Virtual Library describes itself as "the oldest catalog of the Web, started by Tim Berners-Lee, the creator of the Web itself. Unlike commercial catalogs, it is run by a loose confederation of volunteers, who compile pages of key links for particular areas in which they are expert; even though it isn't the biggest index of the Web, the VL pages are widely recognised as being amongst the highest-quality guides to particular sections of the Web". The library can be browsed alphabetically or by category and is also searchable. 
http://www.vlib.org/ 

SOSIG, Social Science Information Gateway
An educational and research service giving access to high-quality sources for social scientists. Information is arranged in subject sections, which can be browsed and searched.
http://www.sosig.ac.uk/  

Specialised databases

There are many databases of information which are accessible by web users but not by the robots that compile the indices for search engines. This type of information forms what is known as the "invisible web". It is not contained in conventional web pages, but is dynamically generated content which gets powered into web pages by databases when it is called for. It is called "invisible" because it is out of the reach of the "spiders" and their search tools. You may find links to this kind of content in subject directories, but on the whole you need to know where to access the databases themselves to find information within them. They are generally searchable using standard search boxes, and vary in how advanced and elaborate your search can be.

Good If: You know where to find one which deals with your area of interest. 

Not Good If: You are searching more broadly than the remit of the database concerned.

Learning to use the tools appropriately

We are going to adopt a strategy, which will clarify your thinking about your topic, help to achieve good results and should save valuable ‘online’ time, too. This strategy works through the following 7 stages:

Stage 1. Unpacking the query

Ask yourself questions to make the query clearer. For example: If you are interested in information about refugees, ask yourself relevant questions such as:

· Are there any countries that are particularly relevant to my interest in refugees?

· Do I want to know about services available to refugees, legislation affecting refugees, organisations campaigning on behalf of refugees or general research in the area of refugee studies?

· Am I interested in current refugee issues or is mine more of a historical query?

Try putting your query into one sentence, e.g.


· Legal defence services for Somali refugees in the UK.

Split your sentence into concepts:

	Concept 1
	Concept 2
	Concept 3

	Legal services
	Somali refugees
	UK


Be aware of other terms that could also be used to describe the concepts. These may include different spellings and synonyms. 

By thinking of alternative search terms, you can develop a range of terms to use in conjunction with the features of various search tools.

	Concept 1
	Concept 2
	Concept 3

	Legal services
	Somali refugees
	UK 

	Immigration advice
	Somali émigrés
	United Kingdom 

	Asylum seeking
	
	Britain


Stage 2. Phrasing your query: an introduction to search syntax

Search syntax is the method we use to link the concepts together appropriately for your search. Different search tools offer different options for refining searches, and may use different search syntax or languages. Some search engines allow you to refine your search by selecting from a number of natural language options such as "find all words," "find any words" or "must not include". Others need you to use either "search mathematics" or Boolean logic to refine your search. By learning and applying these basics, your search becomes considerably more powerful.

The basic principles are the same for most search engines, but they may use slightly different versions of the search syntax. When in doubt read the help page of the search tool you are using. Bear in mind that although most search facilities are not case sensitive, there are a number which are. 

Many search engines by default ignore common words such as "the" "and" "in" etc. These are known as "stop words". 

Search mathematics

This refers to common mathematical symbols as a way of refining searches:

Use + (plus sign) in front of each term which must appear in your search results. For example, if you are looking for information about how the price of coffee is impacting on coffee pickers’ wages

+coffee +pickers +price +wages

will make sure that the results all include all the terms: price, coffee, pickers wages – not coffee shops, cotton pickers, or Price Waterhouse accountants’ wages.

Use - (minus sign) in front of every term, which must not appear in your search result. Using the same example as above, you could enter

+coffee -cup -cotton 

Use " " (quotation marks) around words you want to mark as a phrase. For example,

"coffee pickers"

"somali refugees"

"emperor penguins" 

Use the wildcard * (asterisk) for truncation.
 For example if you want to search for education, educators, educate etc., enter

educ*

Boolean logic

Some search engines use the Boolean operators "AND," "OR" and "NOT" for the refining of searches. Boolean operators should generally be written in capital letters.

Use AND to require that more than one term appears in all search results. For example entering
emperor AND penguin 

will find pages with both terms. 

Use OR if you want all your search results to include either term (or both). 

This can be useful if there are alternate spellings (e.g. "organization" and "organisation" or synonyms (brinjal, aubergine) for terms. To find all pages that contain the word “brinjal” or the word "aubergine" (or both), enter

brinjal OR aubergine  

Use NOT to exclude terms you don't want to appear in your search results.
 

For example, if you are looking for information about "elephant ivory" rather than ivory-coloured paint you could enter 

ivory NOT colour

Some search engines also allow the use of the "proximity operator" NEAR as well as the three Boolean operators. 

Where a search for

south AND africa 

may lead you to a page with "south" at the top and "africa" at the bottom, entering

south NEAR africa

will ensure that the terms appear close to one another. Not all search tools allow this - check the help page of the search engine you are using.

With your search query unpacked into a syntactically correct format, we can now proceed through the next stages of the search using this table:

	Stage 3. Categorising the query. 


	Stage 4. Matching the tool to the query 

Try to match the right tool to the type of search query you are working on. Think about the way that the tool will work on your query and re-phrase the query to get the most out of the tools. Try a variety of tools – use general tools to find subject-specific ones.


	Stage 5. Ask a human being! 

If you can’t find what you want from a search tool, ask a person.

	Type of Search Query
	Examples
	Search Engine
	Subject Directory
	Specialist Database
	Remember ,the tools don’t have brains – people do! If you have found a specialised subject directory on your topic, but it doesn’t contain what you want, look for an email link to a relevant resource person, or the author of a good page you find.

Alternatively ask a discussion group or expert.



	Includes clearly distinctive words or phrases (about which there can be no misunderstanding).


	· “Black history month”

· “Sleeping sickness”

· “Robusta coffee”

· “Fair trade” +chocolate


	Place the words or phrase in speech marks (“”), to make sure that the search engine looks for those words strung together exactly as you have specified.
	Try and think around your phrase – look at the available categories and identify which one(s) it may belong to.
	If you are searching for:

· Data

· Facts

· Statistics

· Schedules

· Maps etc.

then specialist databases can help you with any of the example  search queries. Use a subject directory or a search engine as your starting point to find the appropriate database – i.e. start with the visible web and use it to find a signpost to an entry point into the "invisible web".

Be imaginative about the routes you take through information on the Internet.
	

	Includes common or general terms that seem to get numerous inappropriate results.
	· Weekend break

· Taj Mahal

· Campaigning techniques

· Study abroad


	Think about which terms might develop your query to remove the ambiguity. Go back to the lists of concepts you made in staqe 1 and try making ithemmore specific 
	Use the subject directory’s pre-defined subject categories to guide you and help articulate a clearer search query.
	
	

	Looks for a broad overview of a subject area.
	· Afro-Caribbean diaspora history

· Intellectual property rights

· Lone parenting

· Rain forest ecology 


	A search engine is inappropriate for this type of search.
	Best results will be achieved by finding a specialist subject directory that covers your area.  
	
	

	Looks for a narrowly focused part of a broad subject.
	· Statistics on domestic violence in Soweto

· Migration patterns of Emperor penguins in the Antarctic

· Grass-roots ICT projects in Africa


	Think about re-phrasing your query into a structure that includes Boolean search terms – AND, OR, NOT etc.

These will help the tool focus the search and deliver less "junk".
	Look for a subject directory that covers the broad subject and move through its hierarchy of categories to home in on your specific query.
	
	

	Could be spelled or phrased in a variety of alternative ways
	· “Falkland Islands” OR Malvinas

· “New Zealand” OR Aotearoa 

· Cassava OR manioc

· Aubergine OR eggplant OR brinjal

· “Freedom of speech” OR “press freedom” OR “anti-censorship” OR “1st amendment”

· “Female genital mutilation” OR FGM OR cliterodectomy OR “female circumcision”


	Use the Boolean search term OR to enable searching for information under alternative labels.
	Specialist subject directories may accommodate alternative labelling, but the more general ones are likely to be inappropriate for this type of search.
	
	


This five-stage strategy is a powerful way of approaching Internet searches and is certain to lead you along information routes that take you closer to what you are looking for. But with the Internet there are no guarantees, which is why you may need to consider another stage to the search.

Stage 6. If at first you don’t succeed – try again! 

Don’t feel downhearted when your tool of choice doesn’t lead you to your prize results. Becoming a skilled information gatherer on the Internet is about retracing your steps and looking for turnings you may have missed, or re-phrasing or even re-thinking your search query altogether. You will quickly become skilled in adapting your queries for the tool you are using. 

Stage 7. Evaluating search results

"Think before you click"

The culture of "editorial control" which seeks to set standards in the print world, is often absent on the web. Whilst it is the freedom of the web which makes it so rich and rewarding to us as information gatherers, it is that same freedom which must alert us to the need for questioning the accuracy and validity of everything we find. 

This takes us onto the next part of the search strategy:

Looking intelligently at the URLs in the results that the search tool finds will enable you to make more relevant selections from the list, making the search altogether more efficient.

We need to start by understanding the anatomy of a URL (Uniform Resource Locator):

	http://www.hrw.org/press/2003/02/powell20303.htm

	http://
	The kind of protocol: in this case hypertext transfer protocol


	www.
	Indicates the World Wide Web


	hrw.org
	The domain name of the web site



	press/2003/02/powell20303.htm
	Shows the location, or "pathway" to the page. This page is inside a folder called 02 which is inside a folder called 2003 which inside a folder called press. That folder is inside the folder www.hrw.org

A "/" is used to separate different levels of information storage (folders) in the web site.



	/powell20303.htm
	The page's computer file name.

	htm
	The file extension showing  what type of file it is – this one is htm (hypertext mark-up language).




What’s in a URL?

Domain types

The domain that a web site uses can indicate the appropriateness of the content for your search.

· Government sites: look for .go, .gov, .mil 

· Educational sites: look for .edu, .ac

· Non-profit organisations: look for .org 

So if you are looking for the voices of dissidents in Indonesia, you are unlikely to reach the heart of your query from pages with a URL that uses a .gov or .mil domain. But those pages may still contain relevant peripheral information for you.

The domain may also contain a country code indicating where the web site content is drawn from and/or which language(s) you can expect the content to appear in. If the same site seems to appear in several different results, look for the one which has the most appropriate country code for your language needs.

Publishing source

The publishing source of a page is often named in the URL, either in the domain or in the pathway (folder). Ask yourself the questions:   

· Have you heard of this source already? Is it reputable? 

· Does it fit with the name of the web site? Does it need to? 

· Does the URL have a personal name woven into the domain of a commercial (Internet Service Provider) ISP or other provider of web hosting (like aol.com or geocities.com), following a tilde ( ~ ), a percent sign ( % ), or the words "users," or "member"?

This is usually an indication that the page is a personal (self-published) page and you should investigate the author carefully, as there is no publisher or domain owner vouching for the information in the page.

Building up a personalised well-structured bank of links

Each successful search should make a contribution to your subsequent searches. By using the Bookmarks or Favorites feature of your browser, you can collect intelligence and benefit the next time around. 

All Internet browsers have a version of this feature, with very similar functionality. It gives you the opportunity to record the URL of any page you view. On visiting a page which you think may be valuable for future use, you simply choose "Add…" from the relevant menu bar in your browser. The URL is added to a list and is usually presented on that list as a page name (which you can edit if you choose).

At its simplest, this is an easy-to-reference address list of your favourite pages. But with a little more attention, the list can become a valuable personalised resource bank – your very own information gateway. By making thoughtful use of the filing tools – folders and subfolders, you can organise your references into a logical system that makes swift work out of finding pages. 

� Not all search engines permit wildcard truncation. Check the help page of the search tool you are using.


� Some search engines use AND NOT instead of NOT. Check the help page of the search tool you are using.
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