ENGLISH 110: ZEROING IN ON THE BEST SOURCES

What if your searches in Google, the library catalog, or research databases turn up too many or too few results? If you want to see examples of too many, try a search for eco celebrity in Google. Try a keyword search for sports and television in the library catalog.  Or try a search for presidential elections in Academic Search Complete. If you want to see an example of too few results, try a search in the library catalog for information about the business Victoria’s Secret.
When you are overwhelmed with results, you can just take the first five things that pop up. That will save you a lot of time, but be honest--those probably won’t be the five best sources for your purposes.  When you can’t find enough, you can just throw up your hands and try a different topic.  That’s usually unnecessary and only causes you to throw away a perfectly good research idea.  The most important thing to keep asking yourself is:  What is my information need, and what would I like to find to answer that need?
A Checklist for Selecting Results (Whether Too Many or Too Few)

· What question is this source supposed to help you answer? (Your overall research question or a specific sub-question?)

· Does this source really help answer that question?

· Does the source make you want to modify your research question?  (That’s ok. Be open to modifying your question.)

· Is the source’s author credible?  Why?  How can you be sure the source is accurate?

· Does the date of this source matter with respect to your research question? Why?

· Every source has a point of view, even a bias, of some kind.  What biases can you see in this source?  Under what circumstances would a biased source be a useful for your purposes?  (For instance, for a paper on health care reform you might find information from the American Association of Retired Persons/AARP web site useful.  For a paper on gun control, information from the National Rifle Association/NRA web site could be a valid source.)
When You Have Too Many Results

Tips for Finding Fewer, but More Timely, Compelling, and Relevant Results
Google:
· Enclose phrases with quotation marks to ensure the words appear together in order specified.

· Click “Advanced Search” next to the text box.

· You can insist on certain words and exclude certain words (e.g., “Buckeyes” not “football”). You can type a particular domain name (e.g.,“.gov” or “YouTube.com”) in the “Domain” box. 
· You can click on “+Date, usage rights, numeric range, and more” for options about date limits and geographical region.
OSU Library Catalog:

· Go to “OSU Catalog Search”, then select “Use advanced search”.  Be sure to read the “Search Tips” near bottom of screen. (Experiment with some of them.) 
· Enclose phrases within quotation marks to find exact phrases.   Use proximity operator “near” when the words can be as much as 12 words apart from each other.

· Under “Sorted by”, change “Search and sort by” to “Search and sort by date” (if date is important to your argument.)

· If you’re finding a lot of foreign language materials, limit “Language” to “English”.

· Need a video? Limit your search under “Video Recording” to either “Video cassette” or “Video disc”.

· Check subject headings listed for useful books.  Search under these (if not too general).

Research Databases (some features not available in all databases):
· Use the “Boolean/Phrase radio button to search for specific phrase.
· Select the “Scholarly/Peer Reviewed” button to limit to this kind of publication.

· Check subject headings listed for useful articles. Search these (if not too general).

· Select “Additional search boxes” if necessary, but avoid making your combinations too involved.  If your results become too narrow, broaden back out again.

· Limit “Publication Type” or “Document Type” as appropriate.

· Click the “Cited References” icon above citation, if one’s available.  Those references were used by the author of the article in his or her own research and may be important clues for you, too.
· DO NOT limit to “Full Text Available”.  This will limit your results to articles for which the database vendor supplies the full text and will eliminate articles that OSU gets from OhioLINK or our own institutional subscriptions.

When You Have Too Few Results

Tips for Finding  Timely, Compelling and Relevant Results

· Revisit the broader terms you brainstormed in your vocabulary exercise.  If you can’t find enough information on Harry Potter as a literary phenomenon, try a broader search term like “book publishing”.  Look at individual chapter titles online, if available.  Otherwise, request the books and examine tables of contents and indexes to see if there is a chapter or section on your topic. 
· Apply factual information about these broader concepts to your own ideas about the narrower concepts. 
· Divide your research question into parts and search each separately.  For example, search “Harry Potter” and then search “literary phenomenon” or “literary phenomena”.   Many research databases, such as Academic Search Complete, have a “search history” feature that lets you combine topics after you’ve searched them separately.  Again, synthesize what you learn from resources on both topics.  You’ll actually learn more from this technique than what you’ll learn from simply parroting what someone else already has written. 
· Feel free to talk to a librarian if you’re having trouble with this situation!
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Try this example:
One of former OSU President Karen Holbrook’s first actions after taking office was to put in place more stringent enforcement of alcohol laws at football tailgates. She drew a lot of criticism for this, as she did later for characterizing OSU as having a “culture of rioting”.  (See http://www.usatoday.com/sports/2007-08-30-96037153_x.htm for an example of a news article about this.)  How accurate was Holbrook’s characterization of OSU, and what effect might a proposed lowering of the legal drinking age to eighteen have on this culture?
1. In Google (regular search) type “Karen Holbrook” and rioting. Change to Google Advanced Search and in “Domain” type “.edu”.   How do your results differ?

2. In OSU Library Catalog (advanced search), type drinking age and submit.  Click the “Modify search” button.  Surround your phrase with quotation marks (“drinking age”) and sort by “Year.”  How do your results differ?
3. In Academic Search Complete (advanced search), type binge drinking in one text box and college students in another.  Click on “Search options” in right column. Select the “Scholarly (Peer Reviewed) Journals” box and “Article” under “Document Type”, and click “Search”.  How do your results differ?
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