Searching Effectively: Boolean Operators, Phrase Searching, and Truncation

Boolean Searching

Making good Google or database searches is not as simple and easy as you might think. First, you've got to phrase your search in a way that's likely to get good results. So, imagine you're looking for information about women, specifically nurses, during World War II in France. Would you search a phrase, like "What did female nurses do in WWII France"? Would you just smash the keywords together and hope for the best, like "women nurses france WWII"?

  
The first search gets us a top result from the Army's military history page and that's a reliable source. But then there's someone's blog compilation, a PBS page which is good, and some general stuff—ahem, Wikipedia—on women in war. It's a B- kind of search.

The second search starts with the same top result, another Army nurse corps result, the PBS page, and information on nurses throughout war history. Eh, we'd give that one a B+.

We can make these searches into A+ searches by figuring out how search engines work, and what kinds of operators they use.
The first thing we need to talk about is Boolean logic. That refers to the way we "talk" to search engines and give them instructions on how to use the search terms we type in. Note that Google has weird individual rules, so most of the information below applies to library searches or academic search engines.
Here are the rules and a few examples:
AND
When you stick AND in the middle of a search, it tells the search engine you want only results that have this word AND this word. In Google, a simple blank space is assumed to mean AND, but in other search engines it would look like this:

· women AND world war II AND nursing
OR
OR is a way to broaden your searches. It tells the search engine that you'll take results that have this word OR this word. Like so:

· nurses OR women
NOT
This is an especially useful one. It's a way of excluding certain terms from your results. So, if you were trying to look up Hawaiian history, but you kept getting touristy sites in your results, you would add NOT to the end of your search:

· hawaii history NOT tourism NOT travel NOT vacation
NEAR
This one's a little tricky. It tells the search engine that you want your two terms to be within ten words of each other. It can help if you've got two pretty different terms that you're trying to stick together, like atomic physics and Christianity. Goes like this:

· atomic AND physics NEAR christianity
These are the basic concepts of Boolean searching, and it's pretty important to get the logic of them. 
Let’s Play!
Check out kidzsearch.com/boolify and play around with terms and phrases in the Boolean search box. Try to find information on the same topic using variations of terms and operators (you can see your search results below the box). 
Which did you feel was your most effective search strategy? Why? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Phrase Searching and Truncation

" "
Quotations are one of the more universal search rules. If you put several words in quotes, your search will only give you results with that specific phrase. That means you should only put logical phrases in quotes—you wouldn't expect an essay to have the line "women WWII nurses france" in it, so don't put quotes around it. Something like this would work better:

· "nurse corps" AND france AND WWII
*
All hail the asterisk. This is a little symbol that works like a wildcard within a word. If you use it right, it can save you from having to run multiple searches with slight differences, like this:

· nurs* would return results for nurse, nurses, nursing, and nursed, although it might also include words like nursery. militar* would return results for military, militaristic, and militarism.

?
The question mark works a lot like the asterisk, except there's only one letter that's wild. Like this:

· wom?n finds results for women and woman.

~
Last but not least, the tilde. That squiggly line indicates that you're searching for the specific term, or any of its close synonyms. Plus, it works in Google. Sometimes your searches are turning up what you need only because you're accidentally using an uncommon noun. Here's how to fix it:

· nurse AND WWII ~memoir would find you results with the words nurse and WWII in them, but also words like memoir, autobiography, account, record, chronicle, or narrative.

Google

You know how we mentioned that Google has its own rules about search operators? Here's a few to pay particular attention to:

· site: This one is a lifesaver, especially when you're looking for legitimate, academic sources. You can type in your source like you normally would, and then type in site:.edu to limit the search to sites that end with ".edu" (those are websites from accredited academic institutions). You could also go with ".gov" or ".org" for government and nonprofit sites.

· - Google uses the "-" instead of NOT, but it works the same.

· * You can use the asterisk as a wild card for entire words in Google. Sweet.
Let’s Practice!

In this activity, you will compare and contrast the results of four searches. We will use Google, but you should know that Google tailors its search results based on your browsing history, so it's best for the activity if you sign out of your Gmail account, if you have one.

Step One

First, open up Google in a new window and search these four subjects with the keywords you'd normally use (i.e., what you would have searched for before this lesson):

1. The history of slavery in Bolivia

2. The dietary habits of sea otters

3. The development of Boolean math

4. Cyber warfare and the Stuxnet virus

Step Two
Now do another search of each of those four subjects, but try to find higher quality and more specific results by using some of the operators and techniques we just talked about. We'd especially like to see more academic sources and more specific sources on your result list.

Step Three
As a group, answer the following questions to share out:
· Did you find that new operators were more helpful than straightforward key word searches? How so? Give an example of your search results.
· Will this change the way you Google? How so?
