Catalog and Database
Search Tips

How do I start searching for information on my topic?

Use keywords — any words that represent your topic — and pay attention to the
subjects that you encounter on your search. When you start a search, sometimes
you’re not that familiar with the special vocabulary of that field.

Think of as many words as you can that represent your topic and see where they take
you. As you find books and articles, note which words people use to talk about your
topic.

What’s a keyword?

Any word associated with the book or article. It could be a word in the author’s name,
in the title of the book, in the publisher’s name, or any word in the full-text of the
article.

What’s a subject?

What the article or book is actually about. Sometimes books or articles have titles that
don’t actually describe their information content. Subjects (also known as descriptors or
specialized vocabulary) are assigned to a book or article to represent the subject of that
books or article. In other words, searching for the keyword PLAY might get you books
where the author or publisher’s name includes the word PLAY. Maybe you'll find books
on professional sports with the word PLAY in the title. However, if you’re only interested
in books on how young children use PLAY in mental development, try looking for PLAY
as the subject of the book.

What do | do if I get too much?

Use more keywords. Often the problem is too much information, so be as specific as
you can in describing your topic. Think about the field of study, the people and places,
and the dates involved in your topic.

Try subject searching.

Use whatever subject searching is available — this will make your search much more
targeted.

Using subject searching will make sure you only find books and articles that are really
focused on your topic.

What do | do if | get too little?

Try synonyms. Maybe people use slightly different words to talk about your topic. If you
can’t find anything using “experimenting on animals”, try words that have a similar
meaning like “animal rights”, “lab animals”, or “animal testing.”
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Try broader subjects. Especially when looking for books, try using words that describe
the next larger topic. If you can’t find a whole book on “ginseng”, try looking for books
on “alternative medicines” or “herbal remedies.”

Why care about keywords?

If we do a search on the word “play”, you will get a variety of results. This is a case
where you would want to use multiple keywords. What types of “play”? What exactly
are you looking for in terms of “play”? If you were looking for “play baseball”, do a
search for that term to narrow your results.
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