Name:  ______________________________________


Asking for information from a computer is not like asking a question verbally.  Typing into the search box a question, like “What are the factors that influence teens to start smoking?” or a phrase, like “reasons why teenagers smoke,” will not usually work.  (Some databases claim that you can type in a question, but doing so does not usually lead to an effective search – the computer picks out the words that ‘look’ important, based on their length and their relative scarcity in the language.  For the question given above, the computer would probably look for records that include the words factors and influence, as well as the words teens and smoking, but fail to look for records with the word teenagers; you would thus miss many records that would have useful information on your topic.)


In general, do not include phrases in your computer search!  There is one exception to this rule: if a phrase is always used to refer to a particular topic, then the best search to do is that particular phrase.  An example would be the phrase ‘affirmative action.’


Remember that computers can only match exact strings of letters; the fewer strings of letters that you require the computer to match, the more results you will get from your search.  Therefore, use the fewest letters that will unmistakably indicate the topic you want to find.  For instance, if you want to find articles about Edgar Allen Poe, just search ‘Poe.’  His last name is distinctive enough that you are not likely to find more than one Poe.  On the other hand, if you search on his full name, you will miss articles that mention “E.A. Poe.”  However, if you want to find articles about the artist David Smith, it will not suffice just to type “Smith” – there are too many people named Smith!


Most topics that you will want to search consist of more that one concept.  To give an example, if you are doing research on teenage pregnancy, your topic consists of two concepts, teenagers and pregnancy.  If you have a choice of topics, it is generally better to go for one that relates two or more concepts to each other.  Such a topic is narrower and more manageable in a paper.  A topic consisting of only one concept is usually so broad that you would never be able to research it adequately, much less cover it comprehensively in your paper.


Design your computer search by connecting the concepts that make up your topic with AND.  In technical jargon, AND is known as a Boolean operator (you need to know this term because it will often appear in computer help screens and instruction manuals).  If you do the search teenagers and pregnancy the computer finds all the records that have both the word teenagers and the word pregnancy somewhere in the same record.  Thus, you could get “the pregnancy rate among teenagers,” as well as “teenagers, contraception, and the risk of pregnancy.”  (Of course, you will also pull in some totally irrelevant things, such as “the pregnancy rate of hamsters which are kept as pets by teenagers.”  There is no way to avoid these ‘false drops’ completely, since computers can only search for specific words, not for the ideas you had in mind.  It is up to you to look through your list of results and discard those which are not relevant to your topic.)  The Boolean operator AND will be treated in different ways in different databases and search engines.  Some require that it be all in capital letters.  In others, capitalization does not matter.  Some will automatically assume an AND if you put two words with nothing between them.


Now, think of a topic that relates two or more concepts to each other.  Write your topic on the line below, using the words that you would normally use to express it:

______________________________________________________________________________

Analyze your topic into the concepts that make it up.  In the table below, write in these concepts at the head of the columns (draw additional columns if your topic consists of more than two concepts):

	Concept:_____________


	Concept:________________





There can be more than one word that expresses the same concept, or a similar or related concept.  For instance, adolescents is another word that means about the same thing as teenagers.  Childbirth and birthrate are concepts that are related to pregnancy – an article about the birthrate among adolescents would obviously be relevant to your topic.  Sometimes, a related concept may be a part the whole.  For example, if your topic is literature in Africa,  articles on literature in Nigeria or literature in Ghana would be relevant to your search.  Again, as we did above in the case of Poe, express these related concepts in one word, if possible.  If the related concept consists of several words, take the most distinctive or the most directly relevant of the two words.  For instance,  young adults is a concept similar to adolescents.  You would choose young rather than adults as the word to work into your search, because it is the one most relevant to the concept.  In the table above, list related words for each concept.


In a computer search, you would connect the words related to the same concept with another Boolean operator, OR, and put them in parentheses.  This tells the computer to find all the records that contain either the one word or the other.  Again, different databases or search engines may handle the OR in different ways.  Some require that you put it in capital letters, whereas, in others, case does not matter.  Some will automatically assume an OR rather than an AND whenever you put two words together without anything between them.


Applying these principles, a search for articles on teenage pregnancy might look like this:

(teenagers OR adolescents OR young) AND (pregnancy OR childbirth OR birthrate).  Now, write below a search that you would do on your topic, using the Boolean operators AND and OR:

______________________________________________________________________________

