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Search Engines

These handy tools are called Search
Engines, and they come with funny
names like Dogpile, Yahoo! Hotbot and
Excite - titles that hardly instill a great deal
of confidence in their abilities. A large
assortment of search engines exists at the
moment; new ones are being developed all
the time. Many of these search tools have
been developed and are maintained by big
corporations such as Digital (now
Compagq); others have grown from the
hobbies of perky young college students
who are just a few dollars short of
becoming billionaires.

Tools are generally tailored for the
individual jobs they do, and some do these
jobs better than others. The same rule
applies to the Web search engines. Simply
put, the search engine’s job is to help you
locate information on the Web by
providing you with a list of Web pages that
match the topic you are researching.
Search engines have their strengths and
weaknesses (often related to the size of the
database and the quality of the indexing),
and you’ll find that the quality and
quantity of the information retrieved vary
greatly from one engine to another. You’ll
soon discover a search engine that you
favour, but it’s very important to know
that several search engines and types of
search engines must be used together to
do a decent job.

Research has shown that no one search
engine indexes more than one-third of the
estimated 320 million “indexable” Web
pages currently in existence.” When you
submit your topic to a search engine, it
will search only for Web pages that it has
extracted from the Web and placed in its
own database; it is not searching the
“whole” Web. These databases are often
updated daily, usually with the aid of
computer software (sometimes called
robots) that constantly roam the Web
seeking new pages to add to their
respective collections. Some search
engines contain over 140 million pages in
their databases, while others hold a scant
30 million.

Three Types

Although there are many different search
engines to work with, there are generally
only three broad types of Internet search
tools to know about: the Subject Classified
Directories , the generic Search Engines
and the multi-tasking Meta Search
Engines . (These distinctions are

actually quite loose, for you'll find that a
large number of search engines - like
Yahoo! - serve as both classified directories
and as search engines).

The Subject Classified Directories are
probably the easiest of the tools to use.
These tools are also known as Mediated
Search Engines - mediated in that
somebody or something has created a list
of Web sites and classified them by
subject, allowing you to search for Web
resources using a step-by-step process.
Search engines in this group include
Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com), EINET Galaxy
(www.einet.net) and Argus Clearinghouse
(www.clearinghouse.net). Yahoo! Canada
(www.yahoo.ca) largely focuses on
Canadian Web resources and is an
offshoot of the U.S.-based Yahoo!

A typical subject classified directory will
present you with a list of fairly broad
subject headings (Arts & Humanities,
Health, Science, Social Science, etc.)
Once you click on a specific subject

The quality
and quantity of the
information retrieved
vary greatly.

heading (Science) you will be presented
with another list of related sub-headings
(Chemistry, Biology, Physics...) until a list
of Web links appears relating to the
specific topic chosen (Physics). You can
continue pursuing links to the more
specific subjects within Physics (Atomic
Physics, Biophysics, Chaos, Photonics,

etc.) until you find something appropriate.

Varying Quality

As usual, you’ll find that the quality of the
information contained in the subject
classified directories will vary greatly.
Many of these mediated search engines
are based on the submission of sites by
anybody - no credentials needed.
Consequently no mechanism is in place
for filtering for quality, and coverage of
academic resources can be spotty. Yahoo!
is such a beast, and although its index is
very extensive, the quality of its links is
sometimes questionable. Unfortunately,
Yahoo!s presence is so large - it’s even
spawned a glossy monthly magazine - that
many people consider it to be the ultimate
Web subject directory and search no
further.

If you’re willing to sacrifice quantity for
quality, it’s best to head to a more
sophisticated subject directory like the
Argus Clearinghouse
(www.clearinghouse.net). Although this
directory is based on site submissions (like
Yahoo! ), the sites are of better quality
because they are most often submitted by
subject specialists. Additionally, Argus
Clearinghouse is maintained by a group of
well-qualified people including librarians,
experts in a variety of fields, and
experienced researchers. These
individuals examine each submitted Web
site against a set of criteria (currency of
content, intended audience, technical
performance, etc.), and rate each site with
1 to 5 checkmarks for each criterion.
Although this directory is limited in size,
the resources listed are generally superb.
For a similar type of subject directory, try
The Mining Company at
(www.miningco.com).

Database Searching Skills

You may want to brush up on your
database searching skills before you start
using this next group of Web search tools
- the generically labeled Search Engines.
Whereas the subject classified directories
lead you step-by-step to a selection of
Web sites, you usually chart your own
course when you use a search engine. You
are given greater flexibility when using
these tools and can conduct very
sophisticated Web searches by submitting
specific topics and combining those topics
to retrieve even more detailed results.
However, the success of your search rests
considerably on your familiarity with
Boolean logic, the art of combining
concepts using the tiny but powerful
words, AND, OR and NOT, as in: (cats or
felines) and (dogs or canines) not
(puppies or kittens). (Most search
engines offer fairly decent help screens
should you need a crash course.)

The search tools in this group include
AltaVista (www.altavista.com), Hotbot
(www.hotbot.com), Lycos
(www.lycos.com), Northern Light
(www.northernlight.com) and Webcrawler
(www.webcrawler.com). AltaVista, Hotbot
and Northern Light have the most
comprehensive databases, each containing
over 100 million Web pages. Each of the
three search engines has managed to
index approximately one-third of the Web,
but this does not mean that the whole
Web has been covered by them. Although
the searching mechanisms of each search
engine are based on Boolean logic, you

To page 4 P
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Library
Technical Services
in the Electronic

Information Age

It takes more
than a computer
to give people
real service.

Sheila S. Intner.
“Putting the Service in Technical Services.”

In this era of networked information, full-
text databases and Web-delivered
university courses, electronic resources
have assumed an important role in
academic libraries, and consequently in
library technical services. Technical
Services operations include the
identification and acquisition of materials
and their organization within existing
collections for retrieval on demand. These
functions have evolved from print-based
to electronic processes.

Not long ago, the Ryerson Library
Technical Services Departmental
Acquisitions staff, like the rest of the
Library, worked in a totally paper-based
environment. They completed order
forms on paper; typed long lists to send to
publishers and vendors; and maintained
filing cabinets stuffed with statistics sheets
and other documents - all kept on paper.
In the cataloguing area of technical
services, call-number tables and
cataloguing rules were also paper-based.
But then, most of the items catalogued
were produced on paper.

Times have changed

Two developments drove most of the
change: the growth of large, easily
accessible databases and the need to
reduce costs and avoid duplication. The
watchword in libraries has always been:
“Never type the same information twice
when you can retrieve it from an existing
place.” The more keystrokes saved, the
faster the work gets done. To that end,
cataloguers and acquisitions staff from
universities, government bodies or private
companies created massive databases of
bibliographic records. Apart from being
numerous, these records were often in
machine-readable (MARC) bibliographic
format.

These records form the basis for many
activities of the modern technical services
operation. A MARC record is retrieved or
created when our acquisitions staff order a

book. This record later forms the basis for
the record that appears in the library
catalogue. Once again, minimal typing is
required.

Cataloguing

Cataloguers on the Library staff create
descriptions for information units, be they
videos, CD-ROMs, books or Web pages.
These descriptions are shared with other
libraries, participating in a global shift to
collective, standardized cataloguing, that
has resulted in a large pool of shared
records. The growth of large and easily
accessible databases of records has
enabled cataloguers across the planet to
reduce duplication of effort and to
increase productivity as well as quality.
The result is faster description and access
to information for the Ryerson community.

Some of our Technical Services Staff
Clockwise from top left:

EDI is coming

When staff order items, the information
about the requested material is frequently
e-mailed, faxed or otherwise electronically
transmitted to the vendor or publisher.
However, in future, the information
exchange and payment may be handled
through EDI (Electronic Data
Interchange) technology, an integrated
interface to the library catalogue system,
to help streamline the acquisition process.
Products that are EDI-enabled will
seamlessly send and receive varied
transactions such as orders, invoices,
claims and responses for both serials and
monographs. These interfaces must be
established between library and vendor
and this presents a current challenge for
both parties.
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The development of client-server
technology and Web-based catalogues has
turned library catalogues into gateways to
the Internet. Ryerson’s catalogue has a
Web interface which makes it possible to
add hypertext links from the records in
the Ryerson Library database directly to
Internet resources. Thus, many valuable
networked files are now searchable by
author, title, subject and keyword.
Records describing electronic journals,
Web sites, and databases which support
the university’s research and teaching
interests are added on an ongoing basis.
Databases of periodical or serial records
are also used for ordering and
cataloguing. They are often associated
with the vendor or subscription agent that
supplies the many subscriptions to
libraries.

SOURCES AND NOTES
Intner, Sheila S, “Putting the Servive in Technical
Services,” ALCTS Newsletter 9(4-6) 1998,

Conclusion

The lead role in Technical Services
belongs to the staff. Staff are
continuously building knowledge and
skills and adapting workflow to a
networked environment. Books are still
ordered, but staff are also choosing
Internet content providers, purchasing
online indexes to the literature of various
disciplines, and evaluating new
information products for their content
and scope. Skilled people bridge the gap
between these bibliographic and
administrative operations and service to
the campus.

Service to Ryerson students and faculty is
the central purpose of the Technical
Services Department and great service
requires human judgment and creativity.
Technical Services continues to develop,
acquire and manage collections, and to
control and preserve materials. The
approach has changed, but the core goals
remain very much the same.
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will find little consistency in the way each
one is searched, and mastering the
idiosyncracies of one search engine does
not necessarily allow for a seamless
passage to the next. You will have the
freedom, however, to tailor your search
strategies as you wish. You’ll still end up
with an incredible amount of junk, but the
quality of your search results will improve
considerably as you gain greater
familiarity with the workings of these
powerful search tools.

If you’re in a hurry, you might want to try
out some of the Meta Search Engines .
Working with the knowledge that each
search engine will deliver wildly different
results, meta search engines package a
number of single search engines together
and allow you to search the whole group
simultaneously. Mezacrawler
(www.metacrawler.com), Dogpile
(www.dogpile.com) and SavvySearch
(www.savvysearch.com) are included in
this group. Once you provide the meta
search engine with your search terms, it
sends you a tally of search results as they
apply to each search engine in its bundled
package. These search engines work well
if you want an overview of your topic as
it’s treated on the Web, but they generally
can’t take full advantage of the advanced
searching techniques offered by many of
individual search engines like Altalista or
Hotbot. Consequently, search results can
be skimpy and inconsistent.

Hidden Internet

If, after all this, you’re not convinced that
the Web is the place you want to be, you
might consider giving the Hidden
Internet a try. The Hidden Internet tends
to be a “civilized” place in which to do
research. In this little corner of the Web
you will find no flashing screens and loud
noises. The search engines don’t have silly
names, nor do they try to hawk goods and
services. The information you retrieve is
generally scholarly and sensibly classified,
plentiful but not overwhelming. There’s a
fairly good chance you’ll be able to pull in
the article you want to read in full-text
format, graphics included. What makes
this all possible? Money, of course.
You’re paying handsomely for this luxury
service, or at least your library or
institution is. A number of excellent
services of this type are available through
the Ryerson Library to Ryerson
community members. With names like
EbscoHost and Progquest and Cambridge
Scientific Abstracts, they provide abundant

information through the World Wide Web
for faculty and students on an incredible
range of topics. A complete list of these
resources is available at
www.ryerson.ca/library/indexes.html.

We read in journals and hear at
conferences that the World Wide Web will
soon become a highly organized resource
of quality material. The trashy part will
still exist, of course, but higher quality
material will become easier to access. The
wheat will be separated from the chaff, so
to speak. Search engines will become
increasingly sophisticated and more adept
at filtering out unwanted material. You’ll
also encounter “push” technology.
Whereas most information providers
currently offer a “pull” model of
information retrieval (you, the Web-surfer,
“pull” information off a server at a remote
location), you will soon find more
providers offering a “push” model, in
which you can customize information and
have it delivered on a regular basis.
(Examples of push models include My
Yahoo! (my.yahoo.com) and Pointcast
(www.pointcast.ca).) And then there’s the
Internet II which is currently being built
by a group of universities. This second
Internet infrastructure will provide an
exclusive network for the research
community and will be dedicated solely to
educational use.

For the moment, however, we’re mostly
stuck with the tools at hand. Becoming
familiar with the methods of these search
engines, along with their strengths and
weaknesses, will greatly help your research
efforts. You’ll still come away from the
Web frustrated (and with more than you
bargained for), but you’ll have gained
some control over the information in this
labyrinth, and somehow the whole thing
won’t seem like its run by those messy,
drunken librarians.

SOURCES AND NOTES
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and Mail 13 Aug. 1997, metro ed.: C1
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The Ryerson Library Web page
(www.ryerson.ca/library/search.html) provides
an excellent list of search engines.

For excellent coverage of all aspects of Web
search engines, go to the Search Engine
Showdown Web at
http://cu.imt.net/~notess/searchfindex.html.
For help using the World Wide Web for research
call Don Kinder at ext 6899
(dkinder@acs.ryerson.ca)

Please address all comments and correspondence
concerning this publication to:

Lucina Fraser, Editor, NEXUS, Library, 350 Victoria
Street. Telephone (416) 979-5000 ext 6887
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