
Some people believe that all 

the answers to all the 

questions in all the world can 

be found on the internet. That 

may well be, but how do you 

find all these answers? Is it 

possible that knowing more 

about how to use the different 

search engines can help you 

find what you are looking for, 

faster? 
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When I ask students to look for 
information on a topic on the internet, 

most of them head over to Google, 
type in a few words and hit “search”. 

It is very likely that some of the first 

results, among the millions that 
pop up, are the websites  Wikipedia 

and YouTube. I have nothing against 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wikipedia as such, but I often find that 
when students start reading an article 

on a topic on Wikipedia, they quickly 
give up, because of the length and depth 

of the article. Because the Google 
search engine always displays the most 

popular hits on a topic first, though, 

sites such as Wikipedia and YouTube 
will continue to come up as the top 

suggestions for practically any topic. 
But what if you don’t want to go to 

Wikipedia every time you are looking 
for information?  What if you want your 

search to be so precise that you quickly 
find what you are really  looking for? 

Then you need some basic knowledge on 

how to find stuff online. Otherwise you 
may soon find yourself  spending hours 

on the internet  staring at videos of 
laughing babies and cute kittens.  Trust 

me, I’ve been there. 

 
Choosing a search engine 

First of all, is Google the only search 

engine available? Not at all, you have 

probably heard of yahoo.com, msn.com 

and ask.com? A few others are also 
worth mentioning, and here are three 

good alternatives: 
 
 SweetSearch (sweetsearch. 

com) – and don’t let the name fool 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
you, it is not all pink and sugary 
sweet. What it is, is a search 

engine for students that searches 
only sites  approved of by a team of 

teachers, librarians  and research 
experts. It currently searches 

35,000 websites,  and in addition to 

the general search engine, it also 
offers five niche search engines, 

for example biographies and social 
studies. 

 Oolone (oolone.com) is a visual 
search engine which lets you 
preview the websites in a grid. 

Rather than just getting a brief 

summary and the link to a website, 

Oolone gives you a preview of the 

entire  webpage before you click 
through – which gives you a better 

overview of what type of website 
you’re heading towards. It offers a 

general search engine in addition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

to an image search and a news 
search. 

 RefSeek (refseek.com) is a 
search engine which is supposed 

to generate only search results 
that are academic, in other 

words eliminate  the paid links 
and the advertising  you often 

find on Google, Yahoo and other 
commercial  search engines. Even 

though this search engine only 

gives you a short summary and 
a link, it is easy to see that the 

results it generates often lead you          01 
to more “academic” webpages than      

02 
a standard Google search will do. 
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If you are doing research for a paper or 
an essay, it may be an idea to start the 
search on one of these search engines. 

It can also be interesting to search for 
the same topic in all search engines, 

including  Google, just to see what 

results  the different  search engines 
generate. 

 
Basic search advice 
Regardless of which search engine you 

choose, you need some basic search 

knowledge. Here are a few things 
every internet  user should know before 

starting a web search. 

1) First of all, try to visualize what 

you are searching for, don’t just 

type in the first words you think 
of. Beware that some words have 

multiple meanings, so that if you 
are looking for information on 

the fish mullet  and simply type 
[mullet], you will also get the 

results related to the hairstyle by 
the same name. Type [mullet fish] 

and the search will be limited  to 

just that.  The more specific  words 
you can use in your search, the 

more likely you are to find what you 
want. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2)  You should know how to use a few 

shortcuts in a search, such as 

these: -, “”, OR, * and ~. If you 

more words, like in [how now * 

cow]. Useful if you only remember 
some words in an expression 

or a citation. Finally, adding 
a tilde (~) without any space 

in front of a word looks up the 
word and synonyms of said word: 

[~allusion]. 
3)  Word order matters  in searches. Try 

searching for [blue sky] and [sky 

blue] to see the different  results. 
Therefore, if your first search 

string  does not find the information 
you’re after, try altering the word 

order. Also, the use of small words 
such as [a] and [the] can make a 

difference. Try searching for [cars] 

versus [the cars] to see the 

difference in search results. 
4)  Try out synonyms if your original 

search words don’t come up with 

what you’re after. For example, 
try [cartoon] instead of [comic], 

[film] instead of [movie]. 
Sometimes British  and American 

spelling will also yield different 
search results.  Try out [sports 

centre] versus [sports center]. 
5)  When you arrive  at a website, see if 

you can find out when the page was 

last updated or edited, to make sure 
the information  you find is 

still relevant. Also, ask yourself 
who wrote the information  you find 

there, whether it is clear who the 
author or authors are. 

6)  Make sure you know who provides 
the information on different 

websites, by looking at the domain 
name (the last part of the address). 

Here are some of the most 

frequently used: 

Advanced search advice 
If you want to improve your search 

skills beyond the basics, and you want 
to use Google as your search engine, 

you may find it useful to visit the 
Google Search Education page1, which 

focuses on educating web-users in the 

art of searching. This page contains 
both lesson plans for teachers to use 

in classes, an online course and the A 
Google A Day challenges2,  which are 

small, verbal “puzzles” that can be 
solved through efficient use of Google. 

 
Here is some more advice to help you 

become better  at finding what you are 

looking for online, specifically targeted 

at Google users. 
1) When you visit google.com and 

type in a search string, the 
standard format for the search is 

defined as “The internet”. Open 
the Advanced Search Menu to 

filter results better. To access 
the menu, click  on the sprocket 

button on the right-hand side of 

the screen. The advanced search 
lets you narrow down your search 

by for example language, region 
in which the website is situated, 

when the website  was last updated 
and type of file, to name a few. By 

being able to make the search a 
lot narrower, it is likely that the 

results  you get are more relevant 

than if you simply search the 
entire internet. 

 
1 http://www.google.com/insidesearch/ 

searcheducation/index.html 

2 http://www.google.com/insidesearch/ 

searcheducation/lessons.html#challenges 

are looking for information on the 

aforementioned mullet, but not the 
hairstyle, you can type [mullet 

-hair] and the search engine will 
disregard hits that have to do 

01 
with hair. Quotation marks put 
around a search string  glue the 

02 
words together, so use them when 

03 searching for a phrase or a specific 

04 combination of words. Similarly, if 

05 you want to look for information on 

06 
a topic but are unsure which is the 
best  search  word,  add OR between 

07 
two words to search for pages that 

08 contain one or the other word, for 

09 instance [sailing OR boating]. 

10 Using the asterisk  between words 

11 
in a search string lets you search 
for the words separated by one or 

12 

.edu is almlost exclusively used by educational  institutions in the US 

.gov is used by the  US government, while .us is often used by local 
governments in the US 

.com is used by businesses, organizations and private individuals 

.info can be used by anyone 

.museum is only used by certificated  museums 

.net can be used by anyone 

.org was originally intended for the use of non-profit organisations only and 
is still primarily used by these, but can also be used by a private individual 
or entity 

.ac.uk used by academic and learned societies  in the UK - colleges and 
universities 

.co.uk can be used by anyone, and is usually commercial 

.gov.uk is used by the UK government,  while .parliament.uk is used 
specifically for the UK and the Scottish Parliament 

.sch.uk is used by local education authorities  in the UK: schools, primary 
and secondary education authorities, community education bodies 

.org.uk is often  used by UK non-profit organisations,  and can also be used 
by private individuals 

http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/insidesearch/
http://www.google.com/insidesearch/


2)  In the advanced search menu, you 

can also choose to search only for 
a specific file format. If you know 

that you are looking for a PDF file, 
a Word Document or a PowerPoint 

file, you may have better  luck 

finding it if you ask Google to only 
search for files in this format. 

3)  The standard  search from Google 
looks for the search string words 

anywhere on the website. In 
advanced search, you can ask for 

the search engine to find only 
pages that have your search 

word in the website’s title or the 

website’s address (the URL). This 

is useful if you vaguely remember 

the title or the address of a 
website you would like to retrieve. 

4)  One way of sifting out the more 
commercial websites is to alter 

the settings in the advanced 
search to only search for 

information  on a topic in a specific 
domain, such as .edu or .gov. If 

you know that you are looking for 

results  within  a specific domain, it 
will be time-saving to narrow down 

your search straight  away. 
5)  Once you have found a website you 

are interested in, press the ctrl 
+ F buttons to search within that 

page. This search engine will find 
the words you ask for in the text 

and highlight them. You can look 

through all results of your search 
word by pressing the arrow buttons 

in the search bar. This is useful 
when your page contains  a lot of 

text and you want to avoid having 
to read the whole thing. 

6)  Say you are looking  for a painting 

that you don’t remember the name 
of, but you think you remember the 

artist and that blue was the most 
dominant colour. To narrow down 

your search, try using the colour 

filtering within Google image 
search, located under Settings 

in the bar under the search box. 
Type in the name of the artist and 

choose a colour to help filter your 
results. 

7)  If you are looking for a book that 
is available to read online, or 

as an e-book, try searching for it 
in Google Books3. A lot of books, 

both fiction and non-fiction, are 

available  here – some in full text 
version, others only as extracts. 

Using Google Books might save 
you that trip to the library to get a 

paper copy. Also, there is no excuse 

for not reading that short story at 
home if you left your paper copy of 

it at school. 
8)  For larger research projects, or if 

you simply want to narrow down 

your search to only contain results 
of a more academic character, try 

using Google Scholar4. The Google 
Scholar page gives you the option of 

looking at pdf versions of articles 
(some, not all of them) and also 

to see where the different  articles 
have been cited. This can, in turn, 

lead you to more articles related 

to the one you started  out with, 

that  may be even more relevant for 

your search. The page also offers 
the search option ‘related articles’. 

These are articles that are not 
necessarily linked to or cited by 

the article you started out looking 
at, but may be articles that are 

topically  related. This is thus a way 
of expanding the topic you might 

want to explore. If you want to cite 

the article, click on “cite” and a 
pop-up frame gives you the correct 

way of citing it in three formats 
(MLA, APA, Chicago).  The Google 

Scholar page also has an advanced 
search option, to help you specify 

exactly what you are looking for. 

 
Activities – basic search skills 
A)  What happens if you put a minus 

sign in front of a word in a search, 

like in this search [beans -green]? 
B)  Make a few quick searches with and 

without the small words [a] and 
[the]. Try, for example searching 

for [white house], [a white house] 
and [the white house]. What are 

the similarities and the differences 
between these three search 

strings? 

C)   Try searching for [blue sky] and 

[sky blue]. Do many of the same 
websites  come up as results? Why/ 

why not? 
D)  If you are a visual learner, try the 

Oolone search engine and compare 
it to for example Google. Do you 

prefer to see a preview of the 
webpages before clicking  through, 

or do you prefer just a 2-line 
summary? 

E)    You want to find out more about a 

specific type of bat that lives in a 
cave. Try to predict what results 

you may get if you search for 
[bat], then try to think of a good 

search string that could get you 

closer to your goal. Then try out the 
search string you designed. 

 
Activities – advanced search skills 

A)  In Google, find and open the 

advanced search page. Check that 
you are able to change the search 

settings  for language, file format, 
date and domain. Try searching 

for the same topic a few times, 
but altering  the search settings 

to get a feel for how the settings 
influence your search. 

B)  Are you familiar with the crtl+F 

function? If not, try it out once 

you have found a document you are 
interested  in, and search within  the 

document for specific words. How 

can this function be helpful to you 
in your searches? 

C)   Are you familiar with Google Books 

or Google Scholar? If not, pay them 
a visit and try searching for the 

same author or the same book title 
in both search engines. Are there 

any similarities in the results 
from the different  search engines? 

How could you use one or the other 
search engine in your searches? 

 
Ready for a challenge? 

If you want to perfect your search 

skills, head over to Google’s A Google 
A Day-page, where you can practice 

solving challenges through clever use 
of Google. A summary of the search 

strategy  and the correct answers are 
also provided. Try out the following  web 

addresses: http://www.google.com/ 
insidesearch/searcheducation/lessons. 

html#challenges 

http://www.agoogleaday.com/ 
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