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The Savvy Cyber Teacher®
 

Using the Internet Effectively in the K12 Classroom 

 

Handout 3: Six Steps to Successful 
Searching 

 
1. Know what you want to find: 
 
 It is very important to consider exactly what you want to find.  Are you 
looking for articles, discussion groups, people, companies, software, etc.?  Are 
you looking for an overview of what is available online or more specific 
information about your topic?  What key terms do you expect to find in a good 
source of information? Make sure to try different word choices. 
 
What am I looking for? 
 
What keywords might I want to try? 
 
 
2. Choose an appropriate tool: 
 
 There are a wide variety of search tools on the Internet (directories, 
search engines, meta-search engines, subject guides, etc.) as well as many 
other offline resources, such as books.  Each of these tools has different uses, 
strengths, and rules that you need to learn.  Remember, no tool is perfect for 
every type of search. 
 
What search tools am I going to use? 
 
 
 
3. Learn how to use the tool: 
 
 Each search tool has specific rules and syntax that you must follow.  Read 
the help or Power or Advanced Search Options section to learn about these 
rules.  The following are some examples of rules and syntax that some search 
engines permit.  (Please note that these may differ for each search tool): 
 
• Many searching tools permit the use of Boolean logic.  Some Boolean 

operators include AND, OR, NOT, NEAR, and the use of parentheses ( ). 
Below are brief explanations of how these operators work: 



High School Level 

Copyright © 2003 Stevens Institute of Technology, CIESE, All Rights Reserved. Version 2.0 G 6-56 

 
o AND: will locate a web page that contains all of the keywords (e.g. 

education AND biodiversity – only pages that have both the words 
education and biodiversity) 

o OR: will locate a web page that contains either of the words (e.g. 
education OR biodiversity – all pages that have either of the words 
education or biodiversity) 

o NOT, or AND NOT: will locate a web page that contains one word and 
not the other (e.g. biodiversity NOT education – only pages that 
contain the word biodiversity and not the word education) 

o NEAR: will only locate web pages that contain both terms and they are 
located near each other. (e.g. biodiversity NEAR education – only 
pages where biodiversity and education are located near each other, 
like the education of biodiversity) 

o Parentheses ( ): The use of parentheses in Boolean logic is very 
similar to when it is used in mathematical and algebraic equations; 
they isolate and treat the terms in parentheses together.  {e.g. 
biodiversity AND (education NOT university) – will first isolate web 
pages that contain the word education and not university and will then  
display only those web pages that also have the word biodiversity} 

o + and –: similar to AND and NOT (e.g. +education -university) 
 

• Searching by Phrase 
 
o Using quotation marks will locate web pages that only contain what is 

between the quotation marks (e.g. “biodiversity of mammals” – will 
display all web pages that have the phrase biodiversity of mammals, 
and in that order) 

 
• Truncation 

 
o bio*: will identify all web pages that have words that begin with bio: 

e.g. biology, biosphere, biodiversity, etc. 
 

• Advanced search options: Most Internet searching tools contain advanced 
searching options sometimes called Power Search, Advanced Search, etc.) 

 
Since there is no perfect search tool, try to find a few that you like and become 
very familiar with them. 
 
 
Review the advanced search options. What are some key tips to keep in mind as 
you search? 
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4.  Understand the results: 
 
 Each search tool also has a different way of listing the results.  Make sure 
you understand how the relevancy of the results is displayed.  Some tools also 
present key terms or summaries of the document.  After each search, take a 
quick look at the top ten results and determine how relevant they are. 
 
 
How are the results on my search tool being returned? 
 
 
 
 
5.  Change your search keywords: 
 
 Before browsing too deeply through the results (and possibly getting off 
track), alter your search and re-evaluate the results.  Make sure that you have 
entered your search into the tool in the best way (terms you are using, spelling, 
syntax and search options).   The more you practice with a specific search tool, 
the more successful your searches will become. 
 
 
 
What are some alternative keywords that I could try?  
 
 
 
 
 
6.  Try a new tool: 
 
 After changing your search around, and browsing through a few of the top 
results, you may not have any relevant results.  If this is true, try a second tool 
similar to the one you are using, or a completely different type of tool.  Don’t get 
stuck in the rut of always using the same tool no matter what you are searching 
for. 
 
 

Remember, no tool is perfect. 


