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Note: This Guide primarily covers search strategies. Specific Information on using 

library and internet search engines is available in a companion Guide: ”Scholarly 

Information Search: Finding Books, Journal Articles and Other Sources.” This 

companion Guide can be obtained from D. Schwieder at the email address listed above.   

 

Scholarly Information Search: Overview and Strategies 
 

 

This guide outlines a simple approach that you can use to find scholarly sources like 

books and journal articles, among others. This approach works for virtually any type of 

scholarly resource, on virtually any topic, on the internet or in the UF library.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This information searching approach has two parts:  

 

1) Good Search Terms 

2) Effective Search Limiters 
 

 
IMPORTANT NOTE: Many types of library materials are now online in electronic form. 

This includes e-books, theses and dissertations, and virtually all journal articles. You can 

access these directly when you are on campus, but to access these materials from off-

campus, you will have to log into the UF computer network. To do so, go to the Library 

home page, www.uflib.ufl.edu and put your cursor over “Using the Libraries,” then click 

“Off-Campus access.”  

 

On the right, you will see a download link for the UF Virtual Private Network (VPN), a 

program that will allow you to connect with the UF network and the UF Libraries.  You will 

have to download a small piece of software, and install it on your computer (much like 

doing this with Adobe Acrobat Reader or Flash).   

http://www.uflib.ufl.edu/
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Part 1: Use Good Search Terms 

 
A good search term is one that matches the actual words or phrases that are used by 

the scholarly literature on your topic.  

 

You will get the best results if your search terms exactly match the terms that are used in 

scholarly publications like books and journal articles.  

 

 

Example: Finding Sources on Voting 
 

We’ll start with an example. Let’s say you want to find scholarly books and articles 

focusing on voting—that is, on people voting in an election.   

 

Coming Up With Good Search Terms  
 

When you’re starting to search, you usually won’t be familiar with the relevant scholarly 

terms, and you’ll probably have only a vague idea of how to phrase what you’re 

searching for. Fortunately, coming up with good search terms is usually pretty easy. 

You can do this by starting with what you do know, and by paying close attention to 

the search engines you use and the search results you get. 

 

Good Search Terms – Strategy 1: Watch for Good Search Terms Provided 

by your Search Engine 

 
Let’s start with Google. Go to Google, www.google.com and start by typing in the best 

search term you can come up with, off the top of your head.  

 

Say you start by typing in “voter” or “voting.” You will see what Google and Google 

Scholar call “auto-completions.” These are the phrases that show up right below where 

you are typing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.google.com/
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As you can see, when we type “voter,” one of the autocompletions shows “voter turnout.” 

As it turns out, voter turnout is the correct term—the one most commonly used by 

political scholars. While you wouldn’t necessarily know this is the correct term, you 

could search with this term, and quickly see that this is the case.  

 

Google and Google Scholar will also provide additional search terms, listed at the bottom 

of the Google page showing your search results:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here we don’t see “voter turnout,” but these additional search terms are still a good thing 

to look at—sometimes the term you want will show up here.   

 

These autocomplete and additional search terms are not guaranteed to be better than your 

own search terms. (They are based on previous searches by others, and so the quality 

depends on the skills of the previous searchers.) But they often are helpful, or at least 

they may be useful in suggesting new search terms or new ways to think about your 

search terms.  

 

Autocompletions are also provided by a number of other search engines. Google Scholar 

will also do this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(If you’re not familiar with Scholar, it’s Google’s academic search engine. It is available 

at: www.google.com/scholar  More information on using Scholar is available in the 

companion Search Guide.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          (Continued) 

http://www.google.com/scholar
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Some library search engines will also do autocompletions.  

 

For example, here we see Academic Search Premier, which is a journal article search 

engine: 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To access Academic Search Premier, go to the library home page, www.uflib.ufl.edu, then put 

your cursor over “Find.” Then click “Databases” then click “Project Starter Databases.” You 

should now see the link for Academic Search Premier. (You may have to scroll down a bit to see 

this link.) 

 

Search engines like Google Scholar and Academic Search Premier will often give better 

autocompletions than basic Google, because they are specialized scholarly search engines. 

So you may want to use them to identify good search terms.  

 

 

Good Search Terms – Strategy 2: Watch for Good Search Terms in Your 

Search “Hits” 
 

The sources, or “hits” produced by your search may include useful search terms. Here is 

an example that we got by typing “voter” into Google: 
 

Here we see “voter turnout” in the title. 

 

Similarly, here is an example of a search result using ProQuest, another journal article 

search engine in the UF Libraries. Once again, the word “turnout” is very obvious. 
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To access ProQuest, go to the library home page, www.uflib.ufl.edu  then put your cursor over 

“Find.” Then click “Databases” then click “Project Starter Databases.” You will probably have 

to scroll down a bit to see the ProQuest link.  

 

 

Good Search Terms -- Strategy 3: Watch for Good Search Terms in the 

Sources that you find 

 
Whichever kind of search engine you use—Google, Google Scholar, or a search engine 

from the library—you should also take a good look at—that is, actually skim--the sources 

that you find. Often, these will also suggest good search terms.   

 

Here we can see this in a journal article that was discovered during this search. Although 

the title of this article focuses on political participation (a broader term) you can see that 

voter turnout is mentioned in the abstract (on the fifth line down).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Part 2: Use Search Limiters 

 
Search terms are the most basic part of scholarly search—obviously, you can’t do a 

search without typing something into the search box. But search limiters are equally 

important.  

 

http://www.uflib.ufl.edu/
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Search limiters function as their name suggests—they serve to limit your search, that is, 

to narrow the range of results that you will get. Once you have come up with a good 

search term (Step 1) they can help to narrow and focus your search (Step 2).  

 

 

Google Search Limiters 
 

Site Limiters 

 

Site limiters limit your Google search to particular parts of the internet. The most useful 

limiters involve top level domains on the internet. These include the educational domain 

(.edu) which consists almost entirely of colleges and university websites, and the 

government domain (.gov) which usually finds U.S. government resources, and so on.   

 

 

 

The logic behind limiters can be easily shown with this pie chart-like diagram: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As you can see, limiting your search to the small slice of the internet made up of college 

and university websites (.edu sites) will tend to give you “hits” from sites that are more 

academic and scholarly than you will get from a general Google search.  

 

Google search syntax:     voter turnout site:.edu  

 

There are a number of other top level domains that also are useful, including .gov (for 

government sites) and “country codes” which allow you to search for sources from other 

countries. A large list of these domains can be found at: 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Internet_top-level_domains 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Internet_top-level_domains


 7 

You can also use more specific site limiters, which limit your results to particular website 

ranges, for example: 

 

Google search syntax:  voter turnout site:.ufl.edu   voter turnout site:.duke.edu 

Google search syntax:  voter turnout site:.whitehouse.gov   voter turnout site:.senate.gov 

 

The File Type Limiter 

 

A file type limiter works like it sounds: it limits your Google results to certain kinds of 

computer files. The most useful file type limiter involves Adobe Acrobat .pdf files. Most 

academic documents are written in some kind of file (as opposed to the .html language 

that is used for web pages) and .pdf files have effectively become the “default” for these 

documents. To use a .pdf file type limiter just add this to your existing search term: 

 

 Google search syntax:    voter turnout site:.edu filetype:pdf  

 

Library Search Engine Limiters 

 
Unlike Google--where you usually just type the limiters following your search term-- 

using search limiters in library products usually involves checking boxes or clicking a 

link. 

 

Let’s say you wanted to search for books in the library. For most library search engines, 

like the UF Library Catalog (shown here)… 

 

… the limiters will be on the left side of the screen. (Note: These limiters will only 

appear after you have done a search.)   

 
To access the Library Catalog, go to the library home page, 

www.uflib.ufl.edu  then put your cursor over “Find.” Then click 

“Books” then click “Library Catalog.”. 

 

Limiting by publication date can be very useful. This will 

allow you to get only recent books. You can also limit by 

Resource Type (books, videos and so on) or by language 

(English, German, etc.). These tend to be the most useful, but 

as you can see, other limiters also are available.   

 

 

http://www.uflib.ufl.edu/
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You can also use limiters with the library’s journal article databases. Here are some of 

the limiters in the Academic Search Premier database: 

 

 

Note: These limiters will appear on the left after 

you do a search. Before you do a search, they will 

appear at the bottom of the screen.  

 

To use these search engine limiters, just check or 

click the most useful ones, or use the “slider” to 

pick your dates.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
To access Academic Search Premier, go to the library home page, www.uflib.ufl.edu then put 

your cursor over “Find.” Then click “Databases” then click “Project Starter Databases.” You 

should now see the link for Academic Search Premier. (you may have to scroll down a bit to see 

this link.) 

 

Finally, here are limiters from the ProQuest database, which work much the same: 

 

 
 
To access ProQuest, go to the library home page, www.uflib.ufl.edu then put your cursor over 

“Find.” Then click “Databases” then click “Project Starter Databases.” If you scroll down a bit 

you should now see the link for ProQuest.) 

 

http://www.uflib.ufl.edu/
http://www.uflib.ufl.edu/
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Conclusion: Good Search Terms and Effective 

Search Limiters—Working Together 
 
As you learn to become an effective searcher, you will probably tend to see good search 

terms and effective search limiters as two separate elements. But once you get more 

experienced with searching, you will realize that they work together, and that combining 

them in useful ways is necessary to obtain the best search results.   


