
Sample Searches for Primary

and Secondary Sources

Books

1) Find a primary source using the Ames Library Catalog: conduct an Advanced Search for the subject phrase “personal narratives.”  AND in a keyword or a phrase for an event, place or population group (like veterans).  Look at your results – are you and the database thinking the same thing?  Do the subject headings offer any clues for further research?  If you got 0 results, click on the I-Share link to try again.  If you still get 0, try it in WorldCat.
2) Find a secondary source on the same topic by using one of the broad subject headings you found (not necessarily the word or phrase that got you the primary sources) and AND-ing in a subject word or phrase like “history and criticism.”
TIP: Primary resources can also be found by combining events/people/place names with words and phrases such as correspondence, diaries/memoirs, autobiographies, speeches/addresses, sermons, manuscripts, oral history, sources, documents.

TIP: If you ever come up with 0 results in the Ames Catalog, do keyword searches instead of subjects, and/or expand your search beyond our walls by using I-Share and then WorldCat.
TIP: If you used a person as an author for your primary source search, try searching for that name as a subject to get secondary sources.  CAUTION: Make sure the results you find are for the right person!
Articles

3) Pick a database and repeat the search you did for 2.  Did it work?  If not, try to think of other search strategies to employ – what clues might you find in the results for this search or in the catalog records for the results you got in 1?  Try synonyms for some of the search terms you used.  Do you get better results by searching for your words as keywords?  If so, look at the full record and try to figure out why.
If that still doesn’t work, what larger topic might cover your research area?  Smaller aspects of some topics may not be indexed separately but the info you’re after may be available elsewhere.  Don’t give up!
Newspapers

Some online interfaces offer ways to narrow searches, but many still only search for each word (not phrases) in the text.  Try the search in 2 or 3 above again.  Look carefully at your results.  Are they helpful?  If you got too many, can a date range or geographic region limit help?  
Be aware that newspaper language is less formal and may use words we consider offensive today (e.g., Japs instead of Japanese). And if you are looking for quotes from people, try searching for their first and last names plus the keyword “said” or “says.” Keywords rule in newspaper searches! 
Also be alert for “tone” and other indicators that a news story might be more of an opinion piece.  (Not necessarily a bad thing, but what does that mean to you and your research?  Is this the prevailing attitude of the time?)  
