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Using Library Databases 

As many of us know, the Library provides a vast array of 
books, videos, reference materials, and plain old information. 
But did you know much of that information can increasingly 
be accessed through online sources via the Library’s 
Databases? 

This course is built more like a workshop. We’ll provide some 
basic facts about the information available through the 
Western Sullivan Public Library (WSPL) and the Ramapo 
Catskill Library System (RCLS) databases. Then we’ll let you 
loose to search those databases to see if you can find some 
basic information using the search techniques we’ve taught.  

 
During this course we will look at: 

 Library Databases 

 Basic Search Facts 

 Refining Searches 

 Tips for Better Searches 

 Let’s Test Your Understanding 

 Wrap-up 
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Library Databases 

At the top of the WSPL webpage www.WSPLonline.org you will see a tab 
labeled “Resources”. Choose this, then “Library Resources”, then “Adult 
Resources”.  Choosing “Library Databases” will bring you to the following page: 
 

 
 
Databases A-Z 
The Databases are sorted both alphabetically (Databases A-Z) and by high level 
categories. This list is subject to update by RCLS, so check the website for 
specific information. 
 
Beneath each database, you will see an option for  

 
To access the database from outside of the library, click this option and enter 
your library card number.  
 
 
General Reference 

 
 

http://www.wsplonline.org/
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News 

 
 
 
Science and Health 
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Business  

 
 
You’ll see that “Business Databases” also provides a “Job Listings” section at 
the bottom which links to the Indeed.com website. 
 
 
History & Genealogy 
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Languages 

 
 
 
Literature 

 
 
 
Students 
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Kids 

 
 
 

Search 

In addition, there is an extensive search capability built in. Expanding and 
constricting your search can be challenging, but becomes easier with practice 
and trial and error. 
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Basic Search Facts 
Keep these basic search tips in mind. 

 Every word matters. Generally, all the words you put in the query will 
be used.  

 Search is always case insensitive. A search for [ new york times ] is the 
same as a search for [ New York Times ]. 

 Generally, punctuation is ignored, including @#$%^&*()=+[]\ and other 
special characters.  

Refining Searches 
 Using a plus [+] symbol before a word ensures that both words appear 

in the results.  For example, in some instances [George Washington’s 
dog] might return results that don’t mention a dog, but [George 
Washington +dog] will ensure that all results have the word dog in 
them. 

 The minus [-] symbol before a word in a search will ensure that the 
word is not included in the results.  If trying to research Abraham from 
Bible, Searching for [Abraham] might give results primarily about 
Abraham Lincoln.  [Abraham –Lincoln] would make sure that no results 
had the word Lincoln included. 

 Surrounding search terms with quotation marks requires that results 
have the words used in the exact order.  Searching for [Tom Cruise] 
might give results about a man named Tom who took a boat cruise, 
while [“Tom Cruise”] should only return results for the actor Tom 
Cruise. 

 
Tips for Better Searches 

 Think about how the page you are looking for will be written. A 
search engine is not human, it is a program that matches the words 
you give to pages on the web. Use the words that are most likely to 
appear on the page. For example, instead of saying [ my head hurts ], 
say [ headache ], because that's the term a medical page will use. The 
query [ in what country are bats considered an omen of good luck? ] is 
very clear to a person, but the document that gives the answer may 
not have those words. Instead, use the query [ bats are considered 
good luck in ] or even just [ bats good luck ], because that is probably 
what the right page will say. 
 

 Describe what you need with as few terms as possible. The goal of 
each word in a query is to focus it further. Since all words are used, 
each additional word limits the results. If you limit too much, you will 
miss a lot of useful information. The main advantage to starting with 
fewer keywords is that, if you don't get what you need, the results will 
likely give you a good indication of what additional words are needed 
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to refine your results on the next search. For example, [ weather 
cancun ] is a simple way to find the weather and it is likely to give 
better results than the longer [ weather report for cancun mexico ]. 

 
 Choose descriptive words. The more unique the word is the more 

likely you are to get relevant results. Words that are not very 
descriptive, like 'document,' 'website,' 'company,' or 'info,' are usually 
not needed. Keep in mind, however, that even if the word has the 
correct meaning but it is not the one most people use, it may not 
match the pages you need. For example, [ celebrity ringtones ] is more 
descriptive and specific than [ celebrity sounds ]. 

 

 

Let’s Test Your Understanding 
Listed below are a series of questions which will help familiarize you with the 

library’s databases while honing your search abilities. 

1a. Who was the first US Congresswoman? 

 

1b. When did she serve? 

 

1c. Which database did you use to find the result? 

 

1d. What query did you use to find the result? 

 

 

2a. When did the poet Andrew Marvell write “Horatian Ode on Cromwell’s 

Return from Ireland”? 

 

2b. What year was Andrew Marvell born? 
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2c. Which database did you use to find the result? 

 

2d. What query did you use to find the result? 

 

 

3a. Who was the mayor of Niagara Falls in March of 2012? 

 

3b. What does he enjoy drinking? 

 

3c. Which database did you use to find the result? 

 

3d. What query did you use to find the result? 

 

 

4a. Who was the first person to receive an artificial heart? 

 

4b. How long did he live after receiving the artificial heart? 

 

4c. Which database did you use to find the result? 

 

4d. What query did you use to find the result? 
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Wrapping Up 
Hopefully we’ve given you a better understanding of the databases and wealth 
of information available through the library. Learning how to search these 
databases effectively can make researching information much more enjoyable 
and efficient.  
 
The PCC also offers a course on refining your Google Search. Most of the 
techniques we’ve described here will work in any search engine (like Google, 
Yahoo, or Bing) as well.  
 
Happy searching! 


