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eTutorial to Online Research and 
Interaction 

 

How do I use the web to find information? 
There are several types of websites that will help you find information on the 
Web:  

Search Directories 
Search directories employ people to catalog information on special topics 
from across the Web and organize these links into categories and 
subcategories. One of the most popular Web directories is Yahoo! 
(www.yahoo.com). About.com (www.about.com) is another popular search 
directory in which Web guides build individualized websites to organize 
information (be warned, though, that About.com relies heavily on pop-up 
ads). The largest non-commercial Web directory is The Open Directory 
Project (www.dmoz.org).  

The advantage of a search directory is 
that the links have been evaluated, 
organized, and sometimes even 
summarized by a real human. The 
disadvantage is that the information is 
updated and maintained by real humans, 
who are sometimes slow and imperfect.  

Pop-Up Ads  

Pop-up ads are ads that pop up in 
a new window. While they are 
fairly harmless, they can slow 
down your Internet connection and 
become nuisances.  

Search Engines  

 

Search engines rely on computer programs called “spiders” to go out and 
catalog websites and keep track of what is available on the Web. Currently, 
the most popular search engine is Google (www.google.com). Other options 
include Ask Jeeves (www.ask.com) and Teoma (www.teoma.com). 
Researchers should never rely on the results of only one search engine.  
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Meta-Search Sites  
If you are tired of running searches on multiple search engines, try a meta-
search site. Meta-search sites will submit your search to search engines and 
directories for you, and present you with all of the results. Two popular 
meta-search sites include Dogpile (www.dogpile.com) and HotBot 
(www.hotbot.com).  

Internet Explorer Search Button  
Most people do not realize that Internet Explorer comes with a meta-search 
site built right in!  

One quick way to run multiple searches at once is to customize the “Search” 
button on your Internet Explorer toolbar. It is 
actually very simple to do:  

• On the toolbar, click Search.  

• When the new search toolbar opens, 
click Customize.  

• Once the new window opens, next to 
“Find a Web page,” check the boxes next 
to all seven search engines.  

• Click OK.  

• Enter your search term in the search 
window.  

• When you are finished reviewing the 
results of one search, click the Next 
button to see what the other search sites 
found.  

• To start a new search, click New.  

Web Logs  
Sometimes called “blogs,” most Web logs are little more than personal online 
diaries or journals like Megnut (www.megnut.com).  

However, many professionals keep Web logs that record the latest 
information on their professional fields. Others are focused on finding and 
recording hard-to-find online information.  

Web logs are organized chronologically, with the newest information first. 
Some encourage feedback, questions, and discussion. Some examples of 
professional Web logs include the following (you can get to the blog by typing 
or copying and pasting the URL into your Web browser):  
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• SherpaBlog: Anne Holland is a freelance marketing consultant who 
gives us the latest information on the world of online marketing. 
http://sherpablog.blogspot.com  

• Lawsites: Lawyer Robert Ambrogi keeps track of good websites for 
legal research. http://www.legaline.com/lawsites.html  

• Docnotes: One family doctor keeps notes on current medical 
information. http://www.docnotes.com/  

• Code Blog: This blog offers a glimpse into the daily life of a critical-
care nurse. http://www.docnotes.com/  

Specialized Websites  
Until now, we have focused on websites of general interest. However, a 
number of websites focus on helping people find specialized information.  

• People such as Frank Schmallager provide websites that cover their 
areas of expertise; in this case, justice and crime. 
http://talkjustice.com/  

• Advertising-driven specialized websites such as Findlaw.com or 
WebMD provide specialized information for both professionals and the 
general public. http://findlaw.com http://webmd.com  

• Government agencies, such as Small Business Administration or the 
Central Intelligence Agency, offer websites with information on their 
department’s specialization. http://www.sba.gov 
http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/.  

• Many magazines, such as Entrepreneur, have websites with a good bit 
of information on their topic. http://www.entrepreneur.com  

Keeping Track  

As you work through your courses, 
keep notes on the names, 
addresses, and contents of the 
websites you visit. Knowing where 
to find the information again can 
help you out not just in other 
classes, but also as you work in 
your field.  

Library Databases  
Finally, do not forget to look in the 
library!  

While many people have to pay for access to specialized library databases, as 
a Portland Community College student, you have free access to many. 
Important databases for you to be familiar with are the databases you can 
access through the PCC library. You must have your Student ID and a library 
barcode to access them from off campus. The barcode is simple to get by 
visiting any campus library. 
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The library gives you access to several databases, including specialized 
databases in computer science and business. 

How do I know the information I find is reliable?  
Many people are worried about whether or not the information they find on 
the Internet is reliable. When trying to make this determination, think about 
how you judge whether or not information you get from other sources (TV, 
magazines, other people, newspapers) is reliable. When someone passes on 
some piece of information or opinion, how do you go about evaluating it 
when you are offline? You might ask questions like these:  

• Who is the person giving the information? Do they seem like they 
researched this topic carefully? Do I think this person is otherwise 
reliable? Does this person have any particular biases?  

• Can you verify this information using other sources?  

• Does the information seem too good (or convenient) to be true? Does 
the information seem overly simple?  

• Did this person have the most current information?  
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• Does this person explain where he or she found this information, such 
as from another book, article, or broadcast?  

These are the same sorts of questions you will want to ask when trying to 
determine whether or not a website is giving you the most accurate and 
current information.  

To learn more about what information is and is not reliable, visit Library 
Smart at www.librarysmart.com. From there, click Evaluating Info on the 
left side of the screen.  

Where can I learn more about Internet research?  
There are several websites that have good resources on learning more about 
searching the World Wide Web.  

Pandia, at http://www.pandia.com, is a meta-search site that includes a good 
tutorial on improving your search skills. You can reach their tutorial by going 
to their website and clicking on Search Tutorial. Scroll down the page to 
see the topics they cover. You can review the basics with them or skip 
straight ahead to the article, “Advanced Internet Searching—As Easy as 
Ordering Pizza.”  

Internet Detective, located at http://www.sosig.ac.uk/desire/internet-
detective.html, is a highly recommended British tutorial on Web research. Go 
to their site and click English to begin.  

What is webmail?  
Webmail is an easy-to-use email account that is available through your Web 
browser. This means that you have access to your email account whenever 
you get access to a Web browser!  

If you have AOL, MSN, Yahoo, Hotmail or Earthlink, you will already have a 
webmail account. You can learn more about accessing your email over the 
Web by visiting your ISP’s website, such as http://www.aol.com, 
http://www.msn.com, or http://www.earthlink.net.  

If you do not already have a webmail account, you can sign up for free 
webmail account at several sites. You might decide to go with Hotmail for 
your account. You can sign up for a Hotmail email account by going to 
http://www.hotmail.com/ and clicking the tab New Account Sign Up.  

If you prefer to use Yahoo! Mail, which has a number of special free features 
including an online calendar and an address book, go to 
http://mail.yahoo.com and click Sign Up Now.  

After you sign up with either Yahoo! Mail or Hotmail, your first email will be 
from the service provider to explain more about using the service. If you run 
into any problems, click their help links.  
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What are Email lists? 
Sometimes you will have a tough time locating the information you need on a 
Web page. If so, it helps to be in contact with an expert or with other people 
with the same interests. These people can often provide you with 
information, resources, feedback, and a different perspective on what you 
may have already found.  

This is where email lists come in. From using your own email account, you 
have probably noticed that you can send an email to more than one person 
by simply adding the additional email address. Email lists make this even 
easier. Instead of remembering several names or email addresses, of all you 
have to do is remember the email address or name of the list. The list is 
actually a piece of software that records the names of those who have 
subscribed. When someone sends an email to the list, each member of the 
group receives a copy of the email.  

Email groups range in size from a few members (such as the members of a 
study group or employees of a small company) to over a thousand. Some 
very large email lists only allow certain members to post while others allow 
anyone to post.  

While these groups are often called Listservs after one of the oldest programs 
that provided email lists. Currently, two of the more popular and easily 
managed email list programs are Yahoo! Groups (http://groups.yahoo.com) 
and Topica (http://www.topica.com/dir/?cid=0).  

You can use the directories at these sites to find groups that interest you. 
Some groups even allow you to read monthly archives of their old posts.  

Flames, Spam, and Trolls   
Of course, not every bit of information on an email list or discussion board is 
helpful or constructive.  

Among the biggest problems facing all sorts of online discussion is spam—
unsolicited commercial email or other messages. Spam often quickly fills up 
online discussions with irrelevant and/or inaccurate material.  

Another problematic type of email is flame—an email or message (usually a 
response) that makes an irrational and personal attack on someone with 
whom the sender disagrees. When people start sending multiple flame 
messages to each other, a flame war erupts, often preventing the group from 
discussing larger and more important issues. The best way to prevent a 
flame war is to simply refuse to respond to someone who sends a flame 
message.  

Of course, some people like to start fights. When a user deliberately sends 
messages to provoke other users into a fight, this person is called a troll.  

The PCC CIS eTutorial to Online Research and Interaction 8 of 11 



What are newsgroups?  
Next to email lists, newsgroups are one of the oldest ways of finding and 
distributing information and connecting with people with common interests 
on the Internet.  

Newsgroup names often look a little bit like URLs (or Web addresses), with 
one-word or hyphenated names separated by periods: for example, 
biz.comp.accounting.  

Unlike Web addresses that are grouped by the suffix (.com, .edu, .gov), 
newsgroups are grouped by prefixes. These prefixes tell you something about 
the topic of the newsgroup:  

• biz. groups discuss business topics.  

• comp. groups discuss computer topics.  

• alt./misc./talk. groups discuss general topics (from law, to education, 
to entertainment).  

While many people who post to newsgroups are simply ordinary Internet 
users who have a particular interest, some newsgroup posters are well-
known experts who enjoy sharing advice and opinions about their interests.  

While some ISPs provide direct access to newsgroups, the quickest way to 
access them is through Google Groups (groups.goole.com). Google Groups 
allows you to search through all newsgroup posts and identify which posts 
and groups are most likely to have the information you want.  

For instance, if you were searching for information on becoming a 
management consultant, you might search for “management consultant 
entrepreneur” to find out where other freelance management consultants 
exchange information. Typing those words in, you would get this screen:  

   

Under “related groups,” you will find a list of groups that seem most likely to 
exchange the type of information you are looking for (though Google is 
sometimes wrong!). Below that are specific newsgroup posts that might fit 
the search terms you entered. Selecting one of these will pull up a copy of 
that newsgroup post.  
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This window tells you the email address of the person who wrote the post, 
the subject of the post, when the post was written (since Google Groups 
includes material over 10 years old, be sure you check the date!), and the 
name of the newsgroup in which the post appeared.  

If you want post to or read messages from a newsgroup, you can sign up 
with Google Groups by going to http://www.google.com/accounts.  

What other discussion groups are available?  
If newsgroups seem overly complex, keep in mind that many websites have 
their own discussion boards (sometimes also called discussion groups or 
bulleting boards). One site that offers a number of topical message boards is 
DelphiForums at http://www.delphiforums.com/.  

What is Netiquette?  
Particularly when communicating over the Internet, people tend to forget 
that those reading their messages are real human beings with their own 
thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and values. For that reason, Internet users have 
developed an informal code of conduct they call “netiquette” (short for 
Internet etiquette). We have already talked about spam, flames, and 
becoming a troll, all of which are considered impolite. Here are some other 
pointers to remember when communicating with others online:  

• Avoid typing in caps unless you are trying to emphasize something. 
Even then, use all capital letters sparingly.  

• Avoid forwarding joke emails, even if you think they are funny. 
Chances are, the person you are sending it to has already seen it.  

• If someone directs a flame message to you, try to ignore it. If you 
have to respond, ignore the personal attacks and focus on responding 
to the parts that are on-topic. Remember, no one else who reads the 
message will believe the personal attacks and will respect you more 
for just ignoring them.  

• If you get a virus warning in your email or from a discussion group, do 
not forward it to anyone until you have made certain it is not a hoax 
(you can check 
http://securityresponse.symantec.com/avcenter/venc/data/jdbgmgr.e
xe.file.hoax.html for a list of known hoaxes). Almost all virus warnings 
are hoaxes! If you are in doubt, do not forward the warning.  
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• Always be polite online. You never know who is actually reading the 
post; it could be your employer, your significant other, or the person 
who is interviewing you for a new job next week. Better safe than 
sorry.  

• When participating in a discussion group, do your best to focus on the 
topic at hand. Remember, some people have slow Internet connections 
and some even have to pay by the hour for Internet service. If it takes 
them extra time to download your messages, it is only polite that you 
try to keep those messages on topic.  

• Like different towns, clubs, or social groups in real life, every 
discussion group has its own norms. Before you post for the first time, 
read some old posts and see what kind of behavior is expected.  

• Try to avoid responding to another message just to say “I agree.” If 
you are adding a message to an online group, always try to add 
something to what has already been said, such as providing an 
additional example or information. If you just want to send a note of 
agreement or encouragement, send it through private email.  
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