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Directed Web Searching
Definition

A Directed Web Search is a search the teacher or researcher has performed previously, checking the links for age appropriateness, relevant content, validity and quality.  A list of these pre-selected sites is then created and provided to the students.  Directed web searching allows the student to use the full potential of the web as a tool for information gathering without spending an equal amount of time evaluating the reliability of the information they uncover.  Without some direction, searching the Internet may result in thousands of results – none with the required information - and at least a few “inappropriate” sites. 
Applications

Directed web searching can be used for a variety of reasons:

1.  Restrict websites to age or content appropriate sites – When used for this purpose, the instructor gives the students a word processing file or e-mail containing questions and a list of URLs they wish the students to visit in order to find the answers. This allows younger children to work on the Internet while still being under some control and guidance by the instructor.
2.  Use students’ time more efficiently – Library websites are a good example of the results of directed web searching designed to save time and provide access to quality web sites.  Providing a list of previously selected websites allows learners to focus on using information rather than looking for it.
This approach is useful when the main objective isn’t to find the sites but to use them for research purposes. 

3.  Improve search skills and understanding – Studies have shown that most students think they already know enough about searching the internet even though few are familiar with Boolean operators, stop words or term suffix expansion.  Directed web searches, where the same keywords are used on two different search engines, allow students to compare and evaluate search engines and understand what is going on behind their search.  The teacher has to select search engines with different default methods for combining terms so that the search results will be different.
4.  Gain insight into searchers’ mental models -  While turning people loose to search the internet in whatever fashion they like can result in chaos, using directed web searching, researchers are better able to construct a mental model of how people conduct a search, revealing possible areas for improvement in search engine and/or website design.  Test participants will search for specified information while a tester observes, noting how choices are made and where mistakes occurred. Participants will be asked why they made the choices they did and what results were expected.
Strengths and Weaknesses

Pre-selection ensures sites will be of high quality with content that is both relevant and safe. Since a majority of people prefer using electronic sources to search for information, understanding how they use these resources and ways to increase their knowledge and skills is essential.

The disadvantage is that creating directed web searches takes time.  And since URLs change frequently, maintaining the list of specialized sites can requires a sizeable investment in time and resources.
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