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Competency E
Design, query and evaluate information retrieval systems

Library users need reliable systems to effectively retrieve information.  Even though catalogers and information technicians create the databases, librarians, like me, who serve the public, must understand how these structures are organized to assist customers.  I learned and utilized these concepts throughout my first semester in Library 202. 

I first grasped the concept of design, query, and evaluation of an information retrieval system during an attributes class exercise. Each team consisting of two-three people examined post cards to uncover distinct features and specific attributes. They would then create categories for these characteristics.  After recording the information, each group representative discussed visible examples such as the date, company, colors, location, time of the year, people, animals, etc. 


Following that lesson, my first group of Nick Acre, Deborah Takahashi, and Jayme Hall, and I applied these principles for a foreign money collection.  We selected tenth grade students as our audience since they can apply concepts from their geometry and world history courses through this exercise.  We closely inspected twelve distinct currencies.  After selecting fields and validations, we placed them in the Inmagic DB Textworks database system.    We came up nine fields such as ID number, currency, year range, color scheme, geometric figures, text, design, portrait, and construction.  We then comprised validation lists for each of the fields.  Some were simpler than others.  For example, we developed elaborate labels for the color scheme such as dichromatic, monochromatic, or multi-colored.  The portraits comprised of actual images like man, woman, children, or a combination.  We decided on decade ranges over exact dates.  

After placing these figures into DB Textworks, we exchange our findings with another exchange group.  For the most part, they concurred with our conclusions with a few notable exceptions.  First, they didn’t always come up with the same geometrical features for the coinage.  Instead of combining specific terms on the validation list, they relied heavily on the combination label.  This often occurred in the construction, design, and portrait fields.


After our team received the findings from the exchange group, we each wrote individual assessments for the project.  In my findings, I emphasized more on curriculum aspects of the project due to my background as a secondary school teacher.  I disagreed with the criticism of excluding exact dates.  Instead, I concurred with my team that yearly ranges fit better within the DB Textworks framework.   Even though it would be more difficult for users, I agreed with the suggestion for adding the country of origin as a field.  This creates an opportunity for high school students to closely research international money systems.  I was also reminded by the exchange group of the necessity of describing features for the front and back of the money.

For the second DB Textwork assignment, I partnered with Kevin Casey, Mel Gonzalves-Delaney and Kristen Hoffman, to construct a database of articles for college students enrolled in psychology and sociology courses.  The fifteen texts supported these academic disciplines due to their readability and content.  Since the texts were challenging and time consuming, we divided the readings evenly among the group.   Before delving into our specific journals, we agreed on author, title, page number, abstract, place & date of publication, pre-coordinate and post-coordinate vocabulary for the fields.  As a result, we could each complete most of the work individually without input from the other members because the majority of these categories were rather self explanatory.  Our team primarily discussed recurring themes within the articles to identify pre-coordinate and post-coordinate vocabulary terms.  The abstracts were especially helpful in that undertaking.


I learned many relevant lessons about online search strategies from the construction of this particular DB Textwork project.  Users can generate information with little difficulty due to the organization of the database.   However, recall and precision proved more challenging.   If students merely sought a list of sources, they could include one term post-coordinate vocabularies such as information retrieval, outcomes, and research in their search.  However, if learners wanted precise records, they would have to know the author, title, citation, or publication of the exact article.  Pre-coordinate vocabularies generated more accurate hits for those unaware of the bibliographical data.  Searching by singular and plural words also made a difference in the results.  Therefore, the academic librarian plays a pivotal role in teaching students how to retrieve the most useful entries. 

Despite rarely constructing information retrieval systems throughout the course of my career, I still apply the general principles from the Library 202 tasks for my professional and personal information literacy needs.  For example, I used subject heading and Boolean searches, similar to the foreign currency and college text collections, for a reference query assignment in Library 210 and Ask Now 24/7 responses during my first public library internship. When I need peer reviewed articles for research projects, I depend on databases like Gale or EBSCO because the fields & validations are more defined.   For the majority of other cases, more broad fields from Google are perfectly acceptable.
