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For the first few years that | used the web, Jeeves of Ask Jeeves was a
formidable online presence. The idea of a person—a butler, at that—waiting to answer
your questions was comforting because searching the web can be an overwhelming
experience. | remember using Ask Jeeves, but was often disappointed with the results.

After Google for a while, | decided that it gave better results to my searches.

In the past year or so, Ask.com has been advertising more, and Jeeves is gone.
One of the commercials that | remember has Apostolos Gerasoulis, one of Teoma’s
founders, stating that librarians love Ask.com. Teoma is the search technology that Ask
has used since 2001, and is “based upon the clustering concept of subject-specific
popularity: ExpertRank” whose “algorithm provides relevant search results by identifying
the most authoritive sites on the Web. "™ The search technology is designed to look for

pages on a certain topic that are the most popular yet also the most authoritative.

“When Ask Jeeves dropped the butler and changed its name to plain Ask.com,
the Internet world lost a long-lived icon. For ten years, Jeeves represented the
search engine company through major changes to its search technology. In its
early days, Jeeves built a question-and-answer database and then matched
search queries to one of the answers. It seemed like natural-language
searching...”

The Ask basic search has one entry field with a search button. There are ways to
do advances searches using specific terms and Boolean operators in this basic search

form; more information is found in the Help section.

! http://about.ask.com/en/docs/about/webmasters.shtml
2 Greg R. Notess. “Need Info? Just Ask.com!” Library Journal July 15, 2006.
http://wwwe.libraryjournal.com/article/CA6349051.html
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There is a separate advanced search screen. This is found through the “Next”
link on the Search Tools box on the right side of the home page. It seems odd that it is
not on the first screen, but the search tools that are found on the first screen contain
things that search for specific types of information, such as images, maps, weather, and
facts found in the encyclopedia and dictionary. The main encyclopedia results that have
come up on my sample searches were from Wikipedia, and while full of information, it is
not the most authoritative source out there. The dictionary search, on the other hand,
uses information found in the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language,

Fourth Edition, a more reputable source.

Before beginning my searches, | decided to become familiar with the search
techniques promoted by Ask. | was most interested in the “Advanced Search Tips”

section. This explained the different sections of the Advanced Search page as well as
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how the user could conduct advanced searches while not on the Advanced Search
Page. | was most interested in the usage of quotation marks and the OR operator.
Quotation marks allow the user to search for an exact phrase. Using the OR operator
(always in uppercase) is supposed to search for specified terms in addition to the

original one entered.

The Advanced Search screen has six search options:
1. “Find results with” four different combinations of search terms
a. “all of the words”
b. “the exact phrase”
c. “atleast one of the words”
d. “none of the words”
2. “Location of words,” whether the search term is found on a web page, in the
page title, or in the URL
3. “Domain,” where you can specify that your search term is being searched for
only in a specific domain
4. “Language” allows you to specify what language the web pages returned
should be in
5. “Country” designates that only web sites from a specific country will be in the
results
6. “Page modified” will return only web pages that were updated within a chosen

amount of time

The screenshot below is labeled with the above numbers to more clearly show

where these search options are located.
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The basic search results screen has several sections; | will label them on the

screenshot below before sharing my search results so that there will be a better

understanding of what | am referring to during my explanation.
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Choosing the “Advanced Search” link after doing a basic search (on the basic
search results screen) brings up the advanced search options right above the search
results; the results stay. The option to revise an advanced search appears after
conducting an advanced search. | kept hitting the initial “search” button near the basic
search entry box instead of the “advanced search” search button at the bottom of the
advanced search options, which made for some confusing results. This scenario is

outlined in the screenshot below:
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My search topic for this assignment was “teen booktalks.” | was curious to see

how Ask would react to this very specific library-related term. | was looking for examples

of booktalks that may have been prepared by library personnel, ways to publicize

booktalks, or guides on how to do booktalks, not an academic essay or opinion on

booktalks, so using

an Internet search engine was appropriate choice.

Any pages that included the aforementioned topics, as well as pages that

included links to other pages on teen booktalks were determined to be relevant. Pages

that mentioned booktalks but were not useful were determined to be not relevant, and

pages that could not connect or had changed from the description on the results screen

were determined to be broken links.
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Search 1. Ask.com. Basic Search.
Phrase without quotation marks / Plural term

teen booktalks

http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+booktalks&qsrc=1&0=0&I=dir&sugreqs=6

Spelling suggestion: teen book talks

2,510 results — of the first 10: 7 relevant, 2 brok  en links, 1 not relevant

| began with this basic search to gauge the number of hits | would receive and to
determine how the search engine would handle the unfamiliar “booktalks.” On the
results screen, there was a spelling suggestion statement that encouraged me to
try searching for “teen book talks” (without the quotation marks). This became
Search 2.

Search la. Ask.com. Basic Search.
Phrase without quotation marks / Singular term
teen booktalk
http://www.ask.com/web?qg=teen+booktalk&qsrc=1&0=0&I=dir&sugreqs=11
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2,350 results — of the first 10: 7 relevant, 2 brok  en links, 1 not relevant

This has a similar number of results to Search 1, but the first ten hits are totally
different. This could be problematic unless users can easily search for both the
plural and singular forms of their search term. There was no spelling suggestion
given after this search was performed, which seemed unusual. It seems that if

“booktalks” was not recognized, “booktalk” would not be recognized either.

Search 2. Ask.com. Basic Search.
Phrase without quotation marks

teen book talks

http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+book+talks&gsrc=1&0=0&|=dir&sugreqs=9

384,000 results — of the first 10: 4 relevant, 4 no t relevant, 2 broken links

| was expecting results that had all three words in them, but not necessarily
about booktalks, and this describes a lot of what | was given. Some of the links were
good, but most of them were not what | was looking for. Linking “book” and “talks”
together with a Boolean operator would have worked to receive more relevant results.
This will be Search 3.

Search 3. Ask.com. Basic Search.
Part of phrase with quotation marks / Plural term

teen “book talks”
http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+%22book+talks%22&qgsrc=1&0=0&I=dir&sugreqgs=2

5,630 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 not  relevant

Search 3a. Ask.com. Basic Search.
Part of phrase with quotation marks / Singular term
teen “book talk”
http://www.ask.com/web?q=teen+%22book+talk%22&qgsrc=1&0=0&I=dir&sugreqs=0

7,240 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 not  relevant

Search 4. Ask.com. Basic Search.
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Part of phrase with quotation marks and Boolean “OR

teen "book talks" OR booktalks
http://www.ask.com/web?q=teen+%22book+talks%22+0OR+hooktalks&gsrc=1&0=0&I=dir&sugreqs=16
Spelling suggestion: teen "book talks" OR book talks

21,500 results — of the first 10: 6 relevant, 4 not  relevant
The results only seemed to pick up on the search terms that were first and before
the Boolean OR (teen “book talks”). Search 5 will put the term “booktalks” first to

see if that is indeed the case.

Search 5. Ask.com. Basic Search.

Part of phrase with quotation marks and Boolean “OR

teen booktalks OR “book talks”
http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+booktalks+OR+%22book+talks%22&qgsrc=1&0=0&I=dir&sugreqs=6

Spelling suggestion: teen book talks OR "book talks"

110,800 results — of the first 10: 7 relevant, 1 no t relevant, 2 broken links
The results on the first page all had the “booktalks” term rather than the “book
talks” term, so this supported the observations made in Search 4. This is
disappointing because the search tips page did not make it seem as though this

was what would happen when using the OR operator.

Search 6. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
Phrase without quotation marks
Find results with all of the words teen booktalks
shows as: teen booktalks in search bar on results screen
http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+booktalks&sm=adv&qsrc=66
Spelling suggestion: teen book talks
2,500 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 not  relevant
This is the same result from Search 1. This seems to be what the basic search

uses.

Search 7. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
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Phrase without quotation marks
Find results with the exact phrase teen book talks

shows as: “teen book talks” in search bar on results screen
http://www.ask.com/web?q=%22teen+book+talks%22&sm=adv&qsrc=66

29 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 notrel  evant

| used this search technigue to avoid the not relevant hits that appeared after
Search 2. This definitely cut down on the number of results, but I'm not
convinced that it is the best technique. Just as the Advanced Search Tips page
said, though, using the quotation marks will search for an exact phrase.

Search 8. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
Part of phrase with quotation marks and Boolean “OR ”
Find results with the exact phrase
“teen booktalks” OR “teen book talks”
shows as: “teen book talks OR teen book talks”  in search bar on results

screen
http://www.ask.com/web?q=%22teen+booktalks+OR+teen+book+talks%22&sm=adv&qsrc=66

Spelling suggestion: "teen book talks OR teen book talks"

389,100 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 no  trelevant

Joining the two phrases with the Boolean “OR” in this section did not work. The
results screen contained this statement: “Your search for "teen booktalks OR
teen book talks" did not match with any Web results. The search has been
repeated without quotation marks and the results are displayed below.” By
searching by the exact phrase, the Boolean OR and quotation marks seem to
have been ignored and the entire search string was searched for. The OR
operator seems to not be able to be used in the exact phrase section of the

Advanced Search page.

Search 9. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
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Parts of phrase with quotation marks and Boolean “O R”

Find results with at least one of the words

“teen booktalks” OR “teen book talks”

shows as: teen OR booktalks OR OR OR teen OR book OR talks in search

bar on results screen
http://www.ask.com/web?q=teen+OR+booktalks+OR+OR+OR+teen+OR+book+OR+talks&sm=adv&qsrc=66
Spelling suggestion: teen OR book talks OR OR OR teen OR book OR talks

20,050,000 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 not relevant

Would it treat each search term in quotations as a single search string? Not at all.
Each word was searched for individually, and the OR operator was added
between each word automatically. This does make some sense, since the
Boolean operator for this type of search is OR, but it was still a little surprising to

see the quotation marks be ignored and to see what resulted.

Search 10. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
Phrase with quotation marks / Boolean OR
Find results with all of the words
“teen booktalks” OR “teen book talks”
shows as: "teen booktalks" OR "teen book talks" in search bar on results

screen
http://www.ask.com/web?q=%22teen+booktalks%22+OR+%22teen+book+talks%22&sm=adv&qsrc=66
Spelling suggestion: "teen book talks" OR "teen book talks"

67 results — of the first 10: 5 relevant, 5 notrel evant

According to the way that the search term appeared in the search bar on the
results screen, this seems to be the way to get both forms of the “booktalks”
search term searched for at one time. Each phrase seems to be searched for
individually. The usage of quotation marks seems to work best in this type of

search.

Search 11. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
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Phrase without quotation marks

Find results with all of the words teen booktalks
Domain www.ala.org

Shows as: teen booktalks site:www.ala.org in search bar on results screen

http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+booktalks+site%3Awww.ala.org&sm=adv&qgsrc=66

Spelling suggestion: teen book talks site:www.ala.org

38 results — of the first 10:

| thought that more could be found on the ALA.org web site about booktalks, but t
his is what it has. | did a cursory search of the actual ALA web site and came up
with similar results. So, while the results are not ideal, it is an accurate

representation of what the ALA web site has on this subject.

Search 11. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
Phrase without quotation marks
Find results with all of the words teen booktalks
Page modified Last month
Shows as: teen booktalks last:month  in search bar on results screen

http://www.ask.com/web?g=teen+booktalks+last%3Amonth&sm=adv&qsrc=66

Spelling suggestion: teen book talks last:month

49 results — of the first 10:

Having up-to-date resources is a real asset to the final product. This type of
search is a great idea, and it provided links to pages that | had not seen in my
other searches. | looked for “last updated” statement on some of the web pages
and did not see any indication of when they were last updated, On others, the
date provided was well over a month ago. | then decided to read more about
what this search actually does, because it does not seem that it contains pages
that were just updated in that certain amount of time. The Advanced Search tips
page states that the page modified search section will find pages that have been
updated within the specified amount of time. Reading further, however, states
that when the user enters the “last:xxx” search string into the search box (which

is also what appears in the search bar on the results screen after using the
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advanced search form), the search is for documents that were found within the
specified amount of time. These two explanations do not seem to be the same

thing.

Search 12. Ask.com. Advanced Search.
Phrase without quotation marks
Find results with all of the words teen booktalks
Location of words In page title
http://www.ask.com/web?g=intitle%3A+teen+booktalks&sm=adv&qsrc=66
Spelling suggestion: intitle: teen book talks
8 results — only showing 5?
| have no idea where the other three hits are. The red bar at the top of the search
results that display what results are being shown and how many total results
there were says that there are eight results; | could only find five. Despite this
discrepancy, being able to search for a term in different sections of web pages
can be useful. It seems that if the title of a page is, for example, “Teen

Booktalks,” then the page’s focus should be on teen booktalks.

Many of the hits (both relevant and not relevant) that | received from my first
searches were repeated throughout many of the rest of the searches, probably because
| was just doing different things with the same search terms.

Being familiar with the different techniques you can use to do advanced searches
from this basic search box rather than using the advanced search page seems to be a
good way of conducting searches. The advanced search page has the advantage of
providing a nice statement of what is being searched for and the search box right next

to it, but those searches were not always the best way of searching. Understanding how
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to use the quotation marks and the OR operator in the basic search box seems to

provide some of the best results.

There are some features that Ask.com promotes that my search was not able to
take advantage of. Sarah Houghton-Jan of the LibrarianinBlack.net web site states that
“Ask.com’s Smart Answers rock my world...Searches for hundreds of commonly sought

"3 | did a few

types of information yield answers—right at the top of the search results.
searches for general terms that would use this Smart Answers feature, and it is an
interesting feature. Searching for “earthquakes California” (no quotation marks) provides
a table containing the recent earthquake activity in California, and the first hit is from the
U.S. Geological Survey. A search for “monkey” (no quotation marks), seems to be just
as useful and reputable. There is a picture of a monkey with a link to its source, as well
as where it falls in the Linnaean taxonomic system. The short paragraph has a “More”
link that leads to the San Diego Zoo’s page on monkeys, which seems like a good
resource. What is slightly disappointing, however, is that the “Encyclopedia” link leads to
the Wikipedia page on monkeys. As stated before, Wikipedia should not be promoted
as a reputable encyclopedic resource, especially since Ask.com is promoting itself as a

librarian’s search engine of choice.

Ask.com also uses a grouping method designed to guide users to the information
that they may be searching for but may not know how to search for. For example,
“search for ‘Ayn Rand’ on Ask.com and you get related subject areas such as
objectivism’ on the right, even though those subjects might not have the actual
words ‘Ayn Rand’ in them. Type the same search in Google, and you get a list of

sites that have ‘Ayn Rand’ in them. Google finds key words, not concepts.™

From reading about Ask.com, it seems that they are working on a new way to
search, with Smart Answers and the grouping method. The search techniques still seem

to need a little work, but the interface is clean and mostly easy to navigate. The

3 http://librarianinblack.typepad.com/librarianinblack/2006/09/ten_reasons_lib.html
* Kevin Maney. “What's Teoma, you ask? You could ask Jeeves, but he’s beomce...Teoma.” USA Today;
10/04/2006. Money Pg. 03b.
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sponsored results (paid advertisements) appear at the top and bottom of each results
page in a light blue box with “Sponsored Results” in a small grey font in the upper right
of the box. It is odd, because sometimes the sponsored results are obvious, but
sometimes they blend in. The light blue does not always stand out.

| have been using Google as my search engine of choice, just as the majority of
web users, for years. After using Ask.com, | don’t see that changing; however, | am
interesting in keeping track of what sort of searching innovations that Ask.com is striving
to incorporate in its basic search forms and think that I will try to use it more to see how

its Smart Answers and grouping methods end up working.



