
Database Worksheet for Online Database Features (Part 1 – Explanation of the Form) 

Every time I teach the database searching class I require students to evaluate 25–40 databases at 

their institution using the database evaluation form. There are two parts to the form. The top part 

includes basic background information including database name, vendor, name of interface, 

scope of database, whether it is freely-available or fee-based, whether there is a physical analog 

(like a print version), and whether it has a controlled vocabulary. The bottom part of the form is 

for logging individual searches within the database. I believe that the only way to truly learn a 

database is to practice searching it. I also provide an example of a completely filled-out form. 

Here is an explanation of each of the fields. 

Field Description 

Your Name That’s obvious. 

Database Name Usually easy to discover: Academic Search Complete, MLA 

International Bibliography, ERIC, etc. 

Database Software Interface Not always easy to discover. Examples include EBSCOhost, 

Entrez (for PubMed, PubMed Central), Readex Americana, 

ProQuest (PQ doesn’t really have a name for their generic 

interface). 

URL URL required to enter the database. You may include your 

institutional proxy with the URL if you want. You must 

include the originating URL, not the “spawned” URL. For 

example, when entering an EBSCO database, after clicking 

the original URL, a new URL is “spawned” that includes 

session ID information. This URL will not work for access on 

different devices or at different times. These resultant URLs 

must not be used. 

Fee-based or Free? Is this database freely available to anyone, or only available 

via a subscription? The presence of an institutional proxy is a 

give-away to the resource being fee-based. 

Physical Analog Did the database have a previous life as a print resource 

(either in print format or microformat)? Examples of 

databases with physical analogs include America: History and 

Life (with index with the same title); ProQuest Statistical 

Insight (previously existed as three print indexes, American 

Statistics Index, Index to International Statistics, and 

Statistical Reference Index). 

Hints on how to find possible physical analogs: 

1) Look for help or “about” pages within the database 

itself. 

2) Look for background information on the Web from 

the publisher. 

3) Look for library guides from subscribing libraries. An 

easy way to do this is a Google search following this 

pattern: 



site:edu “statistical insight” 

Searchable Fields Make a list of variable-length fields that are able to be 

searched, like this: 

Author, Title, Source Title, Keywords, Subjects, etc. 

You may also include fixed fields that can be used for 

searching or limiting. 

Truncation Symbol What is the truncation symbol used to stand in place of a 

string of text? For example, environment* to stand in place of 

all other forms of the word. Most often the answer will be the 

asterisk (*), but some databases use a question mark (?), 

exclamation mark (!), percent sign (%), or some other 

symbol. 

Wildcard Symbol Is there a wildcard symbol used to stand in place of a single 

character? For example, wom?n to search for woman or 

women. There is more variation of symbols for wildcard 

characters. 

Search Scope What does this database search? Give description of content 

and range of dates covered. 

Bibliographic Record/Full 

Text 

Does this database contain bibliographic records? Most 

library-related databases do. Bibliographic records contain 

fields with information like authors, titles, subjects, abstracts 

or notes, dates, etc. 

Does the database contain only bibliographic records, or also 

full text? You may not be able to tell, but some databases 

contain “linked” full text. In these cases the full text does not 

reside within the database directly, but in another product 

available from the vendor, which is accessed through the 

database you are evaluating. 

Names Controlled Does the database employ an author control mechanism? 

Most article databases do not. Library catalogs generally do. 

Subjects Controlled Some databases have underlying thesauri or subject schemes 

that are used to index materials. Examples include ERIC 

(online thesaurus, but also available in print); PsycInfo (also 

online or print); Sociological Abstracts. 

Subject Scheme (descriptors 

or headings) 

If the subjects contain multiple semantic notions, these are 

evidence that the database uses subject heading. Examples 

include all library catalogs and EBSCO’s Wilson databases 

(such as Reader’s Guide). 

Subject descriptors contain only one semantic notion per 

subject term. 

Subject Guide or Thesaurus 

(paper or online) 

Is there an online guide to subjects, or possibly one available 

in print? 

Overall Evaluation Provide your evaluation of this database. You likely will not 

be able to do this until you have completed the Search Log. 

  

Search Log  



Search String (linear format) What search terms did you search in which fields? Some 

databases allow you to get the search string easily by going to 

the search history. 

Results What were the number of results retrieved from the search? 

Evaluation Optional field. You can comment on whether the results 

seems relevant or not. 

 


