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ADVANCED SEARCH TECHNIQUES FOR 
ACADEMIC RESEARCH

Course: Academic Skills / Research Methods
Level: Undergraduate
Estimated Reading Time: 10 minutes
Lesson Type: Skill Builder

🎯 Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, you will be able to:

1. Use subject headings and controlled vocabularies to improve search 
precision.

2. Perform cited reference searches to track the impact of a specific work.
3. Set up automated alerts to stay current with new publications in your field.

PART 1: SEARCHING SMARTER, NOT HARDER

When you type a few words into Google Scholar, you are performing a keyword 
search. While this is a good starting point, it often misses relevant results simply 
because different authors use different words to describe the same thing.
To find the best sources efficiently, you need to use the database’s own 
organizational system.

🗂️ Using Subject Headings & Controlled Vocabularies
Academic databases are not like Google. They are highly organized libraries where 
every article is tagged with specific, standardized labels. These labels are 
called Subject Headings or Controlled Vocabulary.

 The Concept: Instead of searching for words, you are searching for concepts.
 Why it matters: It eliminates the guesswork. You don't have to think of every 

possible synonym for "adolescent" (teenager, youth, juvenile, etc.). You simply 
use the official term the database uses.

💡 Example in Practice:
 Inefficient Keyword Search: "heart attack" OR "cardiac arrest" OR 

"myocardial infarction"
 Efficient MeSH Search (PubMed): Myocardial Infarction (This one official 

term captures all variations).

🔧 How to do it:
Look for links in the database labeled "Subject Headings," "Thesaurus," or "MeSH." 
In many databases, you can also filter your results after an initial search to 
"Subjects" to see what official tags are available.
Key Takeaway: Using controlled vocabulary turns a broad, messy search into a 
precise, targeted one.
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PART 2: TRAVERSING THE WEB OF KNOWLEDGE
Once you find a perfect article, don't stop there. That single article is a node in a vast 
network of scholarship. You can move forward and backward through time to build a 
complete picture of your topic.

🔍 Cited Reference Searching
This is the most powerful method for finding recent, relevant literature.

 The Concept: You take a "seed" article (usually a foundational or highly 
relevant study) and ask the database: "Who has cited this article since it was 
published?"

 Why it matters: If a 2015 article is cited by a 2024 article, that 2024 article is 
likely building directly on the research you already know is good. This 
bypasses the limitations of keyword searching.

💡 Example in Practice:
You find a landmark 2018 paper on renewable energy policy. A cited reference 
search in EBSCO or Web of Science reveals all the 2023/2024 papers that used this 
2018 paper as a foundation. You’ve just jumped straight to the cutting edge of the 
conversation.

🔗 Identifying Related Articles
If you don't want to move forward in time (cited refs), you can move sideways.

 The Concept: Databases analyse thousands of articles to find others that 
share the same citations or subject tags.

 How to find it: Look for buttons or sidebars labelled "Related Articles," 
"Similar Results," or "Find Similar."

PART 3: AUTOMATING THE DISCOVERY PROCESS
Research is ongoing. By the time you submit your paper, new studies may have 
been published. Waiting for these to appear manually is inefficient. Instead, let the 
database come to you.

📧 Setting Up Alerts
Most major databases allow you to save your search and receive notifications when 
new, relevant content is added.

Three Types of Alerts You Should Know:
1. Search Alerts: Save your complex search string (e.g., "climate migration" 

AND "policy"). The database runs this search automatically every month and 
emails you new results.
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2. Citation Alerts: Tell the database to notify you when a specific key article 
gets cited by someone new.

3. Journal Alerts (ToC): Sign up for the "Table of Contents" (ToC) alerts for the 
top 3-5 journals in your field. You’ll receive an email whenever a new issue is 
released.

💡 Example in Practice:

You are writing a thesis on "AI in Education." Instead of searching Google Scholar 
manually every Monday, you set up a single alert. New articles now appear directly 
in your inbox.

🛠️ WORKSHOP ACTIVITY (Try This Now!)
To solidify these skills, complete the following steps using your institution's library 
database or Google Scholar:

1. Subject Headings: Find the database ERIC or PubMed. Look for the 
"Thesaurus" or "MeSH Database." Find the official subject heading for "Digital 
Literacy" (ERIC) or "Sleep Apnoea" (PubMed).

2. Cited Reference: Go to Google Scholar. Search for the 
article: “Frankenstein, A. (2009). The impact of social media on teen mental 
health.” Click the "Cited by" link below the search result. How many articles 
have cited this since 2009?

3. Alerts: In Google Scholar, perform a search on your current research topic. 
Below the search bar, click "Create alert." Enter your email.

📝 Lesson Summary Quiz
1. What is the main advantage of using a controlled vocabulary (e.g., 

MeSH) over a standard keyword search?
o Answer: It finds articles based on the concept/topic, not just specific 

words, ensuring you don't miss relevant results due to synonyms.
2. If you have a key article published in 2010, how can cited reference 

searching help you?
o Answer: It shows you newer articles (2011-present) that have cited the 

2010 work, allowing you to trace the evolution of the research and find 
the most current studies.

3. You are writing a long dissertation over two years. What tool should you 
use to ensure you don't miss a single new publication on your niche 
topic?

o Answer: A saved search alert.

🚀 Advanced Researcher Checklist
 I have identified the "Thesaurus" or "Subject Headings" tool in my core 

database.
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 I have run a "Cited Reference" search on at least one foundational reading.
 I have set up 1 search alert and 1 journal ToC alert related to my current 

project.
 I understand that subject searches yield precision, while cited reference 

searches yield current impact.

Additional Support
For assistance with research or accessing resources such as past papers, visit the 
CMU Library or contact us via: 
📩 Email: library@cmu.edu.jm;  (876) 564-4274 
📞 Phone: University Librarian – (876) 809-3103 

o Librarians: (876) 833-2187; (876) 781-1178; (876) 564-4274 

mailto:library@cmu.edu.jm
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