
LIS566:  Digital Information Retrieval -- Syllabus 

Instructor: Ying Sun  

• Office: 548 Baldy Hall 

• Telephone Number: 716-645-2412 x 1263 (o)  

• E-mail: sun3@buffalo.edu  

• Course Website: UBLearns LIS566 course site. 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

The course is about the principles and practices associated with searching of a variety of digital information 
resources. The orientation is toward the professional information search specialist conducting searches for 
clients or assisting users conducting their own searches. Following topics will be covered: database 
construction and structure, skills of the pre-search interview, typical search languages, and skills for search 
output evaluation.  The course is a hands-on course designed around a series of demonstrations and 
exercises. The principal system used is DIALOG, which serves as a prototypical command-driven IR system.  
We also include several other systems, such as Lexis/Nexis and Factiva, the World Wide Web searching, and 
reference and library sources.  
 

PRE -REQUISITES  

LIS518 Reference Sources and Services  

COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES  

The course goal is to provide opportunities to study effective searching of contemporary electronic 
information resources on behalf of user. The course provides a base for further learning necessary to cope 
with the ever-changing pragmatic world of searching. Therefore it includes both, theoretical and practical 
aspects.  

The objectives are for students to achieve an integrated understanding of the complex relations in searching 
in respect to:  

1. Content: The content structure of a variety of information resources in databases, on the Web, and 
in reference, as they affect searching.  
2. Systems: Various models of information retrieval (IR) systems, the Web search engines, and 
reference services, particularly as relevant to searching.   
3. Human-human interaction: User information seeking as the context for searching, the process of 
mediation and interviewing involved in user modeling.   
4. Human-computer interaction: Principles for effective searching and variations in search strategies 
and tactics.  
5. Results: Alternatives in presentation of results to users and evaluation of retrieval results.  

TEXTBOOKS AND READINGS 
 
Required textbook: 



Walker, G. & Janes, J. (1999). Online retrieval: A dialog of theory and practice. 2nd ed. Ingelwood, CO: 
Libraries Unlimited.  (Yes, this text is old, however, it is the best thing around to explain various capabilities 
of Dialog, an information system that we will use extensively in the course). 
Meadow, T. Charles, Bert R. Boyce, and Donald H. Kraft. (2000) Text Information Retrieval Systems. 2nd 
ed. San Diego, CA : Academic Press, Inc. 
 
Dialog materials: 
Introduction to Dialog for Information Professionals - 2006 edition 
http://gep.dialog.com/instruction/workbook/2006/2006_intro_for_infopros.pdf    
Dialog Pocket Guide. http://support.dialog.com/searchaids/dialog/pocketguide/
 
Other readings will be available online either through UBlearns or over the Web, or in the UB library.   
 
MAJOR ASSIGNMENTS  

The class is structured around four components: (i) lectures, (ii) readings, presentations and discussions, 
(iii) home and laboratory exercises and assignments, and (iv) term project.   

The students should organize themselves into study groups consisting of 3-4 students. Within groups 
students should discuss readings and assignments, perform together laboratory exercises, and report to the 
class as a whole. The groups are intended for more intensive discussion and for exchange of experiences in 
exercises and readings.  

A. Required Readings, presentation and discussion 
Students are required to read a given set of readings consisting of journal articles and/or selected chapters 
from books during each assignment period. Each study group will select a topic from the assigned ones and 
present the readings (using MS Powerpoint) and lead discussion on the readings.  
Each student should be prepared for the discussion based on the readings.  Participation grade will be based 
on discussions. 
  
B. Home and Laboratory exercises 
Laboratory exercises will consist of using DIALOG, LexisNexis, Factiva, Web search engines, and library 
resources to search for answers for a given set of questions, using a variety of tactics to vary effectiveness. 
Various advanced features will be also subject of experimentation.   
For some exercises laboratory will be used during regular class periods.  
For other exercises, assignments will be given as homework.  
  
C. Term project 
Each student shall undertake a term project resulting in a technical report, which is the term paper. The 
purpose of the project is for the student to act as an intermediary for answering a user information need 
using various resources and searching techniques, as necessary. The situation should be real-life, i.e. 
involving a real user with a need, real interactions, and real submitted answers. Students will prepare a 
presentation to the class about their experience in searching for information during the project. 

The project shall involve the following:  

o Selection of a user with an information need that could be satisfied with an online search, by 
searching DIALOG, LexisNexis, the Web, and/or reference resources. The student will act as an 
intermediary for the user. [Note: No family members or significant others as users.]  

o Interviewing the user (if necessary on several occasions as the search progresses), and construction of 
a user model representing user information need.  

o Selection of appropriate databases, search engines, or resources for searching.  

http://gep.dialog.com/instruction/workbook/2006/2006_intro_for_infopros.pdf
http://support.dialog.com/searchaids/dialog/pocketguide/


o Construction of search strategy(ies), and conduct of the search using appropriate and/or varying 
search tactics.  

o Presentation and delivery of the search results to the user, in an agreed upon format(s).  

o Evaluation of results by the user. If necessary, doing reiterative searching and evaluation, also 
possibly involving modification in the user model.   

o Writing of a technical report.  

The project has two ‘deliverables':  

1. one is the set of search results given to the user (does NOT have to be handed in as a part of the 
technical report), preceded by a one page executive summary, and  
2. the other is a technical report, handed in at the end of the class, summarizing student’s approach to 
every aspect of interaction with the user, preceded by the executive summary given to the user.  

The technical report must be double-spaced throughout. It should be 10-20 pages. It must contain a title 
page with course number and name, title of the paper, author’s name and address. The style of the narrative 
of the paper is up to the student.  

ADMINISTRATIVE INFORMATION  

Students can contact the instructor in person, by phone, or email at addresses indicated on the cover page.  

The course web site will contain all relevant course materials, including lectures, and a number of Web links 
to helpful sites, including to various tutorials, different web search engines, variety of reference sources and 
the like. The students are expected to familiarize themselves with the materials on the site. This syllabus and 
the class schedule are also on the class web site. Other information may be placed on the site throughout the 
semester.   

Ahead of each class, the lecture slides, exercise or other material relevant for that given class will be placed 
on the site. Students shall download and as necessary print the material for the class before the class and 
bring it to the class. These are considered class handouts, but they are on the Web site and will not be 
distributed in class.   

METHODS OF ASSESSMENT  

The final grade will be derived as follows:  

Reading Presentation and Discussion Leadership: 20% 

Assignments: 35% of grade*. 

Term project: paper - 35%*, presentation - 5% 

Participation: 5%  

 

* Make-up work submitted within one week of the due date will be accepted with a 10% penalty.  No work 
will be accepted after one week from the due date. 

GRADING SCALE  

A 94-100% 



A- 90-93% 

B+ 87 - 89% 

B 84 – 86% 

B- 80 - 83% 

C+ 74 - 79%  

C 70 – 73% 

D 60 – 69% 

F 59% and below 

IN Incomplete 

 

Class Participation  

As you can see, you are expected to attend class and participate. Not attending class will have an influence 
on this portion of your grade. The learning in the class is cumulative, so absences will negatively affect your 
ability to do subsequent work as well. An absence will be excused only if the absent student notifies the 
instructor in advance of the class, or if the absent student can clearly demonstrate that such notification was 
not possible. More than three unexcused absences will result in a request for you to withdraw from the 
course. If you are absent due to religious obligations, arrange to obtain assignments ahead of time and 
submit them when they are due. In the case of illness, make up work within a week of absence to avoid late 
penalty.  

Course schedule

1. Introduction and course overview 

2. Introduction to Information retrieval/Searching 
Required Readings: 
W&J Chapters.1-4 
Meadow, Boyce, and Kraft, chapter 1 

3. Guest Lecture: Dialog 
Guest speaker: Allison Evatt (Dialog representative) 

4. IR system: Collection and Indexing 
Required Readings: 
W&J Chapter 5   
Meadow, Boyce, and Kraft, chapter 3, 6 

5. IR system: Querying and Matching 
Required Readings: 
W&J Chapter 6, p83-89 only 
Meadow, Boyce, and Kraft, chapter 7, chapter 10. 

6. Search strategies: controlled vocabulary vs. fulltext searching 
Required Readings: 
W&J rest of Chapter 6, Chapter 7, Chapter 8 
Meadow, Boyce, and Kraft, chapter 4, 13 

7. Evaluation of Search Results and System Performance 
Required Readings: 
W&J Chapter. 12, 
Meadow, Boyce, and Kraft, chapter 16 
Vaughan, L. (2004). New measurements for search engine evaluation proposed and tested. 
Information Processing & Management, 40 (4), 677-691.  



8. Lab session: Introduction to LexisNexis 
LexisNexis Materials/Tutorials 

9. Search Intermediary 
Required Readings: 
Meadow, Boyce, and Kraft, chapter 14. 
Belkin, Nicholas J. (1980) Anomalous states of knowledge as a basis for information retrieval. The 
Canadian Journal of Information Science. 5:133-143.  
Saracevic, T., Spink, A., & Wu, M. M. (1997). Users and intermediaries in interactive information 
retrieval (IR): what are they talking about? Proceedings of User Modeling 97. 
Janes, J. and Hill, C. (2002). Finger on the Pulse: Librarians Describe Evolving Reference Practice in 
an Increasingly Digital World. Reference and User Services Quarterly 42 (1): 54-65. 
Somerville, A. (1982) The pre -search reference interview – a step by step guide. Database. 5:32-38. 

10. Web searching and invisible web 
Required Readings: 
Sullivan, Danny. (2003). Search Engine Watch. Review 2 short pieces: “How Do Search Engines Wor
k?” at  http://searchenginewatch.com/webmasters/article.php/2168031 and “How Search Engines R
ank Web Pages” at 
http://searchenginewatch.com/webmasters/article.php/2167961
Drabenstott, K.M. (2001). Web Search Strategy Development. Online, (25) 4: 18-24. 
Blachman, Nancy (n.d.) Google Guide. Part I: Query Input and Part II: Understanding Results. http:/
/www.googleguide.com/toc.html 
UC Berkeley - Teaching Library Internet Workshops (2006). Invisible or Deep Web: What it is, Why i
t exists, How to find it, and Its inherent ambiguity. http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides
/Internet/InvisibleWeb.html
 

11. Lab session: Web searching  

12. Guest Lecture: Factiva  

13. Interactive Information Retrieval – Users in Information Seeking. 
Required Readings: 
Bates, M. (1989). The design of browsing and berrypicking techniques for the online search 
interface. Online Review, 13 (5), 407-424. 
Kuhlthau, C. C. (1991). Inside the search process: Information seeking from the user’s perspective. 
Journal of the American Society for Information Science, 42 (5), 361–371.  
Savage-Knepshield, P.E., & Belkin, N. (1999). Interaction in information retrieval: Trends over 
time. Journal of the American Society of Information Science, 50 (12), 1067-1082.   

14. Final project presentation 
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