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Recently, a library patron wanted information about dog parks. Using databases we were easily able to locate a number of articles about dog parks. What we could not find were a variety of ordinary people’s views on dog parks and what makes a good dog park. We found weblogs (blogs for short) to be an excellent place to locate this kind of information because of the sheer number of blogs and their orientation toward the personal.
But how do you search blogs? There are number of ways.


Google has a blog search engine  http://blogsearch.google.com/blogsearch It uses the same search syntax as other Google searches. The blog search also has a few special syntaxes of its own.  To understand them, you need to understand a little about how blogs are constructed. Like magazines and books blogs have titles. For example, How Appealing is the name of a law blog. The blog itself is composed of postings. Postings are short articles and comments that make up the content of a blog the way articles make up the content of magazine or newspaper. Just as you can search by article title in a magazine, you can search by post title in a blog. Google has a command for this, inposttitle: This command allows the titles of blog postings to be searched rather than the title of the blogs themselves. In other words, you can search many blogs at once for postings on the same topic. Writing inposttitle:dogs  inposttitle:park  returns more than 2,500 postings with “dog park” in the title from many different blogs. 
 
You can narrow that search by adding “behavior” into the mix. (See graphic below.) Behavior has no command associated with it, meaning that “behavior” can appear anywhere in the posting. Adding behavior rapidly narrows the search to 33 hits. 
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Replacing “behavior” with “grass” or “dirt” returned responses about those kinds of surfaces. “Water” returned results that dealt with how this essential commodity is handled in various dog parks. “Size,” “large” or “small” returned postings about the way parks handle (or don’t) areas of a park for dogs of different sizes.


You can also search by blog title. The command for this intitle: This is a useful command if you are interested in comparing how two different blogs are handling a topic. For example: suppose you wanted to compare how a liberal and conservative blogs looked at the NSA domestic surveillance program. The Daily Kos is a well known liberal blog and The Volokh Conspiracy is an equally well known conservative one You would create, and run, two separate searches and compare the results. Here is what those searches would look like.

intitle:daily intitle:kos  NSA  (spying | surveillance)

intitle:volokh intitle:conspiracy NSA (spying | surveillance)
Here is a partial view of what the same search looks like in Google.
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Perhaps you are wondering what |means. This symbol means “or.” Google doesn’t allow the word “or,” or other common words like “of,”  in searches. However, it does allow | to substitute for “or.” When using | you must group your search terms with parentheses. 
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Google has an advanced search screen that automates many of the above searches.  To get to the advanced menu, click on “Advanced Search” just to the right of the main Google search menu. You may find it easier to use than writing out the commands by hand. I find that writing out the commands gives me greater control because I understand exactly what is happening with a search and why—and, ultimately, it’s easier to type out the commands rather than switching back and forth to the Advanced Screen. One feature of the advanced menu I do like, is the ability to search between specified dates. For example, below is a search that identifies blogs discussing the “best picture” in the week before the 2006 Oscars. This would allow me to gauge how well people predicted the actual outcome. 
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One caveat, it appears that the Google Blogs date search does not search earlier than 2005.

Technorati (http://www.technorati.com/) offers a slightly different system for searching and indexing blogs. Authors of blogs register with the system and customize their weblog software to notify the Technorati server when they post content. Using "tags," which are lists of keywords, bloggers can facilitate the searching of their weblogs through Technorati's "Search" and "Tag" interfaces. 
Searching blogs with Technorati is very much like using Google Blog Search, though it does not allow searching within post or blog titles like Google. Also, because Technorati depends on blog authors to submit their weblogs, its index is not as large as Google's.
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Technorati offers other functions. "Blog Finder" searches for weblogs which most often post using the keywords you submit. For example, if you search for "wicca," Technorati shows a lists to all the blogs in its index which frequently write posts tagged "wicca." Finally, the "Explore" tab, like Google News, presents a list of recent posts.
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A web page illustrating these searches can be found  at http://tinyurl.com/ne4zp. You may use this page to teach classes on blog searching or to copy/adapt the code for educational purposes.

