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 Three hosted federated search tools, Follett One Search, Gale PowerSearch Plus, and WebFeat 
Express, were configured and implemented in a school library. Databases from five vendors and 
the OPAC were systematically searched. Federated search results were compared with each 
other and to the results of the same searches in the database’s native interface to disclose 
differences in handling query syntax, searching, retrieval, browsing results, etc. Each product 
was easily configured, but none were capable of searching every database desired. Simpler 
Boolean queries are the most successful queries because of the underlying structure and 
differences of the databases, and the capabilities of certain products. Federated search products 
succeed in simplifying access to multiple database resources at school, but searching remains 
different from the familiar Web search engines in many ways. To become more Google-like, 
federated searching must be done against indexes built in advance instead of the current real-
time searching method. 
 
Libraries are faced with formidable competition from Google and other Web search engines to 
be their patron’s information resource of choice. Students could be using the accurate, 
authoritative, and age-appropriate print and electronic sources provided by school and public 
libraries for their school research, yet, according to a Pew study, the first place most students 
turn to for their information is the Internet via Google, or other Web search engines (Levin and 
Arafah 2002), and they have tremendous faith in their favorite search engine (Tenopir, 
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evaluation or implementation, including usability testing, of federated search vendor products, 
other articles comparing federated search with Google or Google Scholar, and studies of the 
effect of federated searching on information literacy. Only three brief articles were found—
Minkel (2002), Curtis and Dorner (2005), and Young (2005)—that discuss cross-database 
searching in the school library context. These articles address cross-database searching 
capabilities within vendor families such as Gale, EBSCO, and ProQuest, but not the capability to 
search a broad range of databases from a variety of vendors and the OPAC from one federated 
search. 
 

The Federated Search Process 
Although federated search products differ in many ways, the selected federated products are all 
hosted products, meaning that all of the computing and processing of results takes place, or is 
hosted, on the federated search vendor’s computers, so no equipment or programming is required 
for the library. All of the products offer similar functionality to users including resource 
discovery, querying multiple databases, and retrieving and displaying results. They are each 
configurable by the librarian, but differ in the features and amount of customizing that is 
available. 
 
Resource discovery. First, federated search engines enable users to select the resources they want 
to search. Being selective about which sources to search increases the relevance of the retrieved 
articles and increases the speed of the search, not to mention decreasing the burden on the 
database provider’s infrastructure. WebFeat Express, a more expensive and sophisticated 
federated search product, offers the capability of grouping databases into preselected subject area 
sets to help novice searchers discover what databases might be best for their area of research. All 
of the products allow users to select multiple resources to search and have a librarian-configured 
default set of databases. 
 
Querying multiple databases. The user enters query terms into either a single search box or an 
advanced interface with pull-
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Resource Selection and Configuration 
In order to be able to compare the data from the systematic search using the three search tools, 
all three products had to be configured to search the same selection of electronic resources. Each 
federated search product has a list of supported databases and resources to choose from. One 
selects a free resource (such as Internet Public Library) or subscription database vendor family 
(such as ProQuest, Ebsco or Gale) from a list, then chooses the specific database from a list of 
supported databases. Authentication information—I/P and/or password—is entered, and in each 
case, a preference for searching the database by default is set. One of GCDS’s most highly used 
database products from each of the major vendors as well as commonly used electronic resources 
such as encyclopedias and the OPAC were selected. The Gale databases had to be chosen from a 
list of databases not searched in their regular PowerSearch platform, and it took a few revisions 
to arrive at a list that was workable for all three products. The list included Gale’s History 
Resource Center (U.S. and World), Ebsco’s History Reference Center, ProQuest’s Historical NY 
Times (HNYT), the Encyclopedia Britannica, the World Book Encyclopedia, and the OPAC 
(Follett Destiny). 
 
Systematic Search Process and Data Collection 
The search process was designed to reveal how the three federated search products interpret 
queries versus the native interface provided by the database vendor, and if there were any 
differences among them that would affect retrieval of results. Searches were conducted in groups 
of two to four searches using starting queries similar to those that students have used in 
conducting research in the media center. Each of the starting queries were modified slightly to 
include or exclude a search term or syntax element and re-executed to determine the effects of 
the change on retrievals. The effect of Google-type syntax and familiar search engine operators 
were studied, as well as a selection of typical database queries such as subject heading and 
author searches. 
 
Treatment of Results Returned 
Search-results data from identical queries were collected from each federated product and each 
native interface and tabulated. Federated results were grouped by source because although 
PowerSearch Plus can return results by source, by cluster (default for outline view), or by 
relevancy ranking (default list view), and WebFeat can return results by source, title, author, 
date, cluster, or relevancy, Follett One Search can only return results grouped by source. The 
number and to some extent the order of results returned were compared and analyzed for 
differences. Although a comparison of relevancy ranking algorithms is out of the scope of this 
paper, article ranking was examined qualitatively during the searches to get a feel for the utility 
of relevancy ranking in these federated search tools. 
 

Results 
Federated searching delivers on its promise of easily searching multiple resources with a single 
query, but fails in some ways to make database searching more Google-like. Many of the 
differences between searching the Web and searching subscription databases that users find 
frustrating or confusing remain because of 



Volume 11 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 

 

7 School Library Media Research | www.ala.org/aasl/slr 
 

them. Web searches retrieve results by relevance, but Follett and WebFeat federated searches 
don’t. Although results can be sorted by relevance in WebFeat and Gale PowerSearch Plus, the 
relevance ranking can be misleading for large results sets. The ranking algorithms only work on 
the first set of retrieved (often by chronological order) results, which may not be the most 
relevant articles available in a database. Queries including quotation marks for phrase searching, 
wild cards like “*,”  and proximity operators like “n4” are generally passed through by the 
federated engines but aren’t supported in every database. Certain databases require “
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are not searchable by XML or Z39.50, the major federated search and retrieve protocol 
standards. Additionally, it was found that even if a connector configuration exists on a list, that 
doesn’t mean it will work. A popular database for younger students called Sirs Discover was 
configurable in each of the search engines, but worked in none of them. Sirs technical support 
revealed that it is neither XML nor Z39.50 compliant, and can’t be cross-searched, yet a 
connector was configurable in each federated product. WebFeat by far has the most 
comprehensive list of supported databases (almost nine hundred) because in addition to Z39.50 
and XML, they can use an HTML screen scraping technique to search databases that are not 
Z39.50 or XML searchable. Gale PowerSearch Plus is the newest product, and has the fewest 
connectors available, 61 as of February 2008 but will probably continue to bring new connectors 
online. Follett One Search is the least expensive, but has been around for longer than Gale, and 
has about 175 available connectors. 
 
An unexpected difficulty was searching the library OPAC. The OPAC search is integral to 
Follett, and was advertised by both Gale and WebFeat, but it was not ready to go for Gale 
PowerSearch Plus and WebFeat Express as advertised. WebFeat delivered a workable OPAC 
search after about a week, but Gale didn’t get their advertised OPAC configuration to work at 
any point during the configuration and testing schedule. 
 
WebFeat Express is significantly different from PowerSearch Plus and One Search in the amount 
of user customization of the interface that is possible. WebFeat Express can be configured with 
any of four different page layouts, and any number of preselected database groupings to help 
guide users to appropriate resources for either subject areas, grade levels, or even projects. 
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from the default tab, in this case reference. Follett was the only engine that picked up all of the 
results from all of the tabs. (d) WebFeat appears to have some de-duping capability. (e) The 
search on harlem renaissance revealed a significant problem with Gale’s federated searching of 
its own history databases. While Follett retrieved all the same results as the native interface and 
WebFeat retrieved all the results of the reference tab of the native interface, PowerSearch Plus 
retrieved only a small subset (4/105 U.S., 3/30 World) of the possible results. The PowerSearch 
results were inexplicable; they were neither particularly relevant, nor drawn from any one tab. (f) 
HNYT results shows that the Follett and WebFeat federated searches were retrieving more 
results than the same query in the native HNYT interface. The retrieved results showed hits from 
many newspapers, not only the HNYT. Two different problems were revealed. GCDS access to 
certain ProQuest databases comes from individual subscription and others come from the iConn 
consortium. They initially were set up with different authentication passwords. Fixing the 
authentication solved the problem with WebFeat (which had been searching other ProQuest 
databases—but not HNYT), but did not improve the Follett results. Follett’s connection to 
ProQuest doesn’t differentiate between databases, and will search all the ProQuest databases we 
can access—therefore retrieving essentially irrelevant results from the HNYT database. (g) With 
large result sets, it becomes apparent that PowerSearch Plus retrieves substantially fewer results. 
PowerSearch Plus will return up to three hundred results (the user can set the maximum to one 
hundred, two hundre, or three hundred) from the set of databases searched in its federated 
product. If there are five databases selected for searching, each can return at most the top sixty 
hits. Most of the searches were conducted with the results set limited to two hundred (or forty 
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any order. One would expect the query “ reform n5 tax”  (or even “n2”) to find all of the hits of 
the more frequently used “ tax reform” plus at least some additional hits. Results and findings: (a) 
Only three of the possible seven data resources allow proximity operators as a part of their 
supported search syntax, yielding no hits for either encyclopedia, the HNYT, or the OPAC. (b) 
Follett One Search and WebFeat Express both translated the query exactly as it was entered, and 
the results from the EBSCO History Reference Center, which supports proximity 
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entered in the basic PowerSearch interface are stripped from the federated query, yielding a 
completely different query than originally intended, and an inferior set of results for the test case. 
Interim results are not shown, only an indicator of progress, and it seems slow, especially on 
wireless. The results, a clustered outline and visual map, are really great features, but at $1,000 
per year, this new product clearly has 



Volume 11 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 

 

14 School Library Media Research | www.ala.org/aasl/slr 
 

providers support federated search and retrieval standards, further systematic studies of federated 
searching products in schools should continue. 
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Apprendix  
Feature One Search PowerSearch Plus WebFeat Express 
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Feature One Search PowerSearch Plus WebFeat Express 

Browsing Results 

Is more info available? 
from target source? Or 
within metadata? 
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