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Introduction 
The Internet provides a powerful option to search for information that people want. In less than a 
few seconds, people have access to hundreds, if not thousands, of links from search results. 
However, it is important to not let quantity rule logic for the measurement of relevance of these 
results. Though there may be thousands of entries, users must question whether or not these 
results are relevant to their query. “There is a major disconnect between how humans decide 
what is relevant (is it honest, true, high quality?) and how machines determine relevance (does it 
fit strictly within the rigid parameters of logic defined by computational math?)” (Sweeney, 
2011). Because the Internet does not have the ability to gather perfect quality of data for queries, 
it resorts to quantity of data for queries. Though information retrieval systems provide users with 
results, it is up to the user to measure relevance of the results by closely examining the data, no 
matter what information retrieval system is used. 

Chart 
 
Order Results from system 1: 

Onondaga County Public 
Library System Catalog 

Results from system 2: 
Google.com 

Relevance (1-10) 

1 DVD-The Elia Kazan Collection 
Summary: Documentary about 
Elia Kazan, a director who 
filmed A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn in 1945.  

Wikipedia (novel) A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 

2 Book-The Heroine’s Bookshelf: 
Life Lessons from Jane Austen 
to Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Summary: Author explores 
famous female literary 
characters, and heroine from 
book is featured here. 

Wikipedia (novel, film, 
Broadway musical) A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 

3 Book-Kazan on Directing 
Summary: Director Elia Kazan 
remarks on films he directed, 
including A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

Amazon.com (novel) A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 10 

4 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

Spark Notes (novel) A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 

5 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

IMDB (movie) A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn  

System 1: 0 
System 2: 0 

6 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

ReadingGroupGuides.com 
review (novel) A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 
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7 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

Review from ClassicLit.com 
(novel) A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 

8 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn Books.google.com (romance 
novel) A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 10 

9 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn YouTube.com movie clip 
(movie) A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 0 

10 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

PhD Dissertation at 
web.njit.edu (novel) A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 

11 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn Books.google.com (general 
fiction) A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 10 

12 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

Nytimes.com blog post/review 
(novel) A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 5 

13 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

Barnesandnoble.com (novel) A 
Tree Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 10 

14 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

TCM.com movie review of A 
Tree Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 0 

15 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn Bookrags.com analysis (novel) 
A Tree Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 

16 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn Goodreads.com review (novel) 
A Tree Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 5 

17 Large Print Book-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

Amazon.com (novel) A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 10 

18 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn Economist.com-article about 
how trees are growing in 
Brooklyn and helping 
economy/environment: Trees 
Grow in Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 0 

19 Sound recording-A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

Reelclassics.com review 
(movie) A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn 

System 1: 0 
System 2: 0 

20 Book-A Tree Grows in Brooklyn NRP-thedianerehnshow.org 
review (novel) A Tree Grows 
in Brooklyn 

System 1: 10 
System 2: 5 



Kowalski 4 
 

Results 
The book I conducted a search on was A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith in the 
Onondaga County Public Library system catalog and Google.com. Information I required in my 
search included the following after I typed in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn: 

• Must be book format 
• Author 
• Summary 
• Places to purchase or borrow the book 

Each search provided me a myriad of results, and I was surprised to see the information that was 
presented. My ranking of relevance is as follows: 

• 0: Did not produce book format, author, summary of places to purchase or borrow the 
book 

• 5: Search had the author, title and summary, but did not provide book format and/or 
places to purchase or rent the book 

• 10: Results included book format, author, summary and places to purchase or borrow the 
book  

Results included a mixture of 0, 5 and 10 rankings. Some results did not include a book format, 
but were book audios or movies. There were multiple book reviews and summaries, as well as 
information about A Tree Grows in Brooklyn movie and its director. I did not receive a ranking 
of 10 until the eighth result from the OCPL system catalog and the third result from Google.com. 
These results surprised me; I had preconceived notions I would receive correct information in the 
first couple of results. Instead, the data I wanted was found further down the results lists, even in 
a traditional library catalog.  

Google 
 “Google now gives us blazing fast results as we type” (Sweeney, 2011). In regard to my search 
for A Tree Grows in Brooklyn through Google, I received thousands of results in less than a few 
seconds. Though I received a large quantity of results, the quality was not what I expected or 
required. Compared to OCPL, Google retrieved more adequate results because it had already 
information indexed and stored about myself. “Google search engines are trying to get getter at 
predicting what we need and cannot articulate” (Sweeney, 2011). The website will look at user 
demographics, what sites are most visited, information from a gmail.com account and data from 
a Google+ profile. It will modify search results based upon location, who interacts with the user 
and past searches. These factors provide data that is used in searches, though the information 
may or may not be relevant to what the user needs. 

Google did offer a relevant entry to my query within the top three results, and there were 
additional entries below the top three that matched my criteria, as well. “And research indicates 
that 36 percent of searchers do not go past the first 3 results, and 91 percent do not go past the 
first page results” (Sweeney, 2011). There were multiple entries on the first page that sufficed for 
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my query. Though I did not implement any data to narrow my search, Google reviewed past 
searches to bring information. The data was relevant, but I had to search through the data to 
determine if it was what I wanted. After this analysis, I was able to find entries that perfectly 
matched my needed query.  

OCPL Catalog System 
My search results in OCPL were not what I expected. “One would expect to see good result on 
the first page…but what are ‘good’ or ‘relevant’ results?” (Antelman, Lynema & Pace, 2006). 
The first three results did not pertain to the book. Instead, the results included records about the 
director of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn movie; these results were not relevant to the data I wanted.  

With no preset search requirements, the catalog offers any and all information about the topic. 
This produces more results the user must search through to find what he or she needs. “Only a 
searcher can determine whether results are relevant” (Antelman, Lynema & Pace, 2006). The 
traditional library catalog can only process what information we give it. If there are no specifics 
or limitations, the catalog will produce all possible results; this includes content the searcher 
does and does not deem as relevant. 

Antelman, Lynema and Pace state some methods to produce more relevant search results in 
traditional library systems. These included correct spellings and using details for the searches. 
The OPCL catalog system has a keyword search that allows users to provide detailed information 
to narrow searches. After the information is typed in the search bar, users can narrow down the 
field (title, ISBN, author) or format (book, audiobook, DVD). These options serve as filters for 
the results, make results more relevant and do not require users to heavily evaluate each result.  

If a user wants to look for a book or DVD in a traditional library catalog system, some effort 
must be completed by the user. This includes making the search as specific as possible through 
correct spelling of the item searched and typing or selecting data in keyword fields that will 
narrow search results. This process produces more relevant search results. If I had done this for 
my initial book search, I would have received more relevant search results, and would not have 
to evaluate each record to determine if it met my requirements for A Tree Grows in Brooklyn.  

Conclusion 
What a user deems relevant and what search engines or catalogs view as relevant are different. 
Google “represents a lot of faith in technology that has its own rules on what is relevant content 
and how often certain sites get indexed” (Sweeney, 2011). The search engine determines relevant 
results through customization and localization, especially if the user is logged into his or her 
account; it will produce relevant results based on the user’s search history. Traditional library 
catalogs can produce thousands of results for users, and these results may not be relevant. It is 
important for users to utilize the option to narrow search results by setting prerequisites before 
the search begins; this offers users more results relevant to their need. Since there is much data in 
retrieval systems, users must evaluate results to find relevant information. To avoid evaluation 
for relevant data, users should utilize settings, keywords and toolbars to make the process more 
efficient and produce more relevant data.   
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