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Guide overview:

Searching for evidence to inform best practice in medical education is a complex

undertaking. This guide provides a comprehensive overview of relevant information

sources and methods (including bibliographic databases, grey literature, hand searching and the Internet) and describes when they should be consulted. The process of constructing a search is explained. This process is illustrated with images from search screens and is followed by numerous examples designed to reinforce skills and concepts covered. The guide includes a glossary.

Introduction

The explosion of information over the last decade has produced an enormous challenge for those seeking to navigate the evidence base quickly and effectively – but it has also produced enormous opportunities for those who do learn how to search successfully. This guide covers the wide range of skills and sources required to answer simple individual questions quickly and appropriately, but its larger aim is to provide guidance for systematic and comprehensive retrievals of evidence.

The challenges

Searches frequently have low sensitivity (i.e. many relevant citations are missed) and low specificity (i.e. many results that are returned are irrelevant). It is the purpose of this guide to describe how to improve sensitivity while not compromising specificity. In medical education searches must cover multiple databases if they are not to risk missing substantial amounts of significant evidence. The evidence is not contained in sources dedicated to medical education itself and therefore medical, educational and other specialist sources need to be identified. A further problem is that the subject headings often fail to capture the subject requirements of medical education.

Review of Information Sources

There exists a principle core of databases that should be consulted for any

comprehensive search.

Core bibliographic databases include:

· Medline: from the National Library of Medicine in Maryland, USA.

· Embase: owned by Elsevier Science, Netherlands.

· CINAHL: the Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature.

· ERIC: from the Education Resource Information Centre in the USA.

· BEI: the British Education Index

· PsycINFO: concentrates on psychiatric and psychological content,

Additional databases should be consulted when one needs to be as comprehensive as

possible (such as for a systematic review), or when the database compliments the search by the nature of the subjects it indexes.

Other methods of searching include:

· SCI (Science Citation Index)

· Ancestry searching

· Hand searching

· Experts in the Field

· Grey literature

Grey literature

There are many sources of grey literature including:

· Adobe PDF searchpdf.adobe.com

· CHID 
chid.nih.gov

· ClinicalTrials.gov www.clinicaltrials.gov
· CRISP database www-commons.cit.nih.gov/crisp/

· DARE (Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness) nhscrd.york.ac.uk

· Dissertation Abstracts www.lib.umi.com/dissertations/gateway

· National Guidelines Clearinghouse www.guideline.gov/index.asp

· National Research Register www.doh.gov.uk/research/nrr.htm

· National Technical Information Service www.ntis.gov/search

· OMNI www.omni.ac.uk

· TRIP www.tripdatabase.com

A number of national library catalogues index grey literature. Government sites and

professional organizations can be an excellent source of grey literature evidence. There are also a number of subscription or paid sources.

Web searching

Searching the web is an essential part of any systematic search. Web searching presents its own challenges and rewards. Search engines recommended include:

· www.google.co.uk

· www.alltheweb.com

· www.teoma.com

· www.wisenut.com

· www.hotbot.com

· uk.altavista.com

Meta-Search engines include:

· www.profusion.com

· ixquick.com/uk

Other choices include:

· vivisimo.com

· www.kartoo.com

Constructing searches

The process of structuring a search query can be broken down into three steps. These should ensure that the time you spend searching is more focussed and that the results are more relevant:

i) Defining the search query

Search queries must be precisely defined. Queries can be broken down into the

following components: participants, educational aspects and outcomes.

ii) Identifying and expanding the essential subjects

Examine each essential subject and make a list of any synonyms, alternative spellings, and related terms that you would like included in your results. You should

also think about how your essential subjects and associated terms relate to one

another in the context of your search query, and therefore how you will be

combining them when you search the databases.

iii) Setting out the scope of your enquiry

To make it so that you have fewer irrelevant results to look through, think about

some parameters, or inclusion and exclusion criteria.

A sample Medline search

A sample search of Medline in the guide takes the reader through the basic steps in

performing a subject search. The goal of the search is to find information to help answer the question: “Can an OSCE effectively assess communication skills in undergraduate medical students?” The sample search provides an illustration of various techniques and ways of addressing problems associated with literature searching.

Issues covered include:

· Subject searching

· The mapping display

· The difference between Subject heading and Keyword (free-text) searches

· Why use Subject headings?

· When to use a Keyword (free-text) search

· The Tree Display

· Combining the groups of synonyms

· Search results and how to use them to refine your search

· Refining tools: Limits and search filters

Search examples

Seven examples are given of Medline searches done via Ovid. Each example shows:

· the search query;

· the search strategy;

· a text description of each line of the strategy.

Managing information

Bibliographic management software is a valuable tool for anyone regularly reviewing the literature or collecting references and information sources in specialist subject areas. Some of the most well known commercially available products are EndNote

(http://www.endnote.com/), ProCite (http://www.procite.com/) and Reference Manager (http://www.refman.com/).

A BEME approach to searching

The BEME Collaboration has favoured an inclusive approach with regard to study design, and consequentially has not required searches to isolate particular methodologies.

A look ahead

Retrieving the information is just one step in evidence based practice; information

retrieval is followed by appraisal and synthesis. Topic Review Groups of the BEME

Collaboration are completing their systematic reviews in medical education.
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