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If you’ve  e ve r g one  wand e ring  throug h an online  lib rary p ortal, 
you’ll know it’s a b it like  b e ing  a tre asure  hunte r e xce p t inste ad  of 
a p irate  map , you’ve  g ot a se arch b ar, and  inste ad  of g o ld  co ins, 
you’re  afte r knowle d g e  (which in acad e mia is worth far more  than 
d oub loons). Hid d e n in those  se arch re sults are  g litte ring  find s, rare  
article s, q uirky d atase ts, forg otte n the se s, o r d ig itise d  archive s that 
fe e l like  op e ning  a che st no  one ’s touche d  in d e cad e s. 
 
He re ’s the  fun p art. O nline  lib rary re source s are n’t just “Goog le , 
b ut without the  cat vid e os.” The y’re  curate d , lice nse d , and  loving ly 
org anise d  co lle ctions that your institution has alre ad y p aid  for, 
which me ans you have  a VIP acce ss to  information that the  op e n 
inte rne t ofte n ke e p s b e hind  a p aywall. The  ad ve nture  come s in 
fig uring  out e xactly whe re  that tre asure  is b urie d . 
 
The  trick is no t to  g rab  the  first thing  you se e . Just like  fictional 
p irate s who le ave  false  trails, the  most ob vious link isn’t always the  
riche st. Use  ad vance d  se arch filte rs, narrow b y d ate , sub je ct, o r 
e ve n d ocume nt typ e . Looking  for fre sh te aching  insp iration? Try 
filte ring  fo r “case  stud ie s” and  you mig ht uncove r an ob scure  
e xamp le  from halfway around  the  world  that fits p e rfe ctly into  your 
le sson p lan. 
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Anothe r g o ld mine ? Re fe re nce  lists. Eve ry g ood  acad e mic p ap e r is like  a  tre asure  che st 
that come s with its own map  which is the  citations. Follow the m and  you could  stumb le  
up on o ld e r, found ational works that make  you think, “How has no  one  to ld  me  ab out 
this b e fore ?” The re ’s a sp e cial joy in find ing  a 1973 article  that nails a p o int you thoug ht 
was b rand  ne w. 
 
Don’t forg e t to  wand e r a little . Lib rarians ofte n cre ate  sub je ct g uid e s and  curate d  lists 
that are  b asically re ad y-mad e  tre asure  trove s. You mig ht d iscove r niche  d atab ase s 
you’d  ne ve r have  se arche d  on your own from historical ne wsp ap e rs to  d ig itise d  rare  
b ooks that transp ort you to  anothe r ce ntury. 
 
And  the n the re ’s the  joy of the  une xp e cte d  find . In the  d ig ital stacks, se re nd ip ity still 
e xists that just hap p e ns throug h alg orithms and  linke d  re cord s rathe r than the  d usty 
she lve s. You mig ht start with “climate  chang e ” and  e nd  up  watching  a d ocume ntary 
you ne ve r kne w e xiste d , o r d ownload ing  a d atase t that sp arks a whole  ne w re se arch 
ang le . 
 
Whe n in d oub t, e nlist your lib rarian. Think of the m as your tre asure  g uid e , the  one  who 
knows whe re  the  se cre t map s are  ke p t and  which tunne ls le ad  to  the  g ood  stuff. The y’ll 
p o int you to  hid d e n d atab ase s, te ach you cle ve r se arch tricks, and  e ve n arrang e  an 
inte rlib rary loan (a.k.a. se nd ing  a b ook on a holid ay to  visit you). 
 
So  ne xt time  you log  into  your lib rary’s online  p ortal, d on’t just b e  a se arche r b ut b e  an 
e xp lore r. Follow trails, p e e k into  sid e  p assag e s, and  e mb race  the  thrill o f the  
une xp e cte d . Be cause  in the  vast oce an of online  re source s, the  most valuab le  tre asure s 
are  ofte n the  one s you d id n’t e ve n know you we re  looking  for. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 




