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By Alejandro Montmollin

Google is the leading Internet search site, indexing more than 3 billion sites (as declared). Founded in 1998, it’s name is a play on the word "googol", which was coined by Milton Sirotta, to refer to the number represented by 1 followed by 100 zeros. A googol is a very large number. There isn't a googol of anything in the universe. Not stars, not dust particles, not atoms. Google's use of the term reflects the company's mission to organize the immense, seemingly infinite, amount of information available on the web. It’s currently answering more than 150 M queries daily, and its interface is available in 86 different languages, for more than 62 M unique users monthly.

Google runs on a unique combination of advanced hardware and software. The speed in replying to queries (typically under 1” now matter how large the results are) can be attributed in part to the efficiency of it’s proprietary search algorithm and partly to the thousands of low cost PC's networked together to create a super fast search engine.

The heart the software is PageRank, a system for ranking web pages developed by Google´s founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin at Stanford University. PageRank relies on the uniquely democratic nature of the web by using its vast link structure as an indicator of an individual page's value. In essence, Google interprets a link from page A to page B as a vote, by page A, for page B. But, Google looks at more than the sheer volume of votes, or links a page receives; it also analyzes the page that casts the vote. Votes cast by pages that are themselves "important" weigh more heavily and help to make other pages "important."  Important, high-quality sites receive a higher PageRank, which Google remembers each time it conducts a search. Google combines PageRank with sophisticated text-matching techniques to find pages that are both important and relevant to the search. Google goes far beyond the number of times a term appears on a page and examines all aspects of the page's content (and the content of the pages linking to it) to determine if it's a good match for your query. Google takes a snapshot of each page examined as it crawls the web and caches these as a back-up in case the original page is unavailable. The cached content is the one used to judge whether this page is a relevant match for your query.

Google is a fully automated search engine, which employs robots known as 'spiders' to crawl the web on a monthly basis and find sites for inclusion in the Google index. Since this process does not involve human editors, it is NOT necessary to submit a site to Google in order to be included in the index. The vast majority of sites listed are not manually submitted for inclusion. Google's complex, automated methods make human tampering with it’s results extremely difficult. Google's order of results is automatically determined by more than 100 factors, including the PageRank algorithm. This is the only information available to the public about the ranking system. As stated in the site, no one can buy a higher PageRank and a Google search is an easy, honest and objective way to find high-quality websites with information relevant to your search. Nevertheless, I feel that this algorithm can be fooled in some way.

Extensive help on how to optimize and refine queries is available in the site. It’s well organized and easy enough to follow, with plenty of examples.

Google only returns web pages that contain all the words in a query, so refining or narrowing the search is as simple as adding more words to the search terms already entered. It also ignores common words and characters such as "where" and "how", as well as certain single digits and single letters, because they tend to slow down the search without improving the results. Google will indicate if a common word has been excluded by displaying details on the results page below the search box. If a common word is essential to getting the results wanted, you can include it by putting a "+" sign in front of it. Similarly, you can exclude a word from your search by putting a minus sign ("-") immediately in front of the term you want to avoid.

Another method for doing this is conducting a phrase search, which simply means putting quotation marks around two or more words. Common words in a phrase search (e.g., "where are you") are included in the search. Google also supports the logical "OR" operator. 

If you know the website you want to search but aren't sure where the information is located within that site, you can use Google to search only that domain. Do this by entering what you're looking for followed by the word "site" and a colon followed by the domain name. 

Searches are NOT case sensitive. To provide the most accurate results, Google does not use "stemming" or support "wildcard" searches. In other words, Google searches for exactly the words entered in the search box. Searching for "googl" or "googl*" will not yield "googler" or "googlin".

Other advanced search features include Language (which language you would like your results returned in), Date (restrict your results to the past three, six, or twelve months), Occurrences (specify where your search terms occur on the page - anywhere on the page, in the title, or in the url), Domains (search only a specific website or exclude that site completely from your search), SafeSearch (excludes sites containing pornography).

Google supports several advanced operators, which are query words that have special meaning to Google. Typically these operators modify the search in some way, or even tell Google to do a totally different type of search. Several of the more common operators use punctuation instead of words, or do not require a colon. Among these operators are OR, "" (the quote operator), - (the minus operator), and + (the plus operator). Below is a list of all the special operators Google supports.
Alternate Query Types 
· Cache: will show the version of the web page that Google has in its cache. 

· Link: will list WebPages that have links to the specified webpage. 

· Related: will list web pages that are "similar" to a specified web page.

· Info: will present some information that Google has about that web page. 

· Stocks: will treat the rest of the query terms as stock ticker symbols, and will link to a page showing stock information for those symbols.
Query Modifiers  
· Site: will restrict the results to those websites in the given domain.

· Allintitle: will restrict the results to those with all of the query words in the title. 

· Intitle: will restrict the results to documents containing that word in the title.

· Allinurl: will restrict the results to those with all of the query words in the url.

· Inurl: will restrict the results to documents containing that word in the url.

Web Search Features

• Cached Links: View a snapshot of each page as it looked when indexed. 

• Dictionary Definitions: View a dictionary definition for any or all parts of a query.

• File Types: Search for non-HTML file formats including PDF documents and others.

• I'm Feeling Lucky: Bypass the results and go to the first web page returned for the query. 

• News Headlines: Enhances search results with the latest related news stories.

• Phonebook: Look up U.S. street address and phone number information.

• Similar Pages: Display pages that are related to a particular result.

• Site Search: Restrict search to a specific site.

• Spell Checker: Offers alternative spelling for queries.

• Stock Quotes: Get stock and mutual fund information.

• Street Maps: Find U.S. street maps.

• Web Page Translation: Provides English speakers access to a variety of non-English web pages.

• Who links to you: Find all the pages that point to a specific URL.

Services

Besides the obvious web search, Google provides a number of additional services, detailed below:
· Froogle - Find products for sale from across the Web.

· Answers - An open forum where Researchers answer questions for a fee.

· Catalogs - Search and browse mail-order catalogs online.

· Groups - Post and read comments in Usenet discussion forums.

· Image Search - Image search on the web with 425 million images.

· Labs - Prototypes and projects in development by Google engineers.

· News - Search and browse 4,000 continuously updated news sources.

· Special Searches - Narrow searches to a specific topic. 

· University Search - Narrow searches to a specific school website. 

· Web Directory - The web organized by topic into categories.

· Wireless - Access from any number of handheld devices. 

Tools
There are also some tools to aid in the customization of Google:
· Browser Buttons - adding Google buttons to your browser's personal toolbar. 

· Google in Your Language - Volunteer to translate Google's help information and search interface into your favorite language. 

· Toolbar - adding Google’s toolbar to your IE browser.

· Translate Tool - Translate text or entire web pages. 

· Web APIs - tool for software developers to automatically query Google.

The site is divided mainly in two parts: the search section and all the other stuff I’ve already mentioned above (help, history, services, and so). I find this section to be a little clumsy and confusing. Although I searched through it many times during this research, each time I restarted I had to spend some time until I was able to find again what I was looking for.

On the contrary, the search section is very straightforward and very easy to use. You can search for documents, images, groups, people or news with just a click once you’ve entered your arguments. You can also specify to get only the first answer to your query, which is supposed to be the most relevant to the defined search.

Google recognizes a few document types other than HTML: Adobe Acrobat (pdf), Adobe Postscript (ps), MS Word (doc), MS Excel (xls), MS Powerpoint (ppt) and Rich Text Format (rtf). In case a search returns any of this documents, it is stated at the beginning of each individual result.

The default number of results per page is 10, which is supposed to offer the best performance. This number can be increased to 20, 30, 50 or 100. 
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