Searching for studies: Package-specific guidance 

This guidance provides more information on the specific learning package, related to the didactic input, interactive exercises and any important discussion points. For general information on planning and implementing a workshop/session, please consult the Trainers’ Guide. 
1. About the learning package
This learning package contains the following learning material: 
· PowerPoint presentation on theoretical concepts
· Exercise
· Searching for studies in the Cochrane Library
· Selecting search terms
· Handout
· Searching for studies – useful searching links
· Selecting search terms
· Multimedia 
· Links to Cochrane-produced YouTube videos on: 
· Search in systematic reviews
· Using controlled vocabulary in a search
· Using Boolean operators
· How to update a search
· Additional resources
· Link to the Cochrane Interactive Learning module 3
· Link to Cochrane handbook Chapter 4
· Links to the relevant MECIR standards 

2. Using the presentation
The PowerPoint presentation contains the didactic input for this learning package. The Trainers’ Guide provides general information and guidance on using the PowerPoint presentations (section 3.1). The presentation contains detailed notes and suggestions for discussion points. As this is quite a long presentation that contains a lot of new information, we suggest that you include enough breaks so that participants are not overwhelmed. 
3. Implementing interactive exercises
The two exercises in this learning package are closely related. The first exercise focuses on conducting a simple search in the Cochrane Library, while the second looks at selecting search terms and building a search strategy. If you choose to implement both exercises, you can either implement them separately after the relevant sections in the presentation (see notes to trainers on slide 14 and 36), or you can choose to implement both exercises at the end of the didactic presentation (see section 3.2 on a suggested approach for this option). 
3.1 Searching for studies in the Cochrane Library
This practical exercise contains a step-by-step guide to doing a search in the Cochrane Library, using the example ‘Caffeine for daytime drowsiness’. The exercise thus enables participants to practice a simple search in the Cochrane Library, and specifically aims to identify relevant trials in the Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL). 
Participants are given step-by-step instructions and screenshots of the Cochrane Library, on using the advanced search option and the search manager, searching with text words and MeSH terms, and combining search terms to run a complete search, and are required to conduct the search while going through these steps. This exercise therefore requires access to a computer and to a stable internet connection. 
If you are planning to implement this exercise, you need ensure that all participants will have access to a computer. The easiest way to do this is to ask participants to bring their own laptops or tablets to the workshop. In some contexts, you might have access to a computer lab, in which case participants could work on available computers. Furthermore, you need to make sure that the workshop venue is equipped with a stable internet connection that can be accessed via Wi-Fi. We don’t recommend asking participants to be responsible for their own internet connection (e.g. in the form of mobile routers or mobile data), especially in low-and-middle-income settings where data may be expensive and internet connections unstable. 
Although this exercise can be conducted in pairs, we suggest that each participant makes use of the opportunity do conduct a simple search in the Cochrane Library on their own. Participants unfamiliar with the search process might find it daunting and will benefit from hands-on experience. Facilitators should be available to engage with individual participants and assist them if they get stuck. Allowing enough time for this exercise is key, as participants need to familiarize themselves with the search interface and the process. We therefore suggest putting aside one hour for this exercise. You might find that some participants will go through the exercise faster than others. In that case, you can encourage them to do another search, on a question that they are working on or are interested in. 
Although this exercise contains screenshots of the relevant steps, you can also consider giving a short, live demonstration of a simple search in the Cochrane Library before the start of the exercise. Participants usually find it helpful to have seen how a search was done before performing their own. However, you need to consider that a live demonstration will require additional time (about 30 minutes).
3.2 Selecting search terms
This exercise provides participants with a framework to selecting search terms related to a review question they are interested in. Although the exercise states that participants can also use the example of ‘Helmets for preventing head and facial injuries in bicyclists’, this example is covered in the presentation and in the ‘Using Boolean operators’ animation. Trainers can therefore encourage participants to use their own review question for this exercise. 
Once the review question is clear, participants need to break down the question into its relevant PICO elements and think of synonyms or alternative search terms for all the main PICO concepts. 
Although this exercise can be done by individual participants, it is well suited to be done in pairs, as it might be easier to come up with synonyms and alternative terms when discussing these with a second person. Facilitators can support participants by engaging with individuals or pairs, encouraging them to be creative when thinking through alternative terms and how to find them. As an example, participants can look at existing systematic reviews on a similar topic to see which terms were used; use the synonym function in MS Word etc. We suggest allocating 30 to 40 minutes for this exercise.
As mentioned above, you can consider combining the exercise on searching the Cochrane Library (section 3.1) with the exercise on selecting search terms (section 3.2) at the end of the didactic presentation. To do so, we suggest that participants start with the exercise on selecting search terms and then use these terms, instead of the terms linked to the ‘Caffeine for daytime drowsiness’ example, to conduct the search in the Cochrane Library, as outlined in the step-by-step guide. This will allow participants to apply their own search terms to the practical aspect of conducting the search. Furthermore, they might encounter challenges (e.g. too many hits or too few hits) that resemble a real world scenario. We suggest allocating 2 hours for this combined exercise and about 30 minutes for feedback. During the feedback session, you can ask participants how they experienced the exercise including what went well, what was challenging, etc. instead of feedback on the search terms they used and the number of studies that they found. 
4. Discussion points 
A lot of people feel overwhelmed when it comes to conducting searches efficiently, which is why participants often feel enlightened after this session, especially if they had an opportunity to practice hands-on searching. The interactive exercises as thus a very important aspect of this session. Below are some discussion points that might come up during the session. 
4.1 Text words vs. MeSH terms (controlled vocabulary)
Participants who are unfamiliar with the searching process often struggle to understand the difference between a text word search and a search using controlled vocabulary (called MeSH terms in MEDLINE and the Cochrane Library), and why it is important to combine the two (see slides 25-27 in the PowerPoint presentation). 
A useful way to explain MeSH terms is to use the example of a Twitter hashtag (#): A hashtag is used to connect content on a specific topic, theme or conversation and thus makes it easy to discover any posts related to these specific topics. In the same way, journal articles are tagged with keywords related to the content of the article, so that we can find them more easily when looking for a paper on a specific topic. However, MeSH terms are pre-specified terms listed in a database. You therefore need to find the correct MeSH term for your concept before using it in your search. Similarly, you cannot use your friend’s nickname if you want to tag him/her in a photo on Facebook – you need to use the name they put forward in their Facebook profile, so that they will be associated (or tagged) with the photo. It is often useful to show participants how to find MeSH terms – you can use the screencast on ‘Using controlled vocabulary in a search’ for this purpose, or do a live demonstration if time permits. 
To summarise, MeSH terms refer to the content of an article, while text words refer to the words contained in the article. By combining MeSH terms and text words in a search, the chance of missing important information is therefore minimised. 
4.2 Searching skills
Some people might find conducting searches daunting. As mentioned in the presentation, it is important to highlight that participants can consult with information specialists to help them plan and conduct a search for a systematic review, as these can become very complex. 
However, it is important to point out, that the searching skills acquired during this session are not only useful when conducting systematic reviews, but also when looking for evidence to inform healthcare decisions. Finding evidence to answer a specific question is an essential step as part of evidence-based practice. You can therefore encourage participants to practice searching in the Cochrane Library and MEDLINE on a regular basis. In time, participants will become more efficient in searching for and finding relevant studies. This is indeed a matter of ‘practice makes perfect’. 

