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Google Advanced Search 

Navigation 
Means of access to the Google Advanced search page have changed over time. At one point, there was a 
simple hyperlink next to the main search box at https://www.google.com/. At a different time, you’d be 
able to click a “gear icon” on the home screen to get to settings, which allowed you access to the 
Advanced search page. Presently, the access is still via Settings, but that’s now available as a hyperlink in 
the lower right. Once you click on that, you’ll see the Advanced search hyperlink. 

You can also run advanced searches by typing out certain phrases in the main Google search box, or in 
the address bar in some browsers if you have Google set as your default search engine. 

Phrase Searching 
Many of you are probably already familiar with how to search for a phrase using Google (or, indeed, 
many search engines and databases). Using that main Google search box, you can just put a phrase 
inside of quotation marks and you will be brought only results that match that precise phrase.  

Two things you may not have realized though: 1) you can also put just a single word into quotes (rather 
than a full phrase) to tell Google that you’re only interested in results that include that exact word 
(rather than related terms or different forms of the word); and 2) using the quotation marks is 
effectively the shortcut to running a phrase search without going to the Advanced search page. When 
available and helpful, I’ll provide notes on when shortcuts such as these exist for other Advanced search 
functionality as well. 

Site or Domain Limiter 
Perhaps the single most powerful Advanced search tool offered by Google is the site or domain limiter, 
often referring to just as the site limiter. Both with legal research and general internet navigation, it is 
one of the tools I use on a regular basis. The description Google provides of what this tool allows you to 
do is overly simplistic and misses the real power it provides: 

Search one site (like  wikipedia.org ) or limit your results to a domain like .edu, .org or .gov 

The real power, however, comes from using the site limiter to search just one part of one site. Let’s go 
over a couple examples to see that power in practice. 
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Example 1: Columbia Law School Classes 
What classes are offered at Columbia Law School that mention asylum in the course description? 

A simple Google search one might run consists of a string of relevant words. Maybe something like 
<Columbia law asylum class description>. This will get you about 365,000 results, and the top couple 
results are in fact courses that include asylum in the description. But within a few results, you’ll find 
websites that don’t even include the word asylum. And what about the other hundreds of thousands of 
results you aren’t going to look through? Can you be completely confident that there aren’t other 
courses listed somewhere in those results? Of course not, and we can do better. 

Columbia Law’s course search covers the past three years and a simple google search tells us that is 
available at http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/search. The first thing many people would do is 
check whether the website itself allows searching. Here, you can type asylum into the search box in the 
upper right. But what that box does is search the law school’s complete website. You’ll get “About 823 
results” and most of the top results aren’t course listings. We can do better. 

A Course Name search for asylum yields zero results – because asylum appears in the description of 
some courses, but not in the name of the course. So how can we search the descriptions?  

By using the site limiter to its full potential. To do so we need to get a sense of the website hierarchy, 
but that’s not nearly as complicated as it sounds. What we’re looking for is a common root URL.  

What is the root URL that is common to all webpages with course descriptions? 

First, we need to see a few such descriptions, so we’re just going to find a random selection of 
courses – search Course Name for law. Our first result is Administrative Law and the full course 
page (with description) is available at http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections/22128. 
We can see that by clicking the link and letting the page open, or holding the curser over the 
link. Compare that URL with the URLs for as many other classes as you’d like.  

Step 1: Identify the best available root URL of the course descriptions. That is, what part of 
that URL is *always* the same? That is the best common root URL to use with the site limiter.  

Here, every page begins with http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections - bingo! 

Step 2: Use that URL and the site limiter function together. A Google Advanced search with 
asylum in quotes (because it must appear) with the site limiter of 
http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections yields us the accurate and complete answer. 

If you didn’t want to run the search via the Advanced search page, you can achieve the same 
search by using this string: 

“asylum” site:http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections 

To see every section that’s been offered in the last few years, you can click the link to repeat the 
search with the omitted results included at the bottom of the list.  

http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/search
http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections/22128
http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections
http://www.law.columbia.edu/courses/sections
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Example 2: Forum Searching 
 
Fireflyfans.net is a fan site devoted to the short-lived show Firefly. Like many sites on the open web, it 
has a forum (labeled Community) where fans post a variety of material and discussions related to the 
show. Unfortunately, there isn’t a built-in way to search those posts for a particular item of interest. 

Fortunately, a Google Advanced search allows us to search the forum just as effectively as a built-in 
search engine. Note: this can also come in handle for forums that have a search function, but require 
registration to access it. If you don’t want to register, try a Google Advanced search first. 

So how can we search the full text of the posts, even without a search option? You guessed it, our same 
two-step process. 

Step 1: Identify the best available root URL that includes the full text of posts. 

For individual posts, the most complete URL is: http://www.fireflyfans.net/mthread.aspx?tid= 

Note the similarities and differences between this URL and the one we used for a list of topics. 

Step 2: Run the search, either from the Google Advanced search page or by typing your search terms 
then site:<Root URL> 

So, using our best available root URL, our search can be typed into the main Google search box or 
address bar as: 

“Jubal” site:http://www.fireflyfans.net/mthread.aspx?tid= 

Now you’ve searched the forum, but also have available with the helpful preview you are accustomed to 
with a Google search, as well as the Tools functionality (generally limiting by time is most useful). 

  

http://www.fireflyfans.net/mthread.aspx?tid=
http://www.fireflyfans.net/mthread.aspx?tid=
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Example 3: State Bar of New Mexico Ethics Opinions 
 
Here, we’re looking for any ethics guidance provided by the State Bar in New Mexico on the topic of 
contingent fees. A simple Google search will lead us quickly to the web site of the State Bar, which is 
where the ethics opinions are published. Specifically, we’ll end up at 
http://www.nmbar.org/Nmstatebar/For_Members/Ethics_Advisory_Opinions.aspx 

The Topical Index on the right has two entries for Contingent - Contingent Fee Agreements; Contingent 
Fee, Domestic Relations. If you use control-f to search for contingen, you’ll see that 2008-01 deals with 
paying a fact witness on a contingency fee basis. 

But if you want to verify that there aren’t actually any other opinions that mention “contingent fees”, a 
site: limiter search can help you do that. 

As we’ve done before: 

Step 1: Identify the best available root URL of the full-text opinions. 

http://www.nmbar.org/NmbarDocs/AboutUs/committees/Ethics/ 

Step 2: Run your search. 

“contingent fees” site:http://www.nmbar.org/NmbarDocs/AboutUs/committees/Ethics/ 

  

http://www.nmbar.org/Nmstatebar/For_Members/Ethics_Advisory_Opinions.aspx
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Example 4: Who was that attorney? 
 
One final example on the site: limiter that won’t come up often, but can be invaluable when it is needed. 
An associate comes in and asks whether there are photo books of other firms. It turns out that, the night 
before, the associate was talking to someone who works for Baker McKenzie. And that’s all the associate 
remembers, other than what the other person looks like. Is there any way to just browse headshots 
from a firm? Yes (sort of). 

If we go to Baker McKenzie’s website (http://www.bakermckenzie.com), we can see that the hierarchy is 
relatively straightforward. The root URL is the same for all attorneys, regardless of position - 
http://www.bakermckenzie.com/en/people 

But how can we use that without a name, practice area, law school, or some other term to search? 

It alone can be helpful. Run this search – site:http://www.bakermckenzie.com/en/people 

Then click Images. Voila - a collection of headshots! A word of warning – unlike text searches, Google 
(historically) would not tell you how many image results match your search criteria, and if the number 
was too high (precise number wasn’t known), it would truncate results rather than show thousands and 
thousands of images. It is now showing more images than it used to, but it may still be cutting it off at 
some very high number – it is tough to tell. 
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File type limiter 
 
Another useful function available on the Advanced search page is the file type limiter. This is likely to 
prove helpful when you are looking for a searchable or fillable PDF, or for presentation materials, or 
when you have a particular format that you need.  

Example: You are seeking a PowerPoint presentations that you know specifically includes the phrase 
“New York Courts”. 

If you run a simple search for “New York Courts” you’ll get just under 300,000 results. If you add the 
word PowerPoint after it, you’ll reduce your results dramatically, to about 327 – but most of those won’t 
actually be PowerPoint presentations. Try using the file type limiter instead: 

"new york courts" filetype:ppt 

Far fewer results (only 8) and all 8 are, in fact, PowerPoint presentations that reference New York 
Courts. 

If you’re unsure how a particular file type would be abbreviated (e.g., ppt for PowerPoint) you can 
selected from the choices provided on the Google Advanced search page. 
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Google Cache 
 
Google Cache is a tool that many people are already familiar with, at least in passing. Every time you run 
a search on Google, you have the option of looking at the cached page (if available) or the live page. To 

the right of the URL in a results list, there is a small triangle [ ]. If you click that triangle, you’ll be given 
the option to select the Cached version of the webpage. If you select that, you’ll be able to see a 
snapshot of what the webpage looked like the last time Google crawled (visited) it. Generally, this cache 
gets updated within a few days at the most. 
 
Example: Columbia Law 

How is this helpful? Well, it’s most often useful if you’re looking to verify information that you know the 
website had, but the site itself is (temporarily) down. 

The biggest benefit to cached versions of webpages via Google is the scope of sites covered. Google 
craws many of the websites people are most familiar with on a regular basis, so the page you’re looking 
for is likely to have a cached version available. 
 
The biggest drawback to cached versions of webpages via Google is the relatively short term availability 
of them. Only the most recent snapshot taken by Google is accessible, so if you want to see how 
something looked at a particular date range in the past, this is less likely to be helpful. 
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The Wayback Machine 
If you are seeking something that is older, a non-Google product called The Wayback Machine 
(https://archive.org/web/) is a much better bet. 
 
The Wayback Machine is part of archive.org, and the biggest difference between it and the Google 
cache is that The Wayback Machine captures and stores snapshots of particular webpages as they 
existed at different points of time, rather than just providing access to the most recent snapshot. The 
Wayback Machine also has a Save Page Now feature that allows you to select pages to have preserved 
at particular moments. 
 
While The Wayback Machine does have significantly greater depth that cached paged on Google, it also 
has significantly less breadth, so websites that are not widely visited may never be captured – unless 
you direct it to do so. 
 
Example: 

After a Web site that made School Shooter available for download removed it in 
response to mounting criticism, the developer stated that it may make the game 
available on its own Web site. Inside the Sick Site of a School Shooter Mod (Mar. 26, 
2011), http://ssnat.com. (Brown v. Entertainment Merchants Ass'n, 131 S.Ct. 2729, 
footnote 14 (2011)). 

 

  

https://archive.org/web/
http://ssnat.com/
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Perma.cc 
Perma.cc requires registration, but it is free to do so. Free individual accounts are limited to 10 captures. 
Library partners – called registrars – can get administrative accounts without that cap. Perma.cc has 
developed primarily out of academic law libraries, but it is also free for any academic libraries. 

It’s useful for a few reasons. One,  it includes both a “Screenshot view” and a “Capture View” – the 
former is a simple picture, the latter can be made to have link-clicking functionality. It also has the 
added benefit of being able to restrict access, so if there is something you want to capture but you don’t 
want to have saved to The Wayback Machine for all to see, Perma.cc is a good option. 

Compare the three perma.cc links below. 

https://perma.cc/8H6E-78CA - ssnat.com 

https://perma.cc/RW6C-7B3G - WorldCat - Where the Law is: An Introduction to Advanced Legal 
Research 

https://perma.cc/DYL9-YYRU - NASA > ECLIPSE 101 > Safety  

https://perma.cc/8H6E-78CA
https://perma.cc/RW6C-7B3G
https://perma.cc/DYL9-YYRU
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Google Subpages 
These are no substitutes for official sources (e.g., official translations, patent 
offices, or court reporters) but can be used as starting point for convenience. 

Translate 
https://translate.google.com/ 
Or just conduct a simple Google search for translate <foreign word> to English. Kvinne example. 
Translate.google.com also allows for the translation of complete web pages, with navigation left intact. 
See, for example, http://www.lbd.lt/. 

Patents 
https://patents.google.com/ 
A resource that includes patents not just from the US, but also from select other jurisdictions. You can 
search by keyword and limit by a wide range of facets thereafter. You can also plug in a patent identifier 
(e.g., US7065514B2, 7065514) to be taken directly to that patent, sometimes with PDF files of the actual 
patent filings, even those not in English (e.g., fireworks search). 

Newspapers 
https://news.google.com/newspapers 
Consider the Titanic. If you run a simple Google search for Titanic, you’ll get a wealth of results – some 
about the movie, some about the soundtrack to the movie, and some about the ship itself.  

But run that same search in Google’s newspaper archive and get some results that include PDFs of 
contemporaneous coverage of the tragedy from when it happened in 1912. 

Scholar 
https://scholar.google.com/ 
Free case law text – without annotations, but fully searchable. From the About coverage note: 

Currently, Google Scholar allows you to search and read published opinions of US state 
appellate and supreme court cases since 1950, US federal district, appellate, tax and 
bankruptcy courts since 1923 and US Supreme Court cases since 1791. In addition, it 
includes citations for cases cited by indexed opinions or journal articles which allows 
you to find influential cases (usually older or international) which are not yet online or 
publicly available. 

Legal opinions in Google Scholar are provided for informational purposes only and 
should not be relied on as a substitute for legal advice from a licensed lawyer. Google 
does not warrant that the information is complete or accurate. 

You can also search for journal articles (not limited to law), sometimes with full text. If you are 
at a university with IP access, you may be able to click through from Google Scholar directly to 
subscription full-text access.  

https://translate.google.com/
https://patents.google.com/
https://news.google.com/newspapers
https://scholar.google.com/
https://scholar.google.com/intl/en/scholar/help.html#coverage
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Questions & Contact Info 
 

If you have any questions now, please feel free to ask them. 

 

 

If you have any questions in the future and want to contact me, please don’t hesitate to do so. 

 

R. Martin Witt (“Marty”) 
Head of Public Services & Lecturer in Law 
Columbia Law School 
rwitt@law.columbia.edu 

 

 

mailto:rwitt@law.columbia.edu
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