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Introduction. With the increase in the availability of digital text collections for humanities
researchers, tools to enable enhanced retrieval are required. If words with very specific
properties could be retrieved from a text collection more accurate linguistic and other
analyses can be made. There are a range of properties and metadata that could be specified
for retrieval, from morphological data up to bibliographic data. Furthermore, the
bibliographic data should not only be on item level but extended to the text-level. For
example, in an anthology each section could be encoded with the author of that section. Such
extended metadata will enable fine-grained retrieval.
Method. In this study, current tools were evaluated to determine to what extent they allow
users to retrieve words with specific properties from a text collection.
Analysis. The analysis is limited to the following criteria: interface design, metadata, search
options, filtering and search results.
Results. Currently, it is not possible for a user to retrieve words with specific properties from
a text collection.
Conclusion. An extended set of metadata should be used to encode text to enable retrieval of
words on a fine-grained level.
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Introduction
The amount of digital text data available is increasing rapidly. Researchers from different
disciplines are interested in using these data in their research. Though one might associate the
use of large amounts of data with the natural sciences, researchers in the humanities are
increasingly interested in the use of large digital collections for research. Some of the well-
known large digital text collections include Google Books, Internet Archive and HathiTrust.

The availability of such data, and technology to process the data, are opening up new
possibilities in the field of humanities (e.g., Howard, 2017; Nicholson, 2013; Rydberg-Cox et
al., 2000). Some tools have been developed to help users to search for information in large
digital text collections, for example the Google Books Ngram Viewer
(https://books.google.com/ngrams). Using this tool, a user can see the usage frequency of a
term over a period of time. Some interesting research using this tool has been done (e.g.,
Acerbi et al., 2013; Michel et al., 2011; Ophir, 2016).

Problem statement
Though there are some exciting developments, there are some criticism against current tools
and methods. For example, Google Books Ngram Viewer has been severely criticised for the
lack of metadata (e.g., Koplenig, 2017). Furthermore, there are some additional features that
could enhance the tools, specifically in terms of metadata. If texts are encoded with detailed
metadata more powerful searches will be possible. Two examples will suffice. Morphological
metadata could be added to enable a user to search for specific inflected forms of irregular
verbs; or metadata could be used to indicate structures in a text. For example, if a document
contains multiple languages, each section could be encoded with tags to specify the language
of that section; this will enable a user to search for words in a specific language on a very
detailed level. This means that texts need to be encoded on different levels, from metadata to
indicate structure in texts to detailed morphological data.

This study forms part of a larger research project to determine how texts could be encoded on
a detailed level to improve retrieval of words or phrases with specific properties from large
digital text collections.

The first step in answering the broader question will be to examine the most popular tools
used currently for the retrieval of words from a large text collection and answer the following
question:

To what extent do current tools allow a user to retrieve words or phrases with specific
properties?

Significance of the topic
This research makes an important contribution in the field of information seeking and use.
The overwhelming amount of text data available will only be effectively utilised if useful
tools are developed that enable users to retrieve the relevant information in terms of their
information needs. This study focuses on the ability of users to retrieve words with specific
properties from a text collection. By evaluating current tools, recommendations can be made
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for further development of advanced search tools used on large digital text collections.
Improved tools can help researchers, authors, and other users to observe trends and analyse
the results.

Examination of tools
Six tools that can be used to search for words (or phrases) in a digital text collection (corpus)
are examined to determine to what extent a user can search for words or sections of texts with
specific properties. The six tools that have been identified are the Google Books Ngram
Viewer, HathiTrust+Bookworm, Perseus Project, Voyant Tools, TXM and BNCweb. These
tools are used to search in large digital text collections. These tools are examined according
to the following criteria: interface design, metadata, search options, filtering and search
results. More criteria, such as complexity of use, help files and corpus design, could be
considered in future studies. Key features in these categories are highlighted. It is beyond the
scope of this paper to offer extensive detail of each tool.

Google Books Ngram Viewer

The Google Books Ngram Viewer shows the relative frequency of words (or phrases) used
over a specified period of time. The data used by this tool are from a selection of books from
Google Books. An example of a search is shown in Figure 1. In this example the tool is
showing all instances of well where it is a noun, of well where it is an adjective and where
well modifies done.

Figure 1: Google Books ngram viewer
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Interface design: The interface is simple and intuitive to use. A user can simply enter
a single word or phrase in the search field. An example search is available to
demonstrate the use of the tool.
Metadata: The dataset is annotated with morphological and syntactic data.
Search options: Apart from entering a single word or phrase, a user can also compare
terms by separating the terms by commas. It is possible to search for inflected forms,
parts-of-speech categories and words that modify other words (syntactic properties).
Truncation can be used to replace whole words in a search. Other search options are
also available.
Filtering: It is possible to filter by date and language. The dataset includes eight
languages. There is one subset for genre, which is the English fiction dataset.

Search results: The results are displayed in a graph. The results do not link to the underlying
data directly and it is not possible to see examples in context. Below the graph are links to
predetermined searches in Google Books for the search terms used in the specific search.

HathiTrust+Bookworm

The HathiTrust+Bookworm) also visualises the frequency of words over a period of time,
however a user can filter the results using bibliographic metadata. The data used by this tool
come from the HathiTrust Digital Library. In Figure 2 a search for the terms carriage and
chaise is shown. Filters, such as publication country, class and resources type, have been
applied.

Figure 2: HathiTrust+Bookworm
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Interface design: The interface is clean and simple. A user can enter a search term in
the input field and apply filters. More input fields can be added. An example search is
available to demonstrate the use of the tool.
Metadata: Only bibliographic data are available.
Search options: Single word searches are allowed, but not searches for phrases. No
truncation or other commands are available.
Filtering: There are 19 bibliographic filters that can be applied to each search term.
There is an additional filter for date that can be applied to the entire search.

Search results: The frequency counts are shown on a graph. It is possible to click on a point
on the graph and see a list of results for that point. The items in the list of results link to the
texts in the digital library. However, it only links to the volume, not the term(s) in context.

Perseus Digital Library

The Perseus Digital Library) was specifically developed to explore the possibilities of digital
collections. The focus was originally on Greek and Latin material, but the collection has
expanded. Figure 3 shows the results of a search for all forms of the Latin word suis, limited
to the Greek and Latin collection.

Figure 3: Perseus Project

Interface design: The interface is fairly simple. Descriptive labels are used for search
options. However, it is presumed that the user has some knowledge of the type of
materials in the collection.
Metadata: The texts in the collection are encoded with XML to indicate structures in
the text, for example paragraphs. The texts are parsed to enable searching for inflected
forms.
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Search options: The general search options include searching for the occurrences of
words in texts (as demonstrated in figure 3) or to search for more information about a
single word. A user can also select a word as it appears in a text and link to more
information about that word. Other search options are also available.
Filtering: Results can be limited to specific collections.
Search results: The type of results depends on the type of search. Either a list of
instances where a word appears in context is returned, or more information about a
word is returned.

Voyant Tools

Voyant Tools) is a free, online tool for text analysis. Texts to be analysed are added by the
user. The main page contains several panels, each with a different tool useful for text analysis
(for example to view trends). Figure 4 shows a section of the tool.

Figure 4: Voyant Tools

Interface design: Voyant tools has a user-friendly interface, which consists of one
platform with different tools.
Metadata: There are no specific metadata. Texts encoded in XML may be uploaded.
Search options: Some tools on the platform have a search option, where a user can
search for a single word or a phrase. Some features are available to construct a query,
for example, wildcard and proximity operators. Integration with XML is possible and
XPath expressions can be used to select sections of an encoded texts when importing
the texts.
Filtering: If using XML, then some form of filtering is possible.
Search results: Each tool will produce different results. Pertinent to this study is the
tool that shows occurrences of words in a text in a graph and the tool that shows
words in context.

TXM

TXM is a free text analysis environment. One of the main aims was to be compatible with
encoded texts (for example, texts encoded with Text Encoding Initiative). It is a powerful tool
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and it is beyond the scope of this study to offer an in-depth description of all the features of
this tool. Specific features relevant to this study will be highlighted. Different corpora can be
imported and studied. A query in the concordance is shown in figure 5. This example query
searches for a sequence of four words, where the first word must be a verb, the second word
must be le, the third word must be a noun and the last word in the sequence must end in an -e.

Figure 5: TXM

Interface design: It is a powerful tool with numerous features, and consequently the
tool does not have a simple interface.
Metadata: Various levels of metadata are available. Bibliographic metadata are
included for each text in a corpus. The structure of the texts that are imported may be
encoded. Words may be annotated with morphological data.
Search options: Queries may be written in a query language, allowing for powerful
queries. Truncation and wildcard characters can be used. It is possible to search for
lemmas, part-of-speech categories, single words or phrases. It is also possible to
search in textual structures, such as paragraphs, by using the tags used in the
encoding. There are also query assistants which help a user to construct a query
through using a graphical user interface.
Filtering: Filtering is achieved through the search options.

Search results: Various types of results can be retrieved. The concordance lists the retrieved
instances in context. It is possible to link to more context.

BNCweb (CQP-Edition)

The BNCweb (CQP-Edition)) is one of the tools that are used to explore the British National
Corpus (BNC). The interface is simple, while allowing users to enter complex queries based
on a corpus query language. The results of a search are shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6: BNCweb (CQP-edition)

Interface design: The interface is simple and intuitive.
Metadata: The data (BNC XML edition) include grammatical, structural as well as
bibliographic data.
Search options: Various advanced search options are available. For example, there are
wildcard characters to search for patterns or variations of words, one can search for a
word form with a certain part-of-speech tag, lemmas, word sequences and within
certain text structures that were encoded.
Filtering: Filtering is allowed according to the available bibliographic data.

Search results: The default option is to display retrieved instances in context. It is possible to
link to more context and see information about the text the instance is from. Other display
options are available.

Conclusion
There is increasing interest in using large digital text collections for research purposes.
Several tools have been developed to allow a user to explore such data. These tools allow
researchers to do more than what is possible using a general search engine. There are options
to visualise trends, make selections based on morphological or syntactic properties, retrieve
sections of encoded data or filter according to bibliographic data. However, there are several
limitations in the tools currently available. Tools with simpler interfaces do not allow users to
filter on a detailed level. Some tools allow very specific filtering but are complex. None of
the tools in this study allows a researcher with little prior training or knowledge of encoding
(such as XML), to search for words (or phrases) with specific properties in a large collection
of texts and ideally view the usage frequency of the word(s) over time. More work should be
done to determine what metadata can be used to encode texts to enable meaningful retrieval,
and how a tool can use such metadata to support retrieval in an easy and intuitive manner.
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