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Introduction

Zotero is a Firefox extension that runs as a 'dashboard' in your Firefox browser. While it is meant for collecting, managing and citing sources during research, Zotero works well as a reference tool.

The advantage of Zotero in a virtual reference situation is that the content of saved web pages is searchable from within the Zotero dashboard. Additionally, the basic organization and display of your library allows at-a-glance access to the subject guides you’ve added. 

The process of creating a library is iterative and goes a long way to familiarizing the user with the world of research guides; however, it falls far short of subject expertise and a good reference interview, which is the ultimate time-saver. 

If you decide to use Zotero, it is recommended that you refer to their Quick Start Guide found here. 

The following guide will give a basic outline, and show one way of using Zotero in virtual reference. 

The basic levels of organization in your Zotero library: 

Library > Collections > Collection Items > Item Records > snapshots of web pages or sections > tags

Library: your library is the master list, or sum, of all items in all of your collections.

Collections: collections are folders you've created for organizing documents and web pages.

Collection Items: collection items are the web pages, documents, and citations you've added to a particular collection.


Item Records: item records include fields and tabs for resource description.

Snapshots: the snapshot is a copy of the web page and link, saved on your computer, which enables you to search the contents.

Tags: tags are labels you’ve attached to item records and snapshots

The Zotero Dashboard
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Done. Zotero





Left Panel


Middle Panel



Right Panel

Left Panel

The left panel displays the Collection level of your library. The panel can be split to display your tags in the lower half.

Left Panel Buttons 
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Start a new Collection
Toggle the tabs panel


Set Preferences

Middle Panel

The middle panel displays Items associated with the chosen collection. An item with an arrow in the left margin will open out to give access to the snapshot of the web page or section you have saved.

Middle Panel Buttons
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Search your library descriptors

Create new item from current page
Search contents of saved pages



Manually add an item

Right Panel

The right panel displays the fields and tabs that enable resource description. If a snapshot item is selected in the middle panel, a URL link is shown in the right panel, along with fields for description and note taking. 

Right Panel Buttons
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Hide dashboard

Toggle full-screen dashboard

Using Zotero

Click on the ‘Start a new collection’ button, give the collection a title, then navigate to a webpage whose contents you want access to in the future. Click on the ‘Create new item from current page’ button in the middle panel. Click on the item now added to the middle panel, and add information, notes and tags to that item record in the right panel.  Tag the record and the snapshot. Navigate away from, or close, the page and then check the searchability. 

Searching the Contents of Items.

· The dashboard search box automatically ANDs the search terms. You may also put the search terms in quotes to enable a phrase search. There is no OR search capability. Search terms can be truncated with * except when doing a phrase search.

· When the desired page is accessed after a keyword search, the webpage must be searched again, using Firefox’s search capacity (Edit>Find), if you want to your search term highlighted in the document. Zotero does not automatically highlight the search term in the document. Note: make sure “Match case” is not checked in your Firefox ‘Find’ bar.

FAQs

I checked the size of my Zotero library…it’s 25MB!  How can I cut down on the file size?

You can cut down on file sizes by saving selections of webpages, rather than the whole page 

A subject guide I want to save is a .pdf file, and its contents won’t show up in searches. How do get Zotero to search a .pdf?

In Zotero preferences, Search tab, you can download a .pdf indexing application. If your .pdf documents are not indexed automatically, you can initiate the indexing by clicking on the green ‘re-index’ symbol next in the item record.

I clicked on a tag, how do I get back to my other items?

The tag links in the left panel toggle on and off. Just click the tag again, and you’ll be back to the rest of your library.

Why don’t my tags get bolded when I do a search?

It’s very important to tag the snapshot. If you only tag the item record, the contents of the page won’t be linked to a tag. 

I deleted an item, but it keeps showing up in my search results. What’s going on?

If you highlight an item and click the delete key, you’ll purge the item from the collection, but not from the library. To completely delete an item, right click on the item, and choose ‘Delete Selected Item from Library”

Why do I get totally unrelated subject guides in my keyword search results?

Some subject or research guides have style sheets that you’ve also saved and which are searchable. Some of the style sheets have links to other subjects, and these other subjects turn up in your results. Better to drag your mouse over the section of the page you want to index, right click on the highlighted section and choose “Create Zotero Item and Note from Selection”.  The page content will be added to the notes field of the item record. Be sure to delete the snapshot of the page from your library, otherwise the whole page will be indexed again. 

Tips

· To save a page quickly without first creating a folder, just add the item. Later you can drag and drop the item into any folder you’ve created.

· Improve searchability by adding keywords or even a controlled vocabulary to your notes in the snapshot, as these are searchable.

· Add Portable Firefox to your USB, download Zotero, and take your library with you to use on another computer. See Zotero’s webpage here for instructions

· Using the preferences button on the dashboard, you can direct your browser to use a different Zotero library. For example, you could have a general library for AskAway, and a subject-specific library for your specialty. See the Zotero help page here for information

About: 

From the website: 

Zotero is a production of the Center for History and New Media at George Mason University. It is generously funded by the United States Institute of Museum and Library Services, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, and the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation.
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