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1. Introduction 
 
This presentation focuses on the primary resources Caltrans employees can use in finding 
transportation information.  
 
2. It’s Not All on the Internet 
 
The Internet is a tremendous resource and it provides an amazing amount of information 
at just the push of a few buttons. The downside is that having so much information 
available lulls us into thinking it’s everything. 
 
Some things you just aren’t going to find, such as the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978 or 
full text industry standards. At other times, your searches yield a great deal of 
information, but none of it is exactly what you need. 
 
3. Toolbox for Finding Transportation Information 
 
There are lots of tools out there that you can use when looking for transportation 
information but today we’ll focus on just a few:  
 

• TRIS Online - want to show you techniques for effective searching 
• TRT – I’ll show you complementary tool, the TRT 
• TRB Publications Index – Rememeber to use resources from TRB, many of 

which are available full text 
• Google Meta Transportation Search –Custom Search feature from Google that 

focuses on transportation resources 
• Direct you to the experts in identifying and accessing transportation information 

resources – your Caltrans librarians 
 
4. Picking a Topic 
 
To illustrate how to use these tools, I took a look at current research areas for DRI and 
chose the issue of culverts and protecting the environment to demonstrate various tools to 
assist you in locating the information you need. 
 



5. TRIS Online  
 

  
 
The first item in our toolbox is TRIS Online. TRIS is produced by the Transportation 
Research Board and is hosted by the National Transportation Library within DOT’s 
RITA. TRIS (Transportation Research Information Service) began with the manual HRIS 
system in 1960s which was developed to index publications about highways.  
 
Today TRIS is multimodal and it covers highways and traffic, public transportation, 
railroads, aviation, maritime and pipelines. It is also interdisciplinary and covers policy, 
planning and finance as well as design and construction, materials, environmental issues, 
safety and human factors and operations. It’s a bibliographic database which means it 
contains records for technical reports, journal articles and conference papers. There are 
more than 600,000 records, and about 10% have links to full-text. 
 
The TRIS Online New Search screen is also your entrée to other databases including 
TRB’s Research in Progress (RiP), ITRD and NTIS (government-funded research, 
records from 1990-2007) and TLCat, the union catalog for transportation libraries. 
 



6. TRIS Online – Advanced Search 
 

 
 
I usually use the Advanced Search screen in TRIS Online. It’s not just for “Advanced 
Searchers” – it’s for everybody. I use it because it allows you to specify a particular field 
such as a title search or a search for terms from the Transportation Research Thesaurus. It 
also allows you to focus your search by adding limits, such as a date range, or by 
specifying that you only want items that are available full text. You also can combine 
search terms with AND, OR, NOT. 
 
7. Advanced Search – Keywords Search 
 

 
 



 
It’s a good idea to always start with a broad search to get an idea of how much 
information there is on a particular topic. I’m going to do a simple, Keyword search for 
the terms “culverts” and “environment.” I’m going to truncate “environment” – search 
for the root, “environment,” with an asterisk at the end of it – so the search will retrieve 
variations such as “environmental.” 
 
8. Keyword Search Results 
 

 
 
 
This is what a search results page looks like. We’ve retrieved 220 records that match our 
search for culverts and environment. This is a brief display of each record. The display 
includes the title, author, corporate or government source, year, and URL for full text if 
available. 
 
9. Searching with TRT Terms   
 
Let’s use one of the features of TRIS that can focus your search – using the thesaurus. 
 



 
 
What’s a TRT Term? The TRT is the Transportation Research Thesaurus. It organizes 
information about transportation in hierarchical manner. What’s most important to you is 
knowing that when you specify a TRT term, you’ll retrieve records to which a human 
indexer has assigned that term as being significant. “Culverts” won’t be assigned as a 
TRT term unless that’s an important aspect of the article or report or paper. The same 
thing holds for the term “environment”.  
 
Let’s see how specifying TRT terms instead of Keywords changes your search results. 
 
10. Search Results – Using TRT Terms 
 

 
 
Using the TRT terms results in a more focused set of records. The 64 records generated 
from this search are a subset of the 220 found in the Keywords search. 
 



While we’re on this results page, note the box to the left of each record; you can click it 
and mark the records you’re interested in keeping. Your marked records can be 
downloaded in text, html or Excel format for later use. Note that records in the search 
results aren’t numbered. 
 
There is no email function integrated into TRIS Online. You need to mark records, view 
your marked records and download them to a file. Then open your email and send the file 
as an attachment. 
 
11. How to Find TRT Terms 
 

 
 
To use the TRT, you need to know what terms are used. You can access the TRT from 
the TRT tab in the TRIS Online search screen. But it’s probably easier to use the Browse 
tab on the search screen. You can browse any field from the dropdown menu. Choose 
“TRT Term,” then type “environment.” 
 
You can see all the variations on “environment” that are in the thesaurus. The thesaurus is 
integrated with the search engine, so if you click on any of the terms, such as 
“environmental justice,” TRIS will do a search for that term. 
 



12. TRIS Full Record Display 
 

 
 
Let’s go back to the results from our search using TRT terms in TRIS and look at the full 
display of one of the records. Click on a title to view the full record. Most TRIS records, 
including this one, include an abstract. You’ll also see the TRT (thesaurus) terms that 
have been assigned.  
 
Many users assume that clicking on the “Public Roads” link that appears to the left of the 
field name “Journal Title” will take you to the Public Roads website where you’d be able 
to find the article, but it won’t. This article is from the June 2007 issue of Public Roads, 
and clicking on  the “Public Roads” link will execute a search for records in TRIS that 
are from the June 2007 issue of Public Roads. Clicking on any of the links on this page 
will generate a search for the terms in the link. This confuses many users.  



 
So is there a link to the full-text? Yes, but the URL appears way down at the bottom of 
the record rather than near the top as you might expect. And that’s the only link on this 
page that will take you to the full text source document. 
 
13. Getting to the Source – No Full Text Links 
 

 
 
But what do you do when you find something that’s exactly what you need, such as the 
“Highway Drainage Guidelines” from AASHTO, and it’s not available online? Although 
the full record includes about 30 links, none of those links go to the full text.  



 
Your Caltrans Library is the answer. The library can loan you this or anything else 
published by AASHTO. And if the item you need isn’t in the Caltrans Library collection, 
library staff will locate it elsewhere and obtain it for you.  
 
14. When You Only Want Full Text 
 
While everything isn’t available on the internet, time constraints or other considerations 
can dictate that you’ll want to limit your search only to those publications that are 
available in full text online. If that’s the case, use the “Full Text Links Only” limit by 
checking that box in the Advanced Search screen. 
 

 
 
Your search results then will include only records containing URLs for full text versions. 
Note the URL in each of the items in the search results list. 
 



 
 
15. Search History – Going Back to Previous Searches 
 
One last feature of TRIS you should find useful is the Search History tab on the search 
screen. This allows you to easily reproduce your previous searches by simply clicking on 
the number of hits; you don’t have to re-enter your search terms. 
 

 
 
16. TRB Publications Index – http://pubsindex.trb.org/ 
 
Moving on to the second item in our transportation information toolbox, we’re going to 
take a look at the TRB Publications Index. If you haven’t used this index in a couple of 
years, take another look at it. The user interface has been improved, and there’s more 
content. You’ll find records for 30,000 TRB publications going all the way back to 1923. 
Many of the records are available full text and you’ll find the URLs in the index records. 



 

 
 
17. TRB Publications Index – Advanced Search 
 
The Publications Index also features an Advanced Search screen where you can apply 
limits. I’m doing the culverts and environment* search again, and this time I’m limiting it 
to things published between 2000-2007. Other limits allow you to specify a particular 
TRB series, such as TCRP reports, or to add TRT terms. 
 

 
 
18. TRB Publications Index – Search Results 
 
The search returned seven TRB publications on culverts and the environment which were 
published between 2000 and 2007. 



 

 
 
The TRB Publications Index had seven records that matched my search criteria. Title and 
date are displayed. Just as with TRIS search results, you can mark and save records, then 
mail them to yourself. 

9. TRB Publications Index – Full Record Display 

rds, you can view the complete record. If the full 
xt is available, you’ll see the URL. 

 

e
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By clicking on a title in the list of reco
te

 
 
In this particular example, the record was for a paper published in the Transportation 
Research Record. By following the highlighted link, you can download the paper. You 



may know that access to the full text of the TRRs has been difficult in the past. TRB has 
greatly improved access in the past couple of years. As a sponsor, Caltrans has acces
database 

s to a 
of full text TRRs that goes back to 1996. For access, contact the Caltrans 

ibrary. 

e full text, the Caltrans Library will be able to provide you 
ith the hardcopy documents. 

ttp://www.google.com/coop/cse?cx=006511338351663161139%3Ahovexomtgsw
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If what you need is not availabl
w
 
20. Googling to the Max – Google Meta Transportation Search 
h  

ings. But 
eta 

ransportation search is something that can greatly improve your results. 
 

 
You all search Google and for good reason – it’s effective in helping you find th
it can return a lot of stuff that’s not what you’re looking for. The Google M
T

 
 
Google Co-op is a platform that enables customization of the web search experience.  
Transportation librarians worked with Google to identify about 850 quality websites to
include in this Google Custom Search – federal governm

 
ent transportation sites, state 

OTs, transit agencies, research institutes, UTCs, etc. 

 “Transportation Meta 
earch” in the Google search box, and it’s the first hit returned. 

1. Google Meta Transportation – Quality Results 

ng for a 
affic” which is used very differently in discliplines outside of 

ansportation. 

D
 
Don’t try to remember the goofy URL – bookmark it, or just type
S
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For my culverts example, the results aren’t all of that much different from a general 
Google search, but think of how many false hits you’d avoid if you were looki
topic such as “tr
tr



 
You can focus your meta searches – there’s an option to search just state DOT sites, or
just transit agencies sites, under Search Engine Details. You can do the culvert search 
with the state DOT e

 

ngine and throw in “California.” You’ll find that not all these reports 
re from California. 

 
a

 
 
22. In-depth Literature Reviews  

olar, 

tabases and will either assist you with the search 
r they will condut the search for you. 

gle 
ull-text of 

rticles, talk to the people in the library. They’ll close that important gap. 
 

 
Your project may require a literature search and doing that effectively usually requires 
you to go beyond the free resources on the web. Fee-based databases such as GeoRef, 
NTIS and Compendex provide you with access to peer-reviewed scholarly journals and 
conference papers. You can do some of this research with a tool such as Google Sch
but more sophisticated databases are at your disposal through the Caltrans Library. 
Library staff can suggest appropriate da
o
 
Just as importantly, when your search uncovers useful publications, the Caltrans Library 
will be able to connect with the source material. And if you do use a tool such as Goo
Scholar and find yourself frustrated because you don’t have access to the f
a



23. Caltrans Library 
 
Your secret weapon in the battle to find the transportation information you need is the 
Caltrans Library. The staff there deals with the tools and resources on a daily basis. They 
know the important resources and the quirks you’re likely to encounter when using them. 
 
24. Toolbox – Your Key to Finding the Transportation Information You Need 
 
This presentation has showed you how to use some of the primary tools at your disposal 
for finding the transportation information that you’re looking for: 
 

• TRIS Online – locate reports, articles, papers, etc. 
• TRT – complementary tool for searching TRIS 
• TRB Publications Index – your entrée to 23,000 publications 
• Google Meta Transportation Search – focus on transportation sources 
• Caltrans Library – where you’ll find the experts in accessing transportation 

information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


