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The Library Catalog 

By Jeffrey T. Bowen 
Director of Technical Services 

University of North Florida 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good afternoon…I was asked to share a perspective of what constitutes the library catalog, particularly why we should be saying that OneSearch is the library catalog.



What is the catalog? 

• The data (metadata)? … or  
• the mechanism used to find and present 

resources to the patron? … or  
• Physical resources? … or 
• Everything the library has access to? … or 
• a combination of all of these? 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just what is a library catalog?  Is it the data in the catalog or the mechanism used to find and present that data?  Is it just our physical materials or is it everything we have access to?  Or… perhaps it is some combination of all of these.  Let’s answer this by taking a look at the theories and history of library catalogs.



Modern library theories 
• Charles A. Cutter (classification) – objectives of a catalog (No 

code of cataloguing could be adopted in all points by everyone, because the libaries for study and the libraries for reading 
have different objects, and those which combine the two do so in different proportions.  Again, the preparation of a 
catalogue must vary as it is to be manuscript or printed, and, if the latter, as it is to be merely an index to the library, giving in 
the shortest possible compass clues by which the public can find books) 

– To enable a person to find a book (resource) 
– To show what the library has [access to] 
– To assist in the choice of a book (resource) 

• S.R. Ranganathan (Five laws of library science) 
– Books (resources) are for use 
– Every reader his/her book (resource) 
– Every book (resource) its reader 
– Save the time of the reader 
– The library is a growing organism 
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Presentation Notes
The modern library really came into its own in the 19th century.  People like Dewey, Cutter, and Ranganathan helped define and develop the basic theories that are the underpinnings of modern day libraries.  Specifically, it was Charles Cutter who defined the modern catalog.  Cutter limited his discussion to books, because that was the prevalent format of his day.  However, his theories have stood strong even as the 20th century saw all kinds of different formats.  So, if you change the word book to resource, this definition or rather, these objectives are still very relevant to how we think of catalogs today.  Cutter was very clear that the catalog was not limited to a specific medium.  In his day, there were card catalogs and written print catalogs as well as manuscript catalogs, so he wasn’t concerned with the device or mechanism used, but rather with how it helped a person find what they needed.  His concern was whether the catalog in question: [read points].  In other words…did the catalog help the patron get access to the material offered by that library.

Ranganathan’s five laws of library science also contribute to the theorectical ideas behind what constitutes the catalog.  Again, he uses book, but we can also change that to resource and these laws are still very relevant.  [read and explain points]  So, in effect, Ranganathan is saying that the library is growing and changing and that our patrons have certain things they want and we need to provide them with those things in the way they want them if we are going to serve them effectively.  In his day, that meant providing a mechanism for efficiently finding books, or the subject card catalog.  What does mean today?




Brief history of library catalogs 
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Now let’s look at library catalogs over time:
The Library of Ashurbanipal from the 7th century BC is the earliest known library and is considered the inspiration for the Library of Alexandria.
Move ahead 400 years to the Library of Alexandria in 300 BC and we find the first known attempt at a full library catalog (Pinakes) where Callimachus created a systematic bibliography of Greek literature (120 papyrus roles)
Rome fell and Alexandria was destroyed and we moved into the Middle Ages.  Monks collected manuscripts, called Incunabula, and they actually made incunabula of their incunabula, providing a catalog of their holdings.
Then, in the 18th century, we see the first library card catalog – Vienna, Austria, 1780
The first card catalog in the United States – Harvard, 1840
Then we jump forward to 1901 when the Library of Congress began mass distribution of preprinted cards which really brought about the card catalog being the prevalent catalog.
And that was pretty much how catalogs were until the 1980s.  They attempted to provide access to everything located within the physical walls of a library.  This was pretty much a constant…the library catalog was a device containing data that was designed to facilitate findability and accessibility to the information physically located in the library in as efficient a way as possible.  Now, the method of making that data available differed and changed over time but this change happened very slowly.  These various types of catalogs performed their functions well regardless of format until the advent of e-resources in the 1990s.  



Modern Developments 

 
• OPACs in 1980s 
• Web based systems in 1990s 
• Online Databases  
• Integrated Search 
• OneSearch (desiloing) 
• Some new library management systems have 

no OPAC component 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, what happened to change all this? It started with the OPAC in the 1980s.  We moved our library catalogs into an electronic environment.  This act didn’t really change the traditional role of the catalog though because the materials, although many different formats, were still physical in nature.  However, then came the web, online databases, journal aggregators, e-books and more and more electronic resources.  This meant, that for the first time, the traditional library catalog was simply incapable of adequately providing access to all the material the library had.

We tried many different options during these early days of transition.  We added fields to the MARC record to help facilitate access.  We tried buying records from vendors.  We argued over whether or not we should include bibliographic records for every title in an aggregator, or even for free but useful resources available through the internet and many other things.  Some felt the catalog should adequately provide access to all that we had while others argued there was no way to keep up with all the online material, so the catalog shouldn’t even try.  This resulted in a siloed approach to materials.  The various databases and aggregators became independent resources and the catalog was seemingly becoming diminished in this process.  Eventually, we tried the integrated search option in an effort to bring all these materials together so that the library could, once again, desilo the walls that had been built between resources in a very short period of time.  This wasn’t very successful.  In the end, it became clear that the traditional library catalog, the OPAC, was not the tool to present our resources to our patrons most efficiently.  It could no longer adequately achieve the 3 objectives of the catalog nor could it serve the five laws of library science.

This is where the modern discovery tool comes into play…we call it OneSearch.




So what is the catalog? 
• ONESEARCH is the catalog! 

Cutter 
– It is most efficient at enabling a person to find a resource 
– It is the most comprehensive way to show what the library has access to 
– Because it is most comprehensive, it is most effective in assisting in the choice 

of a resource 
       Ranganathan 

– Resources are for use – Greatest amount of exposure to resources 
– Every reader his/her resource – Greatest ability to lead them to what they 

want 
– Every resource its reader – provides greatest accessibility to what we have 
– Save the time of the reader – Is most efficient for casual browsing 
– The library is a growing organism – Is more flexible than traditional OPAC 
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A common criticism of discovery tools and internet search engines is that they provide too much information, particularly information that isn’t necessarily what is best for the student’s research?  Would it surprise you to learn that this criticism is not a new one?  In fact, in 1890, Charles Henry Hull, the librarian at Cornell, was adamant that a well made bibliography was superior to the card catalog.  

He wrote: “It is doubtful whether the subject catalogue does as much good as it does harm. The average student uses it without discrimination. He wants a treatise on electricity; the catalogue offers him a choice of a hundred titles, and he copies one of them absolutely at random.”

In today’s language, this criticism would sound something like this: It is doubtful whether the discovery tool does as much good as it does harm.  The average student uses it without discrimination.  He wants a resource on electricity; the discovery tool offers him a choice of thousands (or even millions) of options, and he copies one of them absolutely at random.

The argument is not a new one.  OneSearch, while not perfect, is the library catalog because it achieves the objectives of the catalog and the 5 laws of libraries better in today’s world than the traditional idea of the catalog showing the library’s physical holdings.  The OPAC still serves a vital function as one database amongst many, providing the means for our discovery tool to include our physical resources, but it can’t achieve the objectives of the catalog as well as OneSearch does.  OneSearch is [read Cutter points].  Also, OneSearch provides: [read Ranganathan points].  Therefore, since it is better than the OPAC in achieving the 3 objectives and the 5 laws, OneSearch is the catalog.  Now, it does not achieve all these goals perfectly, but as the technology evolves, it is becoming a more perfect system.
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QUESTIONS! 
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