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This was a period of much argument over the relative virtues
of classified and dictionarv catalogs not only among librarians
but among readers and scholars in general and even in reports
to the House of Commons. Feelings ran very high on the subject,
and rather emotional arguments came forth on both sides of the
issue, from the statemeni that classified catalogs and indexes
were noi needed because living librarians were better than sub-
Ject caialogs to the opinion that any intelligent man who was suf-

ficiently interested in a subject to want to consult material on it
could just as well use author entries as subject, for he would, of
course, know the names of all the authors who had written in his
field.!

—Ruth French Strout

he time and place Strout refers to is in the 1830s in Great

Britain. It seems that subject cataloging has a long his-

tory of being questioned. Even though Charles Cutter
convinced American librarians to use subject headings in dic-
tionary catalogs by the beginning of this century. the concept of
subject searching remainced a disrcputable one. Many catalog
use studies showed that most searches were for known items, or
at least were for a known author. Even though some studies
showed a majority of subject scarches, especially in public
libraries, these tended to be i;_:norcd.2 Thus, in the 1980s when
the Councii on Library Resources sponsored a national study of
online catalogs. it came as something of a shock to people that
a majonty of searching done in online catalogs was subject
searching. Even so, subject cataloging continues to be dispar-
aged by many librarians.

Brad Young tells of getting on an clevator at an American
Library Association (ALA) Conference a few years ago, carry-
ing a copy of the article entitled “Can Subject Headings Be
Saved”” Another librarian looked at the title and said, “Who
cares? " A similar attitude was exhibited by reference librarians
in response to a listserv message written by Thomas Mann, a ref-
erence librarian at the Library of Congress. In his message Mann
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suggested that librarians teaching bibliographic instruction
should point out the helpfulness of using narrower term refer-
ences in the “red books” (i.e., Library of Congress Subject
Headings); the usefulness of narrower terms that are alphabeti-
cally adjacent to broader terms in the “red books;” the possibility
of finding appropriate subject headings in the tracings on a rel-
evant record found in the catalog; and the possibility of narrow-
ing a search in a catalog by examining the array of subdivisions
given after a more general subject heading. Respondents indi-
cated their disdain for Library of Congress Subject Headings,
commenting that they recommend keyword searching instead.*
I will say more about keyword versus controlled vocabulary
later.

Soon after the national online catalog study, Ray Larson
began an extensive study tracking the use of the MELVYL
online catalog system over a period of six years.5 He found that
subject index use, as a percentage of index usages, declined over
the six-year period. Several librarians latched on to this finding
with seeming glee. For example, Peter Graham wrote:

T have placed subject access low on this list of priorities. In spite
of OPAC-use study claims of the early 1980s (e.g., Joseph Mat-
thews, Public Access to Online Catalogs, 2nd ed. New York:
Neal-Schuman, 1985), I have considerable doubt that librarians
can effectively provide good enough subject access to warrant
the present great costs, nor do I think patrons are aware of costs
when they are asked if they like the idea. Recent more tempered
comments on the need for subject access have appeared, e.g.,
Ray N. Larson’s presentation at an ALA 1988 Summer Confer-
ence meeting of the Library Research Round Table, “The
Decline6of Subject Searching in Online Public Access Cata-
logs”....

However, as Larson pointed out in his write-up of the
research’ and also noted at an ALA Conference presentation in
1994, it was obvious where the decline in subject index use per-
centages was being made up: in the title keyword index. That is,
users were still trying to do subject searching, but, because they
knew so little about the controlied vocabulary, they did not know
how to search it. Just under half of subject index searches pro-
duced zero results (i.e., users could not match their vocabulary
with that of the system), and most of the remaining searches pro-
duced too many retrievals (i.e., search terms used were so broad
that 200 or more items were retrieved-——such an overwhe{:{m.g
number, in many cases, that the user did not even start browsing
through them). Users try to correct for these failures with titl
keyword searching. As Larson concludes, “The subject index,




even after the decline discussed above, is still one of the most
commonly used search access points in the online catalog."9

SUBJECT ACCESS AND THE INTERNET

It seems fairly clear at this point that people are doing a lot
of subject searching, especially on the Internet; however, there
is considerable evidence that subject searching of the Internet is
not as successful as many would wish. The Internet has been lik-
ened to a number of different metaphors: e.g., a mansion with
many rooms where the lights have not been turned on yet; or, an
enormous bookstore with books stacked on tables, chairs, and
floor, and new ones being continuously added helter-skelter to
the piles. Michael Gorman has added to the bookstore example
that all the volumes have had their front matter torn off so that,
in addition to not having any order, one cannot assess the validity
of who supposedly wrote them or whether they were ever given
a title.!% Robert Jacobson has asked us to imagine a library
where the books have all been donated by patrons and placed
randomly on the shelves and where new collections arrive daily;
patrons can roam the stacks freely and move the volumes around
from shelf to shelf whenever they want. He goes on to say that,
yes. the network is supported by browsers, searching tools, and
informal indexes, many of which are linked and reachable with
the click of a mouse. But then, paraphrasing David S. Magier, a
Columbia University librarian, he points out that most of the
tools and guides were created by computer experts, not librari-
ans, and as a result researchers can cruise cyberspace like any-
one else but typically cannot zero in on specific, high-quality
resources. What is needed, he says, is what subject librarians
have always provided for non-electronic resources. !

Stuart Whitwell begins a recent article with “Communities
are often best defined by the threat from outside.”12 James
Eeach. after quoting Whitwell, suggests that perhaps informa-
tion professionals finally have a common threat around which
we can unite, That threat, he suggests, is chaos.!® “Chaos”
would seem to be a fairly good description for the net; but librar-
ians are beginning to rally to the challenge. Francis Miksa says
that what librarians have developed in the way of controlled
vocabulary and classification is a “sense-making operation.”14
And now librarians are beginning to put some sense-making into
the Internet. One librarian, Karen G. Schneider, challenges oth-
ers this way: “The fact that these hideous hotlists are all the rage
is proof positive that we need more librarians active on the net!
If you're a librarian, and you'’re treating the Internet like a data-
base to dip into rather than a community to participate in, I
exhort you to get off your duff and PARTICIPATE!” 3 Schneider
characterizes subject guides on the net this way:

I recommend starting a search with a subject guide because key-
word search engines can’t duplicate the ability of skilled
humans to evaluate and organize information. Which subject
guides? Start with the librarian-built guides, which for the most
part are selective and well-annotated. You will save time and
benefit from the judgment of these experienced hunters and
gatherers.

Some of the librarian-built guides are efforts of individuals,
while others are collaborative, sometimes institutional, efforts.
For example, persons at four research institutions in the New
York City area (at the instigation of David S. Magier), are
exploring, categorizing, and evaluating Internet resources in
eight fields: area studies, art and architecture, business, history,
literature, music and performing arts, science, and social sci-

ence. The idea is to divide up the work into manageable pieces
and not duplicate each other.!”

Some research on organization of the Internet is being done.
C. Olivia Frost and Joseph Janes have undertaken research com-
paring users’ success with three different Gopher menu struc-
tures: one organized by broad subject area, one organized by
Dewey Decimal Classification, and one organized by Library of
Congress Classification.'® Although data are not yet completely
analyzed, findings from the study will give insight into the ways
people search in the network environment.

Recently, the National Science Foundation gave major fund-
ing to six projects working on creating “digital libraries,” and the
title of one news article about this is quite telling: “Turning an
Info-Glut into a Library.”19 The projects are all quite diffzrent
from each other, working with text, images, or both; but the ulti-
mate goal will be to create giant multimedia libraries. And all
incorporate some type of subject organization. Anoth r project
is one begun by OCLC a few months ago to catalog Internet
resources. In this project catalogers in cooperating libraries are
cataloging documents found on the Internet that seem|to be
appropriate additions to that library’s catalog. The resulting cat-
alog records are standard MARC records complete with the con-
trolled vocabulary required by the cataloger’s institution and
containing a field for the URL (Uniform Resource Locator) of
the document being cataloged. These records are being entered
into the OCLC database and will become part of NetFirst. “a
comprehensive database of Internet-accessible resources that
will be a practical, easy-to-use tool for Internet exploraticn and
discovery.”20 The announcement for NetFirst makes a point of
saying that the database citations will contain summary descrip-
tions and subject headings.

Subject Access and Standards

Information specialists are also creating standards for future
cataloging, and these standards include places for subject data.
The Library of Congress, with the cooperation of OCLC and the
Research Libraries Group, has taken the lead in finding a way
to increase the number of mutually acceptable bibliographic
records available for use. One outcome of the cooperative
project begun in 1992 has been a set of “Core Records.” Records
done to this standard are less than full MARC records but pro-
vide a basic minimum in which a later user can have confidence
that certain elements are present, and that prescribed ones are
authority controlled.?! The parts particularly relevant here con-
cern classification and subject headings. The Core Record for
monographs requires at least one classification number from an
established classification system recognized by USMARC and.
if appropriate, at least one or two subject headings at the appro-
priate level of specificity from an established thesaurus or sub-
ject heading system recognized by USMARC. Core Recprds
also have been defined for musical scores, sound recordings.
non-roman script monographs, and serials. A task group 1s
working on one for audiovisual materials.

Another standard for access to documents is the TEI Header.
The Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) is an international project
that has developed a standard for the SGML mark-up of elec-
tronic texts for scholarly research. Under the TEI Guld_ehni.:.\'. ‘
every electronic text that is encoded according to the gutdqlln0>
has at its beginning the TEl Header, which is the e]e"c.tmmc.' '
equivalent to the front matter of a printed book cuuwm;d wiih
the equivalent of an electronic codebook. The lnfomm.(mn' ‘
required for a TEI Header resembles a MARC re.cord in -m:ll'n'\n
respects. It is divided into four parts: File Description, Ercoding
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Description, Profile Description, and Revision Description.
Within the Profile Description are positions for “<keywords>"
and “<classCode>.” Each of these can be identified as coming
from a standard thesaurus or classification, but this is not
required. The intent is that encoders provide as much of the
header information as possible, even in prose if necessary, and
that it be left to catalogers, archivists. and others to create the
structured subelements. 2>

Seeing a need for a finding mechanism in between the
extremes of the minimal information provided by automatically
generated indexes such as Lycos and WebCrawler and the con-
siderable detail of MARC Records and the TEI Header, OCLC
and the National Center for Supercomputing Applications con-
vened a Metadata Workshop, in March 1995, to try to define a
metadata record to mediate the two extremes and be able to be
enhanced or mapped to more complex records as needed. The
result is being called the Dublin Core (the meeting having been
held at OCLC in Dublin, Ohio). The hope is that the 13 elements
defined are simple enough that any creator of an electronic doc-
ument would be able to provide the record. All the elements are
optional, but the first one listed is “Subject.” giving a sense that
the participants in the Metadata Workshop consider subject to be
of prime importance. The report from the Workshop defines sub-
Jject: “The Subject is the field of knowledge to which the work
belongs. This may be a general description of a broad discipline,
or a series of descriptors of differing scope.” The report goes on
to specify how to qualify the subject element by a scheme and
includes examples of both thesauri/subject heading lists and
classification schemes. If no scheme is specified. the element
mayg}ontain a free text phrase that describes the intellectual con-
tent.”

CONTROLLED VOCABULARY VS. KEYWORDS

Both the TEI Header and the Dublin Core allow subject ter-
minology that is not controlled vocabulary, and automatically
generated indexes consist solely of uncontrolled vocabulary. Is
this sufficient and satisfactory”? Many writers think not, although
it depends somewhat on one’s reasons for doing a search. If one
just wants to find something regardless of source or quality, key-
word will probably do it. However. if one is a researcher looking
for the best on a subject or evervthing on a subject. keyword is
quite chancy.

It has been pointed out by many writers in many contexts that
keyword searching gives the user no assistance in identifying
synonyms or near synonyms. Thomas Mann gives an example
of a concept that has at least ninc words/phrases that mean the
same thing:

.capital punishment, death penalty. exccution, legal execution,
pendlty of death, pena capitale, peine de mort, smermaia kazn’,
and Todesstrafe can all be understoad to refer to the same thing,
Authors who write on this subject may also use still other words
(A Life for a Life, To Kill and Be Killed, The Ultimate Coercive
Sar:ction, and so on) to refer to 1t in the titles of their works. In
systems without vocabulary contral of synenymis, researchers
who think of only one or two words miss most of the material on
thair subject without realizing they've missed ;m_vlhin;_v.lJ
A problem in much of the research that has been done with key-
word retrieval seems (o be that small scientific databases have
often been used. and the sciences seem notto have as many ways
of saying the same thing as do the social sciences and humanities
(as in the Mann example). although EW. Lancaster uses some
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scientific terminology to illustrate the point: c.g., glues, adhe-
sives, cements.”

Another problem with keyword searching is that words taken
out of context can have several different meanings. Search
engines cannot tell you if a suitis a legal term or a set of clothing.
Many early experiments with keyword searching were con-
ducted in databases of documents all from one discipline (or
even narrower subject areas) where the ambiguity of terminol-
ogy was not so apparent.

Finally, keywords give no clues to their relationships with
other terms and concepts that are often widely separated alpha-
betically. It can be suggested to a person looking in a subject list
or thesaurus under lumber that a related term is timber and that
one might also think about the broader concept forests or the nar-
rower concept hardwoods. This is not possible with keyword
searching.

Use of controlled vocabulary also has the advantage of offer-
ing both the indexer and the user of the same thesaurus similar
ideas about what to call certain concepts. Lancaster asserts that:

Indexers are more likely to agree on the terms needed| to
describe a particular topic if they are selected from a pre-estab-
lished list than when given a free hand to use any terms they
wish. The same is true for the process of searching: It is easier
to identify the terms appropriate to some information need if
these terms must be selected from a definitive list. The con-
trolled vocabulary, then, tends to bring the language of indexers
and of searchers into coincidence.?®

This is not to say that there will be indexing consistency in
selection of concepts to which indexing terms are to be attached.
However, when the same concepts are identified in two or mare
entities, those concepts will have a greater chance of having the
same terminology applied to the concepts, regardless of the ter-
minology used by the authors of the documents being indexed.

On the other hand, there are several advantages to free text
indexing: low cost; simpler searching; searchability of full inior-
mation content; no humar_} indexing errors; and no delay in
incorporating new terms.>’ Researchers and other librarians
who think about such things seem to have come to the conclu-
sion that C.PR. Dubois came to in 1987: “Free text and con-
trolled vocabulary searching can no longer be viewed as
antagonistic techniques in information retrieval since they bath
display advantages and weaknesses dependent on a fairly wide
range of context, with the option to use both increasingly
favoured.”28 Nowhere is this more apparent than on the Internet.
As we begin to make some order of the chaos of the Internet. it
makes sense that we will let the ephemera be indexed by key-
word, and as entities are identified that are obviously of more
lasting value, they will be brought into our spheres of controlled
vocabulary items so that they can be identified along with the
printed materials on the same subject that we will continue to
collect for many years.

A final point to consider in relation to controlled vocabulary
is that as we incorporate access to pictures and objects, which
have no “words” to be searched as “keywords,” into the same
access systems for books, we attach to these things our words
that can be searched. Would it not make sense to use controlled
vocabulary for these terms rather than exacerbating the syn-
onym problem by using whatever pops into one’s mind at the
moment?

Specific Entry
It also makes sense that the items that we do catalog should
be done according to a standard, and that standard is likely to
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be the Core Record mentioned earlier. The Core Record

requires “at least one or two subject headings at the appropriate
level of specificity.”29 Just as some librarians question the need
for controlled vocabulary, some question the need for the prac-

tice of “specific entry.” This practice stems from Charles Cut-
ter, who wrote:

Enter a work under its subject heading, not under the heading of
the class which includes that subject.... Put Lady Cust’s book on

“the cat” under “Cat.” not under Zoology or Mammals, or

Domestic animals....?

Later theorists refined Cutter’s work. David Haykin wrote:

The heading should be as specific as the topic it is intended to
cover. As a corollary, the heading should not be broader than the
topic; rather than use a broader heading, the cataloger should use
two specific headings which will approximately cover it.3!

A weakness of the concept of specific entry is that subjects
must be described in terms that are constantly changing. If some-
thing is cataloged before a suitable term has been added to a
standard list, one must choose a term at the next level of gener-
ality; so early works on a new topic are sometimes separated
from the later ones.

Those who oppose controiled vocabulary usuaily also oppose
specific entry as just another of the idiosyncrasies of
anal-retentive catalogers. However, Mann makes an important
point from the reference and research point of view:

“Specific entry,” as a principle, is particularly important because

it makes the choice among many possibly relevant terms much
more predictable. That is, when a book could logically be cata-
logzd under several different valid headings at various levels of
generality—all of which headings and levels can be found in the
LCSH list—specific entry makes the choice of which heading to
[search under] more determinable in advance.3?

Specific entry means that if a whole book has been written on,
let us say, suicide among people under the age of 20, it should
be entered under “Teenagers—Suicidal behavior” and/or
“Youth-—Suicidal behavior,” and should not be entered with the
hundreds of books that have the heading “Suicide.” Mann makes
the point that such books entered under the more general head-
ing are effectively lost.*3 Unfortunately, too many people do not
understand the principle, and so if a person finds a book under
“Suicide” in which there is one chapter on suicidal behavior in
youth, the person may not ever learn that there are whole books
on the topic. This is a matter requiring not only correct catalog-
ing but also understanding by those who help users with their
searches.

There is concern on the part of some that even though the
Core Record requires “the appropriate level of specificity,” put-
ting only one or two subjects in the Core Record will lead cata-
logers to use a more general term rather than follow the principle
of specific entry. Elaine Svenonius and Dorothy McGarry dis-
covered in their research evaluating subject headings assigned
by non-LC catalogers that there has already been a problem long
before the appearance of the Core Record. They found that over
50 percent of their sample had missing, incorrect, dated, or ques-
tionable headings, and the largest category of incorrect headings
were the ones that were two broad.

One reason for the difficulty that we have giving specific
entry has been identified by Miksa. Traditionally, libraries have
opted to catalog physical units even when they contain multiple
works. Thus, collections, proceedings, and “bound together”

items must be given a general heading appropriate to the con-
tents of the whole physical item rather than several headings that
are appropriate to the specific individual works. The tradition {or
commercial indexing enter[SJrises has been that the basic unit is
the work, not the package‘3 This may not be as much of a preb-
lem as we begin cataloging works from the Internet; we will he
forced not to look at physical packaging and may be able to con-
centrate on cataloging individual works for which specific ent ry
is more meaningful. Again, this is a matter that requires educa-
tion if we see value in this principle and wish to maintain it.

CLASSIFICATION

A third area of controversy is classification. There is a s¢hool
of thought that says that the main reason to classify is so that a
physical item can be shelved in a place where it can be foun
again, and, oh, yes, incidentally, it is then with other items dnthe
same subject. Those subscribing to this view see no reasoh to
classify things that cannot be shelved—usually defined as any-
thing that is not a book. Intner comments on the irony to be found
in the fact that while some people are saying we no longerne«d
subject headings and classification, others are asking for more
subject access to fiction and nonprint materials.3%

Despite rumors to the contrary classification is far from dead.
Both research and experiments have shown the usefulness ot
classification for enhanced subject access. Ray Larson has cre-
ated a system in which subject clusters are created that incluce
both LC Classification and Dewey Decimal Classification
(DDC) numbers from a MARC record in the same cluster with
subject headings and keywords from other parts of the record
The clusters make a package that allows several different kin s
of subject access.>” Karen Markey Drabenstott and Anh Deri-
eyer have used the DDC numbers in records to enhance the sub-
ject term entry vocabulary by connecting the words associated
with a particular number to the record in such a way that the
words from the DDC can be used as search terms for the asso-
ciated MARC records.3® Barbara Tillett has suggested that clas-

‘sification could be the way links might be made among variant

terminology of different thesauri.>® Gorman has suggested that
classification as a subject access tool be separated from classi-
fication as a place to shelve an item. A shorter number could be
used for shelving purposes, while szveral longer numbers could
cover the various subject aspects. In this way, the online catalo
could “combine the best features of dictionary and classiﬁgd Ccat-
alogs.”40 [Actually, this might be stated: “best features of
divided and classified catalogs.” I have not seen an online cata-
log that gives one of the best features of a dictionary catalog: a
searcher is seldom allowed to search for all works by or z_lbom a
person in the same search unless one uses a very complicated
Boolean search—which most users do not attempt. ]

A recent Newsweek article explained how 3-D technology i~
hitting the Web. The description is of Cyberspace explorgrs
wandering through whole virtual environments. “They will be
able to cruise through representations of a city neighboﬂmod of
a mall, visiting shops simply by ‘walking’ down a cqmdof and
clicking on the door.”*! 1t is not hard to imagine in this scepane
that one of the doors you might click on might be that ot l.K'_k
“library” where you can enter various subject rooms with sl.\u .\
of books. Going down the rows of stacks, you might locate 3 F‘ fl
ticular “book” you would like to “take down” from the s-l.wll and

. . . is. the hook~
peruse. However, in order to do anything like this.
would have to be classified.
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A the level of today's practice, a number of Internet sitci”arc
currently organized using the DDC as the organizing factor.”~ In
addition Mann has given numerous examples of reference ques-
tions that can only be answered by reference to the page and
Paragraph levels of books that can be found only by going to the
classification in the stacks where such information might be
found and then scanning the books located at that number.
Sometimes such information is not even indexed in the
back-of-the-book index. He makes the point that such informa-
tion is not now, nor will it ever be, found in computer databases.
Books that now exist in. and are still being added to, library col-
lections are our cultural heritage, and while many of them will
be digitized, most will not.*3

ONLINE PUBLIC ACCESS CATALOGS (OPACs)

Given that local collections of materials in libraries will con-
tinue to be a part of our world for the foreseeable future, it
behocves us to be certain that the catalogs of those collections
are useable and useful. Much of the current research in the area
of subject access is directed toward this end. Larson, in his track-
ing of the use of the MELV YL online catalog system, discovered
two phenomena that contributed most to reduced subject search-
ing. Close to half of the time. subject searches retrieved nothing,
and the remainder of the time, there were “too many” hits. On}‘y
about 12 percent of searches retricved between | and 20 items.**
Larson has identified several obvious causes of search failure:
lack of knowledge of LCSH: misspelling or miskeying; use of
singular or plural when the opposite would have matched; fail-
ure to predict the terms used to catalog the item.*

“Too many” cannot be defined precisely, because it is relative
to an individual's needs and to that individual's tolerance for
scanning through screens of retrieved items. A number of
researchers have found that users, faced with many retrieved
items, often do not even begin browsing through the screens, and
often when they do, they stop afier the first screen or two. The
problem with this is that in most online catalogs, retrieved items
are arranged in “main entry™ alphabetical order: so the best of
the items may be onc that is many screens into the listed retriev-
als, and may even be the last one listed! Buckland, Norgard, and
Plaunt observe that, because cach set of records retrieved has to
be newly ordered to be displayed in that instance. there is no rea-
son it has to be alphabetical. It could just as well be chronolog-
ical, reverse chronological, by language. by proximity of
holding library, by loan status. or by any number of other
attributes; and it necd not always be one of these but should be
displayed by one or more of these chosen by the user. 6

Charles Hildreth advises that second generation online cata-
logs (i e., what most librarics have currently) are so unaccept-
able that we should “Just say "NOQ'" to them' He acknowledges
that in many respects they are better than card catalogs. but he
asserts that most reflect an incomplete conceptual mode! of
information retrieval activity: “the model assumes the presence
of a known specifiable information need (or subject topic) to
start with.™*7 Hildreth goes on to identify major shortcomings
(and therefore major nceds) of current online catalogs: they do
not:

* Facilitate open-ended searching by following pre-estab-
lished linkages between records: they do not:

* Assist the user with alternative formulations of search state-
ments or with alternative scarch methods when initial
searches fail:
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* Lead from successful keywords to corresponding subject
headings and class numbers:

* Provide sufficient information in the records (e.g.,
abstracts) to enable users to judge usefulness:

* Rank large retrieved sets in decreasing order of probable
relevance.*8

Marcia Bates, too, discusses subject access in online catalogs
and says that assistance for users is more essential than it was in
the card catalog. She says that the online catalog is a “black box”
to users. One cannot just look in and see what is there as one
could with a card drawer; one has to put something in to get
something out. In addition, implicit Boolean logic means that
users need assistance with ideas for combining keywords from
different gans of subject headings as well as from different
indexes.*

Various researchers have been working on ways to overcome
the failures of today’s OPACs. Karen Drabenstott’s research
attempts to find ways to route users’ “zero-hit” queries through
appropriate “search trees” so that the system does not just
respond with a statement that there are no matches, but instead,
performs other actions that are likely to produce some result.
Search trees are also used to assist in narrowing a search on a
term that is too broad, a search that often results in the number
of retrievals being too large.”® Later research shows that classi-
fication can be used to summarize the results of high-posted
searches and thus make retrievals more manageable. Drabens-
tott finds that Dewey Decimal Classification is more useful for
this than Library of Congress Classification.’!

Tschera Connell has researched methodologies and knowl-
edge used by experienced searchers. Academic librarians
“thought aloud” as they performed subject searches. Connell
collected information about their factual, experiential, and pro-
cess knowledge, particularly concentrating on explanations that
participants gave for their actions and observations. Connell
observes that online catalogs too often “concentrate on mechan-
ical aspects of searching (e.g., automatic truncation, spelling
checkers), to the exclusion of intellectual aspects (e.g., structural
relationshig)s among records, controlled vocabulary mainte-
nance)....” Z She has found that a relational structure must be
present in the catalog if the user is to exploit the materials rep-
resented in the database.

Larson’s research investigates an OPAC structure called
“classification clustering.” Such a cluster includes classificat:on
numbers and their meanings, subject headings, titles, and other
words from a MARC record in a new record that is the first level
searched.’ Other experiments to improve retrieval involve
enhancing records with tables of contents, more classification
numbers, and more subject headings; reducing search terms to
single root words (e.g., “librar” for library, libraries, etc.); and
use of phonetic indexes.>* The difficulty is that all these help to
retrieve more, and as we have already seen, much of the time
users retrieve too much. So there are also experiments to assist
with the problem of information overioad.

One experiment that deals with retrieval of too many records
is an “intelligent” front end called OASIS added to the Univer-
sity of California’s MELV YL online catalog. Buckland says that
“The design ideal is that regardless of the query and regardless
of the size and contents of the file, each search will ordingrily
yield a small set of records, those most closely matching the
searcher’s preferences.”> Users can set their own preferences,
but thé default assumes that users want recent materials in




English held locally. This process is called “filtering.” So, for
example, asubject keyword search for “*Dresden” that yields 440
hits can be filtered to find that there are 9 books in English pub-
lished since 1980 that are held on the Berkeley campus. These
can be looked at first. OASIS also can “‘summarize subjects,” a
command that causes the system to go through the retrieved list
and produce a frequency-ordered list of the subject headings that
occur on the records. The user can then choose any one and have
it reissued as a new search.

Another way of dealing with overload is to have the system
calculate a probability that each item retrieved is an item that the
user would want to see. In Larson’s research the clusters can be
weighted so that probabilistic retrieval techniques can be com-
bined with cluster searching to produce ranked outp.ut.56 Itis
possible to compare a user’s natural language query with the
probable relevance of each MARC record based upon the occur-
rence of words in the cluster.

LC SUBJECT HEADINGS

If it is true that we will continue to maintain online catalogs
and that in these catalogs there is a need for controlled vocabu-
lary, we will probably be using Library of Congress Subject
Headings (LCSH) for the foreseeable future. A few years ago
there was considerable discussion of coming up with a new sys-
tem, or completely overhauling LCSH, or creating a subject cat-
aloging code. However, each of these alternatives would require
considerable resources and commitment on the part of the
library and information science community. Drabenstott and
Vizine-Goetz identify six reasons that LCSH is here to stay:

l. Public catalog users with varying levels of subject knowl-
edge can find materials on the topics they seek using LCSH.

2. In terms of subject retrieval, a better system has not been
devised, nor will be in the near future.

3. Online systems have capitalized on some desirable features
of the LCSH system.

4. Online systems have overcome some limitations of the
LCSH system.

LA

. Improvements can be made to LCSH.

6. Tens of millions of bibliographic records are available to the
users of online bibliographic systems through LCSH.57

‘Work has proceeded on making improvements to LCSH, and
progress is being made. Since 1985 when LC revised its rules for
the reference structure to accompany new headings, many more
clearly delineated hierarchical paths are emerging. In 1991 LC
held a conference to invite suggestions on how they might
improve the existing system of subdivisions. As a result pattern
lists of subdivisions have been simplified; some subdivisions
have been cancelled; some have been combined with other
almost equivalent subdivisions; some have been changed to
more current forms; some have been replaced by more logical
phrases (e.g., “Railroads—Stations” changed to “Railroad sta-
tions™); date subdivisions have been changed to relate to the cov-
erage of contents of an item rather than to its date of issue.

Three of the recommendations of the subject subdivision
conference warrant special mention. The first recommendation
included the provision that subdivisions should always ai?pear in
the order: “topical, geographic, chronological, form.”® After
considerable study, a subcommittee of the ALA/ALCTS/CCS
Subject Analysis Committee (SAC) found that it could not rec-
ommend implementation of this across the board. They found

that in the areas of History, Art, Literature, and Music. there
would be too many times when the practice would make the sub-
ject headings lose their current meaning, and therefore would
not be in the best interests of users. However, it was noted that
in most other areas, the recommendation could be implemented
without ill effect, and they recommended that LC follow the rec-
ommendation whenever possible in order to improve consis-
tency and predictablity. LC has, on a case-by-case basis,
changed many topical subdivisions to allow them to be subdi-
vided by place. Thus, place no longer has to precede those sub-
divisions and can come in the position recommended by the
subdivisions conference.

It should be noted that in the process of examining the prob-
lem of the order of subdivisions, one study found that users
understand the meaning of current subject heading strings only
about 40% of the time and that they would understand the strin gs
in the recommended order only about 32% of the time. The thing
the researchers found that increased understanding wis shorter
strings. The authors therefore recommended reducing|the num-
ber of subdivisions per string and reducing the number of words
in individual subject heading subdivisions.>®

The second recommendation of the subject subdivisiops con-
ference that bears special mention is the recommendation that
LC should investigate implementing a separate subfield code for
form subdivisions. A new code (subfield $v) was approved for
addition to the USMARC formats at the 1995 Midwinter ALA
Conference in Philadelphia. SAC, LC, and others are proceeding
with some preliminary stages necessary before implementation
of the new code.

The third recommendation that bears mention here is the rec-
ommendation that authority records be created for combinations
of topical headings with topical subdivisions. LC has been work-
ing with staff from OCLC’s Office of Research to develop a base
file of such strings derived from LC bibliographic records in the
OCLC database. In an OCLC symposium on the future of
authority control Carol Mandel discusses what a real
LCSH-based subject authority file might look like and what
might be its benefits. She states that it could speed the cataloging
process with some automatic assistance (e.g., one-to-one refer-
ences for synonyms); could provide quick access to valid forms:
could require less proofreading; and could have the potential for
more automatic generation of references, links from classifica-
tion numbers to headings, and links from bibliographic records
to authorized forms of headings. For users it could assist with
typographical errors; has the potential to correct user input with
algorithms; and has the potential for better browsing displays of
subject terms. However, we have to be willing to make a
one-time large investment in order to have ongoing savings from
machine support.60

For the last couple of years, LC has strongly encouraged
other libraries to submit proposals for adding new headings{qm»
cepts to LCSH, changing their longstanding practice of waiting
to add new concepts until they were encountered in LC’s own
cataloging. The result is the addition in a controlled manner of
new concepts needed by many catalogers outside of LC. Forms
for suggesting new headings are available on the Intemet of |
through “gopher” to LC MARVEL. LC has also expanded l(.\‘
programs by which participating libraries actually c{cﬂlf ne ‘;‘ )
subject headings and make changes to existing headings in the
growing “national authority file.”
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CONCLUSION

This article began with quoting some persons who have ques-
tioned the need for subject access in library catalogs. We then
showed that much recent writing and research has demonstrated
the need of many users for accurate and reliable subject
approaches. Subject organization of the Internet will, in the
words of Michael Gorman, be a “disappointment to those who
have made a vocation of surfing the net as an alternative to liv-
ing.”®! For most of us, though, subject organization will make
life ever so much easier. It is another example of the issue of the
time of one cataloger vs. the time of multiple users.

Will we continue to catalog important intellectual entities for
posterity, as well as for current users? Carol Mandel points out
that “The library catalog record. with its summarized description
and controlled {subject] vocabulary is an extraordinarilg' effi-
cient and effective representation of text for retrieval.” 2 With-
out the subject vocabulary, the catalog record identifies aknown
item but gives no clue to content unless the title has
content-descriptive words. The budget vise squeezing librari-
ans, identified by Carlen Ruschoff.” may cause some to be
tempted to cut out subject analysis as a way to cope. But the evi-
dence suggests that what is nccded for subject analysis, as it is
needed for the rest of cataloging. is innovation: new ways of sep-
arating that which is in nced of less subject analysis from that
which is in need of more subject analysis: better education of
reference librarians as to what subject headings and classifica-
tion can do for them and for their clicnts; further national-level
cooperation in the creation of subject access: and implementa-
tion of the techniques that rescarch has shown will greatly
reduce frustration from retrieving nothing or retrieving too
muck.
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Library Benchmarking:
Old Wine in New Bottles?

by Sarah M. Pritchard

W hen the term “benchmarks” first crept into the
library and higher education lexicons, it was with
such an aura of novelty and efficacy that I thou ght il
must be a complicated and technical approach requiring spefial
study. And then I realized that I already gathered and used |
benchmarks, I just did not call them that. Moreover, the flootl of
recent articles has not given us a new formula for deciding wha
is a “good” library. This is an old problem, and though it is pne
very much worth tackling, I am afraid we have not found a new.
solution. ;

Benchmarks have caught on with the advent of total quality
management (TQM) programs, though the origins of the t
date earlier to engineering and scientific industry work. It seems
to have two contrasting meanings: either something to wor
towards, or something to mark how far you have come. It can be
at the same time measurement against standards, against one’s
own prior progress, or against wherever a peer or competitor
happens to be. The fact remains, we are simply talking about
measurement. In this profession we have been trying, with vary-
ing degrees of success, to measure what we do for at least the last
century. Benchmarks are nothing more than a management- or
production-oriented way of talking about statistics. Perhaps it i
even a more accurate word for what we have always done. Sta-
tistics include more sophisticated analyses than those in a typici.!
compilation of what we call library statistics, most of which arce
just data elements, singly or in ratios—in a word, benchmark:.

Benchmarks are not synonymous with TQM; they are but onc
of the recommended tools for implementing such a system. The
point is not what we call these measures, but how we define then
and use them. Statistics, benchmarks, and any kind of data arc
always just tools; they are not an end in and of themselves. The
same data can be used and reused in a variety of larger contexts.
not all predictable or even appropriate. The data are the answer
to a prior question; they have no meaning in the abstract. Onc
could even posit a “quantum theory” of library statistics. that
they do not exist until we go out and collect them, and it is the
act of collecting them that defines them. )

Developing appropriate benchmarks is part of a process of
evaluation, a long tradition in library management. While the
language and some of the processes may be new, I hav}c not,
unfortunately, seen any magic units or measures in t})e literature
of “quality” or assessment that will give us quick relief from the
hard practical and conceptual challenges that the e.valuu.uun
enterprise continues to present. Let us demystify this topic it
and get back to the fundamental problem of library measure:
ment. This is an attempt to clarify definitions, outline somc ways
in which we have developed benchmarks already, and sketch ll‘"f
importance of this for information services management in u
context of contemporary higher education.

DEFINING BENCHMARKS AND STATISTICS _ “
These terms are loosely applied to arange f’f"umemul ,k\ '::

and data, some of which are actually quite simple. WL.,[“;‘.H

both over-intimidated and over-credulous by our 100 ¢

Sarah M. Pritchard is Director of Libraries, Smith College,
Northampton, Massachusetts 01063.
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