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Glenda B. Claborne

LIS 531 – Autumn 2004/Final Assignment – Catalog Evaluation

Catalog evaluated: CUNY Union Catalog

URL of catalog: http://apps.appl.cuny.edu:83/F/?func=file&file_name=find-b
I.  Search types, Access Points, Arrangement

IA. Keyword  search

The Keyword search is essentially a keyword search. A search on “water pot” retrieves records with either “water” or “pot” or both as whole words anywhere in the record regardless of order.

A search on “water” retrieved 26049 results with a message that says “Results for Words= ( water ) not sorted due to sort limit 800.”. This set of results in the first level of display are arranged in columns under the headings #, Author, Title, Year, Format, and Holdings arranged from left to right. On searches returning results below the sort limit, the default sort for the records is by Year (most recent first), then by Author (numerically then alphabetically). However, the user can change this default sort order by clicking on the underlined column headings, which are Author and Title (not available on searches exceeding the sort limit). 

To see how the sort options work, I did a more limited search like “water lilies” which returned only 25 records. Clicking on Author sorts the records on Author then by Year (most recent within each Author) as in the screenshot below:
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Fig. 1. Author sort on first level of display.

A click on the Title heading sorts the records on Title (numerically then alphabetically), then by Year (within each Title). This year-within-title sort arranges the same titles by the same author by year of publication as can be seen in the illustration below:
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Fig. 2. Title sort on first level of display.

A click on a line/record number or a title from the first level of display takes the user to a Full View (the default view) of the record. The user also has options to see a Brief View (Author, Title, Pub., Desc., and Call No.) or the MARC record. The Full View displays any combination of the following labeled fields depending on the record: Call number (008), Author (100, 110), Title (245), Variant Title (240, 246), Edition (250), Publisher (260), Description (300), Notes (5XX), Subjects (6XX), Additional Authors (700), Series (490, 800), URL (8XX), Format (TYP). [The underlined fields are links that the user can click on for further information.]  Other labels used for the same fields include labels like Award for 586, Summary for 520, Performer Note for 511, Credits Note for 508, Conductor (and Additional Authors) for 700, Performer (and Additional Authors) for 711. All these show that the design of the catalog interface exploits the possibility of creating many views of the same underlying data.
A click on the linked, underlined entries for Author, Additional Authors, Title, Variant Title, or Subjects (from the second level of display, Full View) takes the user to a page titled Related Searching, which gives the user two options: Find other records in the database or Browse a headings list in the database for the particular entry chosen.  For example, a click on the first option for author leads to a list of works by same author sorted by Title, then year. The display looks the same as that in the first level display (same fields, same sorting options), only now the results set is narrowed to a particular author. Clicking on any line number or title for that author leads to the Full View of that record as described earlier. The second option leads to a list of similarly-spelled author names, each showing the number of records for each author and each name linked to the list of works for that author as described above. Most names in the list also have a link to more information on the name as a heading. The same cycle applies to the other linked fields mentioned in this paragraph.
Clicking on the Call number links from the second level display (one for All Items, and one or more for each item in different locations) takes the user to a display of the holdings for that record. This display shows the name of the Library, the item’s Location in that library, item Call Number, Description (volume no., supplement, etc.), Item Status (Regular Loan, Non-circulating, etc.), Due Date (On Shelf if in, the actual due date if checked out), and Due Hour. Also, on the first column of this display is a link (Hold) to a form for requesting the item and another link (Expand) to another view of the item record. Holdings information can also be accessed from the first level of display.

The URL link from the record display leads first to a page for Copyright Information with a link to continue to the actual item online. The Series link takes one to a similar Related Searching page as described above but with only a browse list option.

Using the words “information behavior,” I have determined that the default Boolean operator for the Keyword search is “OR.” [I’m wrong, it’s AND.] At first I thought the default operator must be “AND” since most of the records have both “information” and “behavior” in them (and highlighted) which means that both words must be in a record to be retrieved. But a look at more of the records shows some to have only either “information” or “behavior” in them which means that the search retrieved any record that has either word in them. Some records have both “behavior” and “information-processing” in them but only the former is highlighted which again attest to the essential keyword nature of the search. I don’t have any explanation why some records retrieved in this search don’t have either “information” or “behavior” in them. 

Using the KEYWORD search, all of the following fields have been searched:  100, 245, 250, 260, 300, 500, 650, 700.  I have used terms that I expect should be in a field and all these have returned results with the words or terms showing in the right field of the MARC view of the record. For example, I have tested the 300 field by searching on “225 p. 28 cm ill” and the 250 field with “2nd ed.” Both searches retrieved records with those terms in those fields.
IB. Browse Author Search

This type of search is essentially a string search. A Browse Author search on “smi” retrieved records with the letters s,m, and i, in that order, in any surname, which included Smialek, Smiley, Smith, etc.

  The first-level display for this search type shows the column heading No. of Recs., under which are the number of records found for each name heading under the column heading Entry. For some of the name headings, there is also a link to more information on that name as a heading and/or a See cross-references to the preferred name.

Clicking on Smith, A (Alwyn), for example, takes the user to a second-level display similar to the first level display in Keyword search but with the records sorted by Title, then Year rather than by Year then Author as in the default sort in Keyword. Clicking on either the line # or the title will lead to the Full View of the record as described in the section on Keyword search.


A search on a prolific author like William Shakespeare brings up a Browse list with a name heading with 80+ records. Clicking on this name heading resulted in a slow search that returned a list with the following message: “Results for Shakespeare, William 1564-1616 not sorted due to sort limit 800.” The records are not arranged either by title or by year and the display does not give the sorting option that it normally allows even when I tried to create a subset from this large set. However, a click on a record with less than 80+ records returns a list that is ordered by title, then year. An examination of these records shows that the titles are arranged only by the 245 field. For example, a limited search on Nietzsche, Friedrich would sort on a 245 title like Beyond good and evil :  prelude to a philosophy of the future but not on its 240 variant Jenseits von Gut und B ose.  

The Browse Author search type is the best type to use when searching for corporate authors in the 110 or 710 fields because you can be sure that the results returned have been searched on either or both of those fields. I have searched for “American Medical Association” with all four types of search. The Keyword search searched on all fields, including the 110 and 710 fields but returned many irrelevant results because it searches for occurrences of the words, together or individually, in all fields. Both the Browse Title and Browse Subject searches also searched in the 710 field but also returned records that may have “American Medical Association” in it but not necessarily in the 710 field. 

IC. Browse Title Search

A search using this type brings up first-level, second-level, and third level displays that look similar to that in the Browse Author search. However, a title search on “water” brings up a first-level display that does not include [Info on this heading] links next to the titles nor See cross-references. A click on any of the titles or line numbers on the first-level display brings up a second-level display with records sorted sorted by Year, then by Author.

I found that I must drop initial articles like “the” as in “The merchant of Venice,” or  “an” as in “An affair to remember” in order to retrieve these titles. But I found that it did not matter whether I include the article “a” in “A midsummer night’s dream” in order to have that title retrieved.  

It appears that numerical filing is used to arrange numbers in this catalog as shown in the two screen shots below though I was confused with the 1.38.904 before 138 or 1600-1930 before 1600 which would appear to be numbers-filing-as-is. But this shows that the number search is from left to right disregarding periods ‘.” but stops when it encounters an en dash “-“ or a colon “:” 
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Fig. 3. Arrangement of numbers in the catalog.

ID. Browse Subject Search

The Browse Subject search brings up a first-level display that shows the no. of records for each subject heading returned. Like the Browse Author search, the display also shows links for more info and cross-references to some of the subject headings in the list. 

The subject headings in this catalog appear to be arranged in an unstructured way. Works about “water’ are interrupted by works on “Water color painting” or “Water birds.” Furthermore, the filing of subject headings is strictly alphabetical so that a heading with a geographical subdivision like Water -- California -- Analysis  files before one with a topical subdivision like Water -- Carbon content -- Analysis -- Methodology .

All search types search on name-as-subject fields but the Browse Subject search is the best type of search to use for this kind of search because it returns only those records whose 600 fields contain the subject heading searched even though it may find the same term in other fields of the record. The other search types search also in the 600 fields but not all the records returned contain the subject heading in the 600 fields. 

Record Display Issues


I found that although the display of the list of individual records gives the user options to sort by title or author other than the default by year sort, I find that the columnar arrangement of the records from left to right remains the same regardless of the type of search. This is different from the list display for the UW catalog where what is central on the screen are the list of authors if you searched on author, list of titles if you searched on titles, etc. I also had to do some adjustment with the holdings information especially with the labels to indicate availability – CUNY’s “On Shelf’ to UW’s “Available.” Also, it was confusing to see the availability of an item under “Due Date” in the CUNY catalog with the column heading “Item Status” next to it to denote the type of loan. Most catalogs I’ve used, including the UW’s, list the availability information under the heading “Status.”
II. Authority Control and Vocabulary Control


To check on name cross-references for this catalog, I did a Browse Author search on “Twain, Mark.” As described in the previous section, the results display shows some of the headings with the link [Info on this heading] next to them. Clicking on this link for the heading “Twain, Mark, 1835-1910” with 80+ records brings up several forms of this name heading. Those names that are not used as headings are preceded with the phrase “Seen from” to direct the user to the preferred name. Clicking on an underlined “Seen from,” for example the one before Snodgrass, Quintus Curtius, 1835-1910, would lead us to a display of that name with a “See” cross-reference to Twain, Mark, 1835-1910 under it. Those names that are also authorized name headings are preceded with a “See also” cross-reference (only Clemens, Samuel Langhorne,1835-1910 in this case). Clicking on this heading brings up records in which Clemens, Samuel Langhorne is either the main entry (100 field) or an added entry (700 field). 


 I used the term “movies” to check if this catalog uses subject cross-references and it does. The process is pretty much the same with “See” and “Seen from” cross-references as used with name headings.  “Movies” is not an authorized heading so a “See:” cross-reference under it is used to refer the user to the preferred heading, which is “Motion Pictures.”  But a click on the [Info on this heading] link next to “Movies” not only brings up “Seen from” cross-references but also cross-references to broader (Broader Subject) and narrower terms (N. term).  There is also a note labeled Sub. CSAR (can’t find what the acronym stands for), which gives a note on subdivisions in the subject heading “motion pictures.”


The choices in the drop-down menu of the Browse search, which includes “Subject begins with,“ “Children’s subject begins with,” and “MeSH subject begins with” seem to indicate that the catalog uses several subject vocabularies. I’ve tested if it uses LCSH by searching on terms we used in the assignments like the use of “Women employees” for “Working women” or the use of inverted geographic names as used in LCSH.  

Remembering the difficulty with the common term “weapons” that the children in the Solomon study experienced, I searched on this term on all the options for subject searches. The “Subject begins with” option returned headings that are much more structured in terms of subdivisions. The “Children’s subject begins with” returned headings with simple subdivisions and which led to records much more suited to children. The “MeSH subject begins with” did not return headings for weapons as expected. 

I find the use of authority and vocabulary control in this catalog to effectively lead the user to the same works by the same author or the same works on a given subject. Although these controls are supposed to make sure that all works by an author are retrieved under a preferred name and all works under a subject heading are retrievable under a normalized heading, the presentation allows the user to get to these preferred access points from several displays. The labels or phrases used to indicate cross-references are clear and the linking seems to effectively lead the user to the desired records. The use of several subject vocabularies gives power to users to choose access points according to age or subject of interest.

III. Ease of Use


The use of page titles like Record Display, Browse List: Titles (or Authors, or Subjects helped me know where I am and what I was looking at. Navigation links like Previous Page, Next Page, Back, and Jump to # helped me move from one page to another. In addition, there are the Previous Record and Next Record links that helped me move from one record to another. I also liked the options to be able to select all the records, or to choose only a few or a set of records to view on a single page. The basic search interface is uncluttered and the labels are in plain language, which makes it easy to use. The catalog allows me the user to search by several types of call number but the column heading Index Number to display the retrieved records looked awkward.

IV. Conclusion


The catalog is able to exploit the capability to present different views of the same underlying data and to make these choices explicit, through the use of clear labels, to the user.   The user is given options to control the displays as in the sort options and the record display options. However, despite this flexibility, there is also the rigidity of the left to right columnar arrangement of the display of the list of records retrieved. The basic search page, as well as many of its display pages, is uncluttered but the display of the list of records can look cluttered to a user who cannot deal with 6 columns or three clickable links all in one display. Most of the labels are clear and easy to understand but labeling for holdings information and call numbers can be confusing.


As with its strength with display options, the catalog is commendable for using several subject vocabularies, which, in fact, gives the user some control over what level or area of subject search he/she can do. The relatively high recall searches done through the keyword and string searches are balanced by the use of authority and vocabulary controls. The controls on the interface work together with the authority and vocabulary controls to lead the user to the desired work as well as giving the user the opportunity to browse related works along the process. 


In general, I find in the strengths and weaknesses of the catalog the balancing act between ease of use and quality control that we have discussed in class and which people in the history of cataloging theory and practice have grappled with. It’s still our challenge as some things change and some don’t.
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