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An Analysis and Evaluation of the San Diego Public Library’s Online Catalog
When evaluating the San Diego’s Public Library catalog, I performed a number of author, title, subject, and keyword searches. To begin my analysis, I will examine how the catalog responded to an author search. I selected a name for which there would be more than one entry: “Morrison.” The first level of display presented a list of authors with the last name of “Morrison,” and the entries were organized in an alphabetical word-by-word, as-is filing system. I could tell that such a system was employed because the first entry was “Morrison”, the second was “Morrison, A. J. (Alfred James), 1867-1923”, and the third was “Morrison, Abraham Cressey.” That “Morrison, A. J.” appears before “Morrison, Abraham” indicates that the filing system is word-by-word rather than letter-by-letter; had it been letter-by-letter, the spaces would not be taken into account, and “Ab” would have preceded “A. J.” The importance of spaces is also indicated by the fact that “Morrison” on its own appears first; this arrangement denotes as-is filing because a space appears before any letter in that system. Thus, I could conclude that the catalog used a word-by-word, as-is filing method.

While I will discuss my exploration of the listings under “Morrison” at more length when analyzing cross references, I will now turn to a string search of an author whose name is known and is probably not going to be repeated. I conducted a search for “Kingsolver, Barbara.” At the first level of display were several listings for “Kingsolver, Barbara”, some of which were followed by titles. Because the entries were ordered in an alphabetical, word-by-word, as-is filing system, the listing without anything after “Kingsolver, Barbara” appeared first. The catalog indicated that there were 52 titles under this name. By clicking on the list of 52 titles, I was led to another level of display.


At the second level of display, a list of books appeared; while the screen claimed that they were “unsorted,” they appeared to have been arranged by title in an alphabetical, word-by-word, as-is filing system that dropped articles like “the” when they appeared as the first word. This level of display showed a picture of the book’s cover, the call number, the title proper, and publication information, and it also presented the option of saving the record; this list is later referred to as the “brief heading hitlist” while the first level of display is called the “heading hitlist.” If the library owns the item, its call number is highlighted in yellow.

When clicking on the title proper, one is led to the third level of display that includes a number of labeled fields; for fiction, the labels generally include the call number, author, title, editor, publisher, description, ISBN, and DBCN, which are then followed a table that details the status of the item. If the book is nonfiction, then subject headings are also included in the fields at the third level of display; such headings appear after some fiction titles as well. At times, fields for “notes” and “other name” (which is used to refer to another source of responsibility) are displayed as well. There is an option to look at the MARC record.


Now, that I have detailed the kind of information present on the heading hitlist, brief heading hitlist, and full record, I will move onto a discussion of title searches. I wondered if title searches would automatically drop the article, as they were dropped in the arrangement of records. To answer this question, I searched for “The Shining.” When I used the article, I was led to a page that stated no such titles were found and recommended that I search for “shining.” After conducting that search, I was led to a page that contained listings for titles such as “The shining”, “Shining and free”, and “A shining city.” The listings appeared in that order, which suggests that the filing system automatically drops the articles; if not, “A shining city” would appear first. The filing system follows the word-by-word, as-is method, as it did when ordering the names of authors. Lower case letters are listed first; the title “The shining” comes before “Shining” and “The Shining.” After looking at a number of versions of “The Shining,” I realized that uniform titles were not used; at times, MARC field 246 was employed in addition to field 245 to provide clarification on film versions of the novel. That the novel and film were never assigned a uniform title led to problems in cataloging; some video recordings would be retrieved if one clicked on “The shining” while others would be found under “Shining” and “The Shining.” If a user did not want to search three of the records listed on the first display, then s/he may not realize that the library has a particular tape or DVD of the film.

The lack of uniform titles, however, did not affect searches when the book title was unique and complete. If I searched for a known title, such as Love in the time of cholera, the first level of display included the information that was generally found in the “brief record hitlist,” which made the search very efficient; I could find the call number after one click and the full record at the second level of display. That the full record was obtained at the second level of display suggests that the catalog performs the most efficient searches when there is only one version of a work and when the user knows the title ahead of time. It was unsurprising to see that searches for known sources were quicker and went more smoothly than browsing; however, the same was not true for searches for known authors, as discussed above. Even when one selected the preferred name (“Kingsolver, Barbara”) from the start, one had to go through three levels of display to obtain the full record.

To complete my assessment of title and author searching, I conducted two more searches, one to determine how the catalog responded to corporate authors and the other to see how the catalog handled number titles. To begin with number titles, I typed in “13.” This led me to an extensive display of titles; after perusing a few pages, I noticed that the titles were organized by the first letter of the first word that came after the number; after all such titles were listed, books that started with “130” were entered. I noticed that a book title of 1314 and all that preceded the title 132 folksongs. This ordering suggested that numbers were treated as characters in the filing system, not as quantities or dates. Last, to see what happened with a corporate author, I typed “Microsoft” into the textbox and began an author search. At the first level of display, I learned that there were 120 titles listed. The second level of display presented the titles alphabetically; it began with a number and then moved to the letter “A.” Generally, Microsoft was listed in the 710 field; the 110 field was rarely, if ever, used for this corporation. I found this to be the case when performing various kinds of searches; Microsoft would appear in fields 245, 246, 538, 630, and 650, when conducting author, title, subject, and keyword searches, but I found no listings used the 110 field.
To move to another search type, I started to concentrate on subjects. I began with a search on “water.” After going past the “see also” references, I found a list of unstructured subject headings. As an example, if I use a forward slash to denote a line break, the subject headings ran in this order: “Water as fuel. /  Water -- Atlantic Ocean -- Analysis. / Water babies. / Water -- Bacteriology.” Since the subheadings were arranged in strict alphabetical order, regardless of hyphens or subdivisions, they were presented as an unstructured list. Next, I wanted to determine if the catalog used the LCSH vocabulary when constructing the headings. I tried another subject search on “clouds.” After studying several listings, I checked them against LSCH term, and the catalog’s subject headings employed the rules set out in SCM:SH.  For instance, I noticed one entry used “Clouds in art” as a subject heading; this heading mirrored the one recommended by LCSH in terms of phrasing and capitalization. The same was true for other headings; for example, “Magellanic Clouds” were used instead of “Clouds, Magellean,” as per LCSH guides. Similar consistencies were found when I searched for a name that was a subject, in this case “Woolf, Virginia.” The first level of display contained a “see” reference followed by a number of subject headings, such as “Woolf, Virginia, 1882-1941 -- Criticism and interpretation” and “Woolf, Virginia, 1882-1941 -- Diaries,” that were in accordance with LSCH guidelines.  Thus, I concluded that the catalog used unstructured LCSH terms in subject searching. When I clicked on a subject, I found that the second level of display listed titles arranged by the author’s last name in an alphabetical, word-by-word, as-is filing system. The third level of display contained the full record; in addition to fields mentioned earlier for this level of display, various records had fields for “series” or “notes” as relevant.

What was particularly noteworthy about subject searching involves a “display related subjects” button that appeared on the full record whenever subject headings were listed. When I pushed that button, a list of subject headings appeared; however, this list mirrored the subject headings that had appeared above. The only differences in the list are that one used all caps and alphabetized its listings whereas the other version ordered the subject headings according to their appearance in the MARC record. Either link would lead to the same page, so there was virtually no difference between the each heading. While I may have noticed the difference in arrangement, I expect that the average user would not be interested in analyzing the word-by-word, as-is filing system vs. the replication of MARC field arrangement; instead, s/he would probably frustrated to push a button and find the exact same list of subject headings as what was already displayed. 
Finally, I conducted keyword searches. When I started to search by keyword, I was flummoxed to find that Boolean operators seemed to work nearly in reverse from how they function in academic catalogs. In the UW catalog, for instance, a keyword search for “Shakespeare” results in 12,346 hits; when combined the operator “and,” the search engine looks for both words. Thus, “Shakespeare and women” pulls up 213 results. The expression “Shakespeare or women” leads to 32,000 hits, which is the highest number that the UW library system will retrieve, because it looks for either word. At first glance, San Diego’s Public Library seemed to use “or” in the opposite way: a keyword search for “Shakespeare” led to 3286 records; when combined with the words “and women,” the engine retrieved 50 records, but when “Shakespeare or women” was typed in, only 4 records were retrieved. At first, I was quite surprised, but I soon remembered my searches on Virginia Woolf. I had to use “Woolf, Virginia” to get any hits when searching by author or subject; the opposite was true in title searches because many books start with the words “Virginia Woolf” while few start with “Woolf, Virginia.” However, keyword searches pulled up the same records regardless of whether I used the traditional or inverted form. With that in mind, I inspected the records found in my Shakespeare searches more closely and realized that the system generally searches by phrase, but, in keyword searching, it looks for individual words, even when using Boolean operators. Thus, “Shakespeare or women” pulled up those records that include the words “Shakespeare”, “women”, and “or.” When “Shakespeare women” was entered, the same results were returned as when “Shakespeare and women” was used, which suggests that “and” is the default Boolean operator.

Even with such a default, keyword searching was quite imprecise. That it was difficult to narrow down keyword searches was also evident in the levels of display. Unlike the previous searches that allowed the user to type in general terms and then select more precise ones from a list, the keyword search misses this level of display and automatically directs the user to a list of titles. Thus, the user begins with the “brief record hitlist” and cannot use any means to refine the search. Moreover, the records appear in seemingly random order; close inspection reveals the library uses the DBCN to arrange the records, but that information is neither clear nor meaningful to the user. After conducting many searches, it seems that keyword searching includes at least the 100, 240, 245, 246, 500, 505, 520, 600, 610, 630, 650, 700, and 710 fields. Thus, it seems fairly safe to say that cross-field searching is allowed in keyword searching; indeed, that seems to be its purpose. However, the basic inability to refine the search threw into sharp relief that keyword searching subverts the collocating function of a catalog; the retrieved records may share no commonality, save a single word. The system tries to protect the collocating function when it allows the user to sort by subject; however, if one has retrieved a list of 700 records, the sorting function may not prevent a sense of frustration.
Now, I would like to move from an analysis of searching the catalog to a discussion about the use of a controlled vocabulary and references. Generally, the catalog would point users to the preferred version of a name by using a “see” reference. The “see” references were often accompanied by or led to a list of entries of the preferred name. For instance, the MARC display of records for T.S. Eliot has the following 100 field: $a Eliot, T. S. $q (Thomas Stearns), $d 1888-1965.” When searching for “Eliot, Thomas”, “Eliot, Thomas S.”, and “Eliot, Thomas Stearns,” I was first led to a “see” reference that listed the preferred name, and this name would also be listed in the 700 or 600 fields when appropriate. This name form was consistently used, which suggests that the library uses an authority file and has provided sufficient cross references to allow the user to locate the preferred name easily.

Yet, some records had been subdivided; they did not appear under the uniform name, but under the uniform name and the title of the work. The selection on which records would be grouped under the authorized name and which would have a title that followed the preferred name seemed to be random, at first. Close inspection revealed that the records which were listed separately had the author’s preferred name listed in the 700 field, not the 100 field. In the 100 field, the editor’s name was listed; for instance, a copy of Eliot’s Ash Wednesday that was edited by Ruth Whitford had “Whitford, Ruth Horton, 1919--” in the 100 field while Eliot’s name appeared three times in the 700 field (once for each poem collected in the volume). However, for Inventions of the March hare, the editor’s name, “Ricks, Christopher B.” appears in the 700 field and Eliot’s preferred name is in the 100 field, which meant that this book was grouped with the others that cataloged Eliot as the main entry. The decision as to when to use the editor’s name as the main entry seemed random; perhaps, cataloging rules changed or one cataloger’s judgment differed from another’s. The end result was a lack of authority control that might easily confuse users and would hamper retrieval.

The same inconsistency was evidenced when uniform titles were employed; that they were only used at times undermined the point of a controlled vocabulary. For example, my search of Barbara Kingsolver’s texts had separate entries. At first, it appeared that those entries had a uniform title that contained the language of the book; for instance, one entry had this 240 field: $Animal Dreams. $l Spanish. By using a uniform title and subfield l, all Spanish versions of that text would fall together; the same technique was used to catalog different language versions of The little prince, which confirmed my idea that the uniform title was used to allow the user to search for versions of a text in particular language. Had it not been for other entries under “Kingsolver, Barbara,” I would have considered the issue resolved. However, other separated entries appeared to be random and problematic.

For instance, one entry read as follows: “Kingsolver, Barbara. Homeland. [2 titles].” By clicking on that entry, I discovered that it led to two versions of The Caemdon short story collection, which is listed as the title proper. Kingsolver is listed in the 700 field with “Homeland” printed in subfield t. That the first level of display showed an entry for field 700, subfield t but did provide any indication of the title proper surprised me. My sense of surprise turned into concern when I read the last entry: “Kingsolver, Barbara. Short stories. Selections [1 title].” When I clicked on this link, I learned that “Homeland [sound recording]” was listed as the title proper. The MARC record explains that “Short Stories. Selections” had been listed as a uniform title for this item, probably because the name on the container read “Homeland and other stories,” according to field 246. While I cannot speculate as to why the cataloger chose “Short Stories. Selections” as the uniform title instead of “Homeland and other stories,” its ramification is that a searcher would not know that this recording contained stories from Homeland because it was not grouped with the listing of “Kingsolver, Barbara. Homeland. [2 titles].” And those listings, as I noted previously, were not referring to a book by Kingsolver called Homeland but a collection of stories by several different authors. The lack of consistency in how titles would be cataloged led to confusion, and I saw these kinds of inconsistencies in a number of records. I would suggest that a user might be hard-pressed to find what s/he was looking for whenever the 240 and 700 fields appeared for a book because there was little authority control over those areas. Although there may have been uniformity in the name, there was no consistency as to when and where those names would be used.
Problems with the 700 field were also evident in the “see” references that came up during my search for “Morrison.” When I searched for “Morrison,” I noticed that “Morrison, A. J. (Alfred James), 1876-1923.” is followed by a “see” reference to the name “Morrison, Alfred J., 1876-1923.” That name is presented as a live link; when used, however, it leads to another screen that informs the user that there is one title listed for this name. The title link leads to a listing for The history of the thirty years war in Germany by Friedrich Schiller and translated by A.J.W. Morrison. This title is found by using links to titles under the names “Morrison, A.J.”, “Morrison, Alfred J. (Alfred James), 1876-1923” and any live “see” reference links. However, if one looks at the title link next to “Morrison, Alfred James, 1876-1923”, s/he is led to Travels in the confederation by Johann David Schopf, which was translated and edited by Alfred J. Morrison. This title is not found under any other variations on Alfred James Morrison, and, conversely, the text by Schiller cannot by found by using that link.

The lack of consistency in the 700 field is bound to confuse readers, especially because the authors displayed there are not signified as editors or translators until one finds the full record. And, at times, the role of the person in the 700 field is left completely unclear. For instance, my search of T.S. Eliot led to an entry of Anabasis; after sorting the list by title, this entry appeared first. Yet Anabasis was written by “Saint-John Pearse, 1887-1975”, and T.S. Eliot is listed in the 700 field, although no explanation of his role in the creation of this text is indicated in either the notes or the title proper. While I cannot guess at Eliot’s role, it must be odd for a user to search for an author, sort by title, and see that the first entry has not been written by the author in question. 
I would like to recommend that the catalog is checked for inconsistencies to improve its retrieval, but this process would be both timely and costly; after learning more about the effort it takes to draw up a record, I find that it is not easy to make such a recommendation when considering that most librarians do not have an abundance of time and that most libraries do not have an abundance of money. Yet, the biggest weaknesses in the catalog seemed to come from inconsistencies in authority control. In other areas, the catalog performed well when faced with a number of issues in retrieval. It responded to searches for corporate authors, number titles, and names as subjects without significant problems, and the bibliographic representation of the books was easy to follow because each field was clearly labeled for the user. Additionally, the picture of the book’s title and the use of highlighting to display whether the library owned the book made it visually appealing and understandable.

Interestingly, the area of cataloging that is probably considered the most problematic appeared to be managed well: indexing by subject. The use of a controlled vocabulary and “see also” references made it possible to browse subjects with a fair amount of ease. Such ease was not evident while browsing for authors or titles. It was less useful to browse by title or by author because of inconsistencies in cataloging and a lack of authority control. I found the catalog to be most effective if a user had a particular book in mind. However, the keyword searches would be quite frustrating, which is a serious problem as users are apt to conduct those kinds of searches; users seem to prefer natural language when searching rather than a controlled vocabulary, even though the benefits of a controlled vocabulary are made clear by this catalog. The vocabulary control made subject browsing possible and helped to collocate items; had such consistency been applied when making decisions about authors and titles, the catalog would be much easier use. Yet I would suspect that it would be difficult to convince a typical library user that browsing subject headings will benefit them far more than keyword searching. I suppose that this job is part of the challenge of working in information services, and, as such, I welcome it.
