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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses ways in which the planned Resource Description & Access (RDA) code might affect OPAC displays. It highlights several differences between the current Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules and the RDA proposals which will allow for new ways to display search results. Independence from International Standard Bibliographic Description will accommodate different arrangements of the various bibliographic elements, as well as new elements. The existing general and specific material designations will be replaced by a new vocabulary designed to offer better criteria for sorting results, while changes to rules for uniform titles are intended to provide more effective collocation of expressions and manifestations of works. 

Introduction

Although still under development, it is clear that the new Resource Description & Access (RDA) standard aims to change the face of the online public access catalogue. This paper outlines some of the ways in which this may occur, when it replaces the second edition of the Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules (AACR2). This is necessarily an outline, as the details are yet to be finalised (indeed some of the chapters remain undrafted). It is also important to note that the adoption of RDA itself will not dramatically change the OPAC interface: rather, its adoption will allow OPAC designers to transform the ways in which search results are displayed. Whether or not designers take up the challenge is a matter for them, and, more critically, a matter for their customers.

Two key elements in the design of RDA are mentioned in its Prospectus.1 First, it is to be aligned with the FRBR and FRAR models for bibliographic and authority data. A well-known aspect of these models is their differentiation of item, manifestation, expression and work. Some OPAC designers have already begun exploring how these four bibliographic levels may be represented more clearly on the OPAC, and RDA should assist them in this quest. 

The second key feature of the new RDA will be its independence from the presentation of data. That is, its aim will be to provide guidance on the recording of data – the content – and not on how it might be formatted on a screen, or for computer exchange. In contrast to AACR2, therefore, RDA will not prescribe the ISBD (International Standard Bibliographic Description) format. This departure has the potential to revolutionise the way in which bibliographic data is represented on the OPAC. It may also have profound consequences for the future of the MARC record exchange format.

RDA’s independence from the ISBD standard allows not only for the reorganisation and reformatting of bibliographic data, it also allows for new elements not covered by ISBD, and for changes in the nature of existing elements. One such change which looks to be on the cards relates to the current elements, general material designation (GMD) and specific material designation (SMD). Both these elements have often been criticised for their unhelpful values, that is, the terms they provide have not given OPAC users as much help as they might, when reviewing and sorting search results, or narrowing down searches.

These three RDA innovations are identified by the authors as those that may have the most profound effect on OPAC displays. Each change is discussed further in the following three sections, in terms of the existing problems it might address, and how its implementation might resolve, or at least alleviate, these problems.

Independence from ISBD

ISBD, AACR and OPACs

The development of AACR has, up until now, closely paralleled the development of International Standard Bibliographic Description. Indeed, the first edition of the General International Standard Bibliographic Description (ISBD(G)), published in 1977 and on which all subsequent ISBDs are based, was established following direct input from the Joint Steering Committee for Revision of AACR (JSC), which by this time was preparing AACR2.2 This input enabled AACR2 to likewise be based on the ISBD(G) framework, as stated in AACR2’s preface.3 The ISBDs subsequently introduced and revised for various types of material mirror, at least in part, the revision of various chapters in Part I of AACR2 (those for computer files/electronic resources being a good example).

The ISBD(G) “framework” provides a structure for bibliographic data that has become familiar to many users of card and online catalogues around the world. Other cataloguing codes, apart from AACR, have adopted the basic ISBD format, helping to facilitate the international exchange of catalogue records. In the case of record cards, the exchange format equates to the display format – libraries acquire cards and insert them into their catalogues. In the case of electronic records, however, the exchange format is for the computer, not the end-user. Machine Readable Cataloguing (MARC) was, of course, never designed to be presented to the end-user, and rarely has been (even “MARC record displays” do not provide the full string of characters that make up an actual MARC record). Instead, MARC has been developed so as to allow the computer to readily convert the exchange format into something akin to the ISBD format, for display purposes. 

However, MARC records do not need to be displayed in ISBD format. Indeed, MARC can, in theory, accommodate cataloguing not based on ISBD (and has a fixed field to signal this). A library management system can reformat a MARC record in any way that it is programmed to do so, within the limits of the MARC tagging. For example, it could display the place of publication after the name of the publisher, even though this contravenes ISBD format, because it can identify the two elements through specific subfield tags. Or a system could omit the place of publication from the record display altogether. 

None of the OPACs, in fact, display records in pure ISBD format. First, they usually display data not covered by ISBD at all, such as subject headings. Second, they usually introduce the various MARC fields with labels, such as “Publication details” and “Edition.” In ISBD, there is no provision for such labels, which are language-dependent. Instead, bibliographic elements are identified solely by means of their position in the description, and by preceding punctuation. While many catalogue users are familiar with the general layout of the ISBD format, many – it is fair to say most – would not find it easy to read a bibliographic description in pure ISBD format. No doubt some users know that a subtitle is preceded by a colon, but probably not so many know that the words surrounded by parentheses constitute a series title.

Problems 

AACR’s current adherence to the ISBD standard, then, may be problematic in several respects. It prohibits the introduction of other data elements (and the further division of existing elements). It also necessitates a particular display format which is not especially user-friendly, given what can be done with today’s online interfaces. Further, in many cases, such as when AACR is used in conjunction with MARC21, much of the prescribed punctuation has to be input manually, while some of the elements have to be input in the prescribed order – in this respect, the format is not even very cataloguer-friendly.

While the second and third issue may cause inconvenience, the first issue – that of a fixed set of data elements – is perhaps more fundamental, preventing AACR from properly treating important new elements at a time when other emerging metadata standards are amply demonstrating the limitations of ISBD’s coverage, particular in terms of online resources hailing from non-library domains. Relegating information about elements such as intellectual property rights and publisher number to the notes area is not much of a solution.

If exchange formats such as MARC enable elements of bibliographic data to be identified and labelled on OPACs irrespective of ISBD punctuation, the question then is whether ISBD punctuation is at all necessary. In most online contexts, the answer would appear to be that it is not. With respect to the organisation of elements – their division into the eight areas of description and order within those areas – it may well be that the ISBD arrangement is logical and one with which users are familiar, but the content designation in MARC and other exchange formats means that elements can be moved around as and when deemed appropriate – and in modern OPACs, as and when the user customises the display – so long as the elements are introduced by intelligible labels.

Towards an ISBD-independent content standard

In today’s online information environment, there seems little need for cataloguing to be straightjacketed by the ISBD format, and several important reasons for it not to be so. AACR is essentially a content standard; as a format standard, it really just follows ISBD. By renouncing its prescriptions on format altogether, thereby disengaging from the ISBD standard, AACR/RDA will be able to broaden its appeal and its potential application. It will become more appealing to metadata specialists, particularly those outside the library community, looking for a detailed and well-established content standard, but who do not base their resource descriptions on ISBD elements and format. It is also likely to appeal to cataloguers who may no longer need to input colons and semi-colons, though this change would depend on the capacity of library management systems to strip existing punctuation, and display and label subfields. 

Although MARC21 is clearly based on ISBD-based cataloguing, there are already cataloguing modules which automatically input tags and punctuation, if imperfectly. It would thus appear quite possible for the exchange format to be revised so as to fully accommodate RDA-based and ISBD-free cataloguing. Some additional designations may be needed, to accommodate new elements or sub-elements, and a few of the subfield codes may need attention – for example 245 subfield c currently represents the remainder of the title and statement of responsibility (ISBD) area, rather than the specific statement of responsibility element. Perhaps this revision could be completed by the time RDA comes out, but whether the library system vendors are able to overhaul their cataloguing modules by this time, remains to be seen. 

In order for AACR/RDA to become ISBD-independent, those rules pertaining to format will be dropped, e.g. rules 1.0B and 1.0C, and the X.1A1 rules for punctuation. Rules pertaining to most ISBD elements will remain, but only because most ISBD elements will be covered by RDA. There will be one or two exceptions, such as the general material designation (see section below). Conversely, there will be a few new, non-ISBD elements introduced, such as provenance and copyright date; and several elements previously relegated to notes, such as language and intended audience, will become more formal elements. A few existing elements will be expanded – standard number will become a sub-element of “resource identifiers,” for instance.

Capitalisation in AACR2 is based on the areas of description, as well as on proper nouns and a few other aspects. Thus the first word of the title proper is automatically capitalised, whereas the first words of other title information and statements of responsibility are not, unless they are proper nouns, etc. – the title proper begins an area, the other two elements do not. In RDA, this will not apply – initial capitalisation will likely conform to the conventions of the language.

In AACR2, the arrangement of the rules themselves follows ISBD order. Whilst much of this order is also likely to be retained, as on the whole it is a logical one, there will again be some exceptions. The RDA chapter on “technical description” is equivalent, for the most part, to the rules currently under “physical description,” but now follows, instead of precedes, rules on series. The RDA chapter on “content” pulls out existing rules for elements from across the ISBD areas of description, including the “material specific details” area. RDA chapter 5 covers “terms of availability” – but standard number rules have been placed in chapter 2.

Another interesting development is the reorientation of notes. In ISBD format, they are lumped together, as the seventh area. In RDA, as mentioned, some of these notes will become elements in their own right. Further, those that remain notes will pertain to specific elements – rather than to whole areas or other aspects. This will facilitate a possible rearrangement on the OPAC, so that notes are located nearer to the particular elements to which they pertain. 

Finally, examples illustrating all the rules will be free of ISBD punctuation and format. This will perhaps be the most obvious way in which RDA will show itself to be ISBD-independent. It may also be the most controversial, as there will no doubt be libraries still adhering – or attempting to adhere – to ISBD format in the post-RDA world. This may not be a particularly helpful development for cataloguers in such libraries, though an appendix will provide the ISBD punctuation for each applicable element (there has also been talk of a future online version of RDA allowing for a display with the ISBD punctuation “switched on”). In any case, whilst the absence of punctuation may prove an irritant to some AACR-based cataloguers, the ISBD punctuation would be extremely confusing for newcomers – those who do not currently describe resources in ISBD format. One hopes that there will be a good many newcomers, along with all the current AACR followers.

AACR/RDA’s freedom from the ISBD straightjacket may lead to a new MARC format, or it may lead to MARC being replaced. Either way, RDA-based cataloguing will not need to be tied up with MARC’s future, as its independence will mean that it can be readily accommodated in many other exchange formats and metadata schema, such as Dublin Core and ONIX. Furthermore, its display format neutrality will provide OPAC interface designers with a much freer hand to introduce display customisation and more user-friendly presentations of bibliographic data. For instance, a basic set of elements might be displayed with related elements and notes underneath, visible when moused over. Or a user might be able to re-display a record according to their preferred citation style, for easy copy and paste (one hopes that such a feature would not be abused!). Or the OPAC could build multi-level record displays on the fly, by piecing together key elements from various component records in a visually representative way. The sky may not be the limit, but neither will the ISBD format. Instead, the limit will be the screen – and the metadata.

Designations of Content and Carrier

Problems with the current GMDs and SMDs

General material designations (GMDs) and specific material designations (SMDs) will be replaced in RDA with new elements to describe content and carrier. The “type and form of content” element will contain a designation for the category of work or expression, and the “type and form of carrier” element (or elements) will contain designations for the categories of manifestations.

The current GMDs are a mixture of terms designating both content and carrier. For example, “cartographic material” is a term designating content, while “microform” is a term designating carrier. The GMD is often too broad to be particularly useful. For example, the GMD “videorecording” can be used for both videocassettes and DVDs. The SMD is not prominently displayed, and in the case of a DVD the term assigned will probably be the unhelpful “videodisc” (unless the option to use a term in common usage has been used). 

OPAC displays draw on the data in fixed fields for limiting and for the display of format icons. Although the values assigned to fixed fields do not mirror the terms used for GMDs and SMDs, to a certain extent they reflect current cataloguing practice. OPAC displays based on the current rules do not always give the user a clear indication of the content of the resource and the type of carrier the content is contained in. Let us take the example of a user wanting to view a particular feature film, say “The Titanic,” on a specific type of player. What he or she really wants to know is that the content of the resource is a moving image, and that the carrier is either a videocassette or a DVD. The OPAC display should be able to make these characteristics explicit. 

JSC initiatives

The Joint Steering Committee for Revision of AACR has been working on two complementary initiatives in this area. In 2005 it established a working group to make recommendations on new terms for categories of content, medium, and carrier. The group was also asked to make proposals on how the terms could be displayed in OPACs. The group recommended that one broad content term be assigned to designate the type and form of the resource (e.g. “moving image,” “object,” or “spoken word”). They also recommended the assigning of one broad carrier term to designate media category (e.g. “audio,” “digital,” or “projected”), and one specific carrier term (e.g. “DVD audio,” “JPEG file,” or “poster”). It was proposed that an option should be offered to repeat the content and carrier elements as needed.

The other initiative is a collaborative project with the developers of ONIX. (ONIX is the international standard for storing and sharing title information between publishers, distributors and booksellers). A draft framework for categorising resources has been developed that can be used by both communities. 

In August, the Editor prepared drafts of RDA sections 3.2 (Media category), 3.3 (Type of carrier) and 4.2 (Type and form of content), building on both the draft framework and on the work done by the GMD/SMD Working Group. The constituencies will then provide comments on the drafts. 

OPAC displays

The GMD/SMD Working Group concluded that content and carrier information is essential to assist users in identifying and selecting resources to suit their needs, particularly when large sets of records are retrieved in a search. In their report to JSC, the group members pointed out that users are becoming increasingly familiar with navigating information systems through categories based on classes of material. For example, Amazon now provides this functionality. 

The working group identified three situations that would benefit from the provision of accurate content and carrier information: search filter, citation display, and full record display. Search filtering using the new categories of terms would allow for greater precision; the user could filter on the basis of content only (e.g. resources with visual content), or broad carrier only (e.g. resources that are audio), or a specific carrier (e.g. photographs), or a combination (e.g. resources with cartographic content, that are digital, and are GIS files). The same information would be present in citation and full displays, allowing the user to quickly and efficiently identify the suitability of the resource.

The actual display of content and carrier information in the library OPAC would be determined by the library and the functionality of the ILMS software. A variety of options could be available, using such devices as icons or drop-down lists of terms for the user to select from. Changes to the MARC format will be necessary to reflect the new categories of terms, as library systems need to draw the data from coded fields.

Enabling “FRBRisation”

Multiple versions problem

The so-called “multiple versions” problem has been an ongoing challenge for the cataloguing community for many years. The OPAC displays for works and expressions with multiple manifestations are creating confusion for catalogue users. As catalogue records are constructed at the level of manifestation, the user may be presented with a number of records for the same work or expression, and with no clear indication of the relationship between them. Although the majority of works have only one manifestation, there are certain types of works where the problem is particularly apparent, such as the works of Shakespeare. 

Serials issued in multiple formats have also been a particular problem, and some libraries have taken the “single record” approach, which essentially means attaching holdings for the electronic version to the record for the print version. Multiple records can also be created for different electronic versions. The CONSER program has endorsed this approach.4 However, the wisdom of this approach is now being questioned, as many libraries now obtain records for the electronic versions from aggregators, and they are finding that the records need to be separate for matching purposes.

The famous Airlie House meeting on multiple versions in 1989 made a series of recommendations, including an option for cataloguers to create tiered records, with a record for the work at the top of the hierarchy and secondary records for manifestations attached.5 Although intellectually appealing, the option was not practical. The creation of records at the manifestation level continues to be the most workable option. 

Pre-coordinated vs post-coordinated clustering

It has been recognised that instead of pre-coordinated grouping or clustering, the most effective approach is post-coordinated clustering, which enables records for manifestations of the same work or expression to be clustered “on the fly” at the time the search in the OPAC takes place. However, there have to be sufficient common elements in the records for the manifestations for the matching to work effectively. The “FRBRisation” experiments conducted by OCLC and RLG have shown that records created according to the current rules have insufficient data for completely effective matching.6

The Format Variation Working Group set up by JSC to examine the issue and to explore options presented its final report to JSC in 2004. The group concluded that the existing rules for uniform titles need to be changed to enable the creation of work and expression identifiers, to be used in matching records created at the manifestation level. Its work on proposals for the creation of these identifiers was folded into the ongoing work on authority control, under the direction of the Editor. 

The draft of Part B of RDA (covering authority control, or access point control) will be available for review by the constituencies in November 2006. It is expected that guidelines will be included for differentiation at all the FRBR levels: work, expression, manifestation, and item. In each case, there will be provision for additional data elements to be added to the citation to create a controlled access point that enables differentiation. Possible additions will include: language, type and form of content, type and form of carrier, additional names, or an explanatory word, brief phrase, or other designation. It is not known yet if the provision of these controlled access points will be mandatory.

Conclusion

RDA promises to change the face of both cataloguing and the catalogue – literally. As a more flexible content standard, it is being designed to facilitate more informative and inventive OPAC displays. However, facilitation is not the same as implementation – this requires equally adaptive format standards and the cooperation of system developers. Moreover, we should recognise that RDA is still very much a work in progress, and that there is likely to be a good deal of redrafting before we get to see the complete manifestation.
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